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What is culture?  How does culture shape identity?  What is culturally responsive
teaching?  How can teachers effectively build upon students’ cultural identities to
facilitate learning?  These are just some of the questions that we address in three
separate chapters on culture.

We base these chapters on several principles of culture and learning:

Students come to school with specific cultural knowledge or “cultural capital,”
including their particular experiences and prior knowledge.

Valuing students’ cultural knowledge and building upon it is a key component
of culturally responsive teaching.

Culture is largely mediated by language, as manifested in metaphor, storytelling,
songs, and greetings.

A group’s culture reflects its shared traditions, which can include a common
history, language, religion, customs, and literary traditions.

Culture is dynamic and ever changing; a group’s culture includes the goals,
ideals, and beliefs that will ensure the group’s survival. However, there are
variations among individual members of a cultural group in terms of their
beliefs and values.

In the first chapter of this section of The Diversity Kit, we focus principally on defining
culture and cultural identity.  We argue that culture is dynamic and that exploring,
valuing, and promoting students’ cultures in the classroom will support their personal
and academic development.  In this first chapter, we explore the notions of collectivism
and individualism as cultural orientations, and we examine the power relations that
have historically existed between certain societal groups.

In the second chapter we focus our lens more specifically on the area of culture as
it impacts teaching and learning among diverse student populations.  We ask the
readers to participate in activities and the accompanying vignette discussions that
encourage them to explore the concept of a learning community.  We also challenge
educators to explore the funds of knowledge found in students’ home communities.
Through these exercises we underscore the importance of knowing the students’
home cultures and using that knowledge as a resource to enhance student learning.
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In the third chapter, we explore the relationship among school, family, and the
broader community.  The chapter addresses educators’ concerns regarding the
challenges of involving parents and extended family members in the education of
culturally and linguistically diverse students.  In this chapter, we offer suggestions
and provide activities that show how to bridge the gaps among school, family, and
the community.   We encourage the reader to become a language detective and to
explore the culture of the communities in which students live, work, and play.  We
also encourage developing a curriculum that is culturally responsive and that promotes
interaction between students and their families.  Ultimately, when teachers and
students create a space in which students’ languages, cultures, and identities are
negotiated and valued, teaching is facilitated and students excel.

Culture is intimately connected to language.  For that reason, we suggest that The
Diversity Kit be used in its entirety to explore the areas of human development and
language as additional dimensions of learning.  We encourage the reader to explore
diversity and all of its richness through The Diversity Kit and to challenge social
conventions and uneven power relationships that have historically marginalized
culturally and linguistically diverse groups.
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GUIDING QUESTIONS

What is cultural identity?

How does culture impact development and learning?

How does valuing students’ cultures support their
development in schools?


