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Transforming Challenges into Opportunities:
Becoming a Culturally Proficient Educator

CHAPTER TWO
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Chapter 2: Transforming Challenges into Opportunities: Becoming a Culturally Proficient Educator




Activity
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This is an activity from the chapter. As a warm-up to reading/discussing, ask students where they have lived or visited and where they would like to go. Encourage them to discuss cultural impressions and nuances. (Note: View 6 additional activities like this at the end of the chapter.)



What terms do you think of 
when you hear the phrase 

“culturally-relevant 
teaching?”

Activate your prior 
knowledge by 

brainstorming a list.
Revisit this list after reading 
the chapter. What can you 

add? Delete? 

Introduction
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Ask students for ideas/examples of these topics to begin discussion. Ask them to escribe a culturally relevant teacher in their own words. What does this teacher look like? How does this teacher talk? How does this teacher act? What does this teacher do in the classroom? In planning lessons? In assessing students? 

These words are listed in the text in the Exclusion Brainstorming activity on page 41: 
Consent Decree 
Self-transformation 
Standards�Racism 
Assessment 
Conflict-resolution 
Family Structure 
Stereotypes 
Nonverbal Communication 
Grammar Translation 
Discrimination�Language Acquisition 
Assimilation 
Proficiency Test 
CRT�CASEL 




• Kindergarten
• Ohio
• 7 ELs from other countries 

(South America, Korea, and 
China; other ELs in the class 
were born in the U.S. and 
speak at least one other 
language

• 4 special needs students
• 9 other kindergarten 

students
• Note: One student, Peyton, 

speaks 3 languages.

Meet Ms. Gerrior’s Class

HOW can she connect students’ 
languages and cultural backgrounds 

to lessons and activities? 
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Invite discussion. 



• Possible gaps:
• School readiness
• Academic achievement
• Cultural & linguistic 

differences
• Factors within the school’s 

control:
• Teachers’ experience
• Resources
• Schools’ involvement with 

families
• Factors outside the school’s 

control:
• Students’ access to health and 

social services
• Family income
• Bias

Considerations
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The more informed teachers are about students’ prior schooling experiences, the more success teachers have in meeting students’ needs. 



• Include sensory, graphic, and interactive supports designed to promote 
student engagement and interaction 

• Groups ELs with native English speakers and provides visuals that match the 
alphabet sounds

• Incorporates videos, magazines, and realia into daily lessons
• Invites sharing of home/personal activities related to lessons
• Connects stories and events to cultural traditions
• Contacts parents to read stories related to students’ cultures
• Shares songs and activities to showcase traditions
• Exposure to varied cultures of classmates in practical and relevant ways
• Builds trust
• Networks within the school and community to support her class activities

Examples of Culturally-Relevant Kindergarten 
Teaching
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Her primary consideration is on cultural gaps as she is part of the majority of elementary teachers in the U.S., a white, middle-class, monolingual female. ELs tend to feel left out of school activities as early as kindergarten. It is the responsibility of teachers, staff, and administrators to assist all students in acclimating to the U.S. school system and in feeling a sense of belonging. Establishing classroom rules, routines, and procedures enables all students to understand class expectations and be treated equitably, regardless of cultural and linguistic background. 






Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) 
identified five social- emotional-learning competencies: 
1. self-awareness
2. self-management
3. social awareness
4. relationship skills
5. responsible decision-making

CASEL
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Ms. Gerrior comments in her planning book and keeps a visual chart on her desk. This way, she frequently checks to ensure she is addressing each competency for each child. “While most ELs are born in the U.S., the researchers argue that educators need a deeper understanding of how to address the social-emotional needs of those who are foreign-born, including refugees with interrupted formal education, migrant children, unaccompanied minors, and undocumented children.” 
Source: Mitchell, C. (2017, March 8). Schools are falling short for many ELLs: Well-prepared teachers in short supply, report finds. Education Week, 36, 24 (p. 12). 





The Center for Advanced 
Research for Language 
Acquisition (CARLA) defined 
culture as “the shared 
patterns of behaviors and 
interactions, cognitive 
constructs, and affective 
understanding that are 
learned through a process of 
socialization. These shared 
patterns identify the 
members of a culture group 
while also distinguishing 
those of another group” 
(CARLA, 2017). 

What is culture?

How do YOU define culture?
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Talk through definitions, examples, non-examples. Merriam-Webster dictionary defines culture as: 
1a. the customary beliefs, social forms, and material traits of a racial, religious, or social group; 
b. the set of shared attitudes, values, goals, and practices that characterizes an institution or organization; 
c. the set of values, conventions, or social practices associated with a particular field, activity, or societal characteristic; 
d. the integrated pattern of human knowledge, belief, and behavior that depends upon the capacity for learning and transmitting knowledge to succeeding generations 




Surface, Folk, and Deep Elements of Culture
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Deep elements of culture can be discerned by asking questions beginning with why; for example, Why do members of the __________ culture practice the behavior of __________ ? Using the metaphor of a cultural iceberg, concepts above the surface are visible and typically addressed; however, concepts below the surface are unseen and therefore require a plan and specific strategies to ensure educators and students become culturally aware of accepting and respecting diversity. In other words, the metaphor of a cultural iceberg demonstrates how on the surface one witnesses explicit, taught, tangible behaviors, but below the surface are cultural values, habits, and judgments. Folk culture is often associated with tradition, historical continuity, sense of place, and belonging.





Characteristics of Culture

• Culture is learned. Cultural attitudes, behaviors, beliefs, and values are 
learned through experiences, communication, media, the Internet and in the 
classroom. Cultural connections between students, parents, and teachers, 
and both teaching and learning styles are interrelated and intertwined.

• Culture is shared. Members of a cultural group share patterns of artifacts, 
attitudes, behaviors, beliefs, and values. In the classroom, shared values and 
beliefs are essential in establishing rules and effective communication.

• Culture is used to predict people’s behaviors. It is natural to categorize 
people, as members of a cultural group share similar patterns (i.e., artifacts, 
behaviors, values). For teachers and students to achieve success, an 
understanding of the cultural value of an education is essential.
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These are characteristics typical in a classroom.



• Cultural Pluralism refers to a process of 
compromise and communication characterized by 
mutual appreciation and respect between 
members of two or more cultural groups.

• Multicultural Education involves the practice of 
cultural pluralism, which means that in 
multicultural learning environments, there is a 
mutual appreciation of and respect for all diverse 
cultural groups.

• Cultural Proficiency builds upon the aspects of 
multicultural and culturally-relevant teaching. 
Diversity is perceived as an opportunity, a benefit, 
and having the knowledge, skills, and dispositions 
of culturally-relevant teaching. A culturally-
proficient educator honors the differences between 
and among cultures leading to informed and 
respectful interactions with and instruction of ELs.

Culture and Learning Styles
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Students’ cultural experiences and backgrounds impact their learning styles. Building on students’ prior knowledge, which is built on their (cultural) backgrounds and experiences, provides a foundation for effective and efficient learning and teaching. When�cultural pluralism is practiced, members of diverse cultural groups are permitted to retain many of their cultural artifacts, attitudes, behaviors, beliefs, and values as long as these conform to the practices deemed necessary for social harmony and the survival of society as a whole. Multicultural education is composed of learning and teaching in which the primary goal is to promote the development of all students in reaching their potentials and realizing that success and brilliance are present among all cultural groups. A core concept of multicultural education, culturally-relevant teaching, and cultural proficiency is helping students reach their potentials. Imagine the societal impact of self-actualized students developing into self-actualized citizens. 







• Hidden curriculum is defined as a set 
of rules that teachers think students 
know, but never truly take the time to 
teach. One example is expecting 
students to be quiet when the 
teacher is talking or waiting to ask 
the teacher a question if the teacher 
is attending to a student.

• Null curriculum is what teachers 
omit. This could be due to a lack of 
time, a personal bias, or a district 
policy. What might be left out that 
could significantly impact ELs in 
negative or positive ways?

Hidden and Null Curriculum
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The components of the hidden curriculum are often not written and include philosophies, procedures, and processes unknown to students. Likewise, the null curriculum impacts ELs by what is left out of the curriculum, the knowledge and skills left out of instruction. This can include routines and procedures that are not taught; for example, if students are not taught study skills, they may be at a loss as to how to prepare for a test. If they are not taught to think critically or question disparaging language in books and materials, they are actually learning these things are presumably not important. 





1) Contributions focuses on cultural heroes and heroines, 
holidays (e.g., Cinco de Mayo, Thanksgiving).

2) Additive integrates themes and concepts into existing 
curricula (e.g., Thanksgiving story from Indians’ 
perspective).

3) Transformation fundamentally changes the structure 
of existing curricula to view concepts from multiple 
cultural perspectives (e.g., create a Westward 
Expansion unit exploring cultural conflict using critical 
thinking and diversity as a basic premise).

4) Social action/decision-making enables students to 
make decisions and take developmentally-appropriate 
actions to resolve important social issues (e.g., register 
people to vote, write a letter to a legislator about an 
issue). 

4 Approaches to Multicultural Education
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James Banks’ research.
Ask students which of these they have observed in classrooms. Ask them which of these do they aspire to and why. Describe how Banks’ curricular approaches and goals support diversity in the classroom. 





Race: “any one of the groups that 
humans are often divided into 
based on physical traits regarded as 
common among people of shared 
ancestry” 

Ethnicity: “of or relating to large 
groups of people classed according 
to common racial, national, tribal, 
religious, linguistic, or cultural 
origin or background”

(Merriam-Webster)

Race and Ethnicity
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Race and ethnicity overlap with culture. Therefore, to understand culture and its role in fostering an accepting classroom environment, teachers must understand the constructs of race and ethnicity. The term ‘race’ was originally used to refer to speakers of a common language and later to denote national affiliations. However, the term began to refer to physical traits by the 17th century. The term ‘ethnic’ was first used in 1920. These terms continue to evolve linguistically, and terminology to describe various groups has evolved over the years. An example of race is White, whereas an example of ethnicity is Hispanic. Those who identify their origin as Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish may be of any race. For instance, some forms list the category of White/Non- Hispanic and Black/Non-Hispanic. All of these nuances can be confusing. 







Sex: “either of the two major forms of individuals 
that occur in many species and that are 
distinguished respectively as female or male 
especially on the basis of their reproductive organs 
and structures”

Gender: “the behavioral, cultural, or psychological 
traits typically associated with one sex.”

Sexual Identity/Orientation: “a person’s sexual 
identity or self-identification as bisexual, 
heterosexual, homosexual, pansexual, etc.: the 
state of being bisexual, heterosexual, homosexual, 
pansexual, etc.”

(Merriam-Webster)

Sex, Gender, and Sexual Identity/Orientation
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‘Sex’ is assigned at birth as either female or male based solely on physical traits. Teachers should not presume gender roles for students. Teachers must be cognizant of ever-changing terminology, such as LGBTQ+, Latinx, etc. and consider implications within the classroom to ensure respect and acceptance. When planning parent-teacher conferences, you should expect at times to meet with same-sex couples to discuss their child. ‘Culture’ encompasses all of these aspects and more. 




Culture extends into other areas of life. Many children have or 
have had an incarcerated parent. That is a unique culture, but it is 

shared by many children. Politics, health, illness, and even 
intellectual abilities and disabilities are aspects of culture. Too 
often, educators limit their thinking about culture to heritage, 

race, ethnicity, and language. This fails to take into consideration 
other powerful elements that comprise a child’s world and create 
that child’s worldview. Poverty and homelessness are elements of 

culture. If you and your family live in a gated community, your 
personal culture varies tremendously from someone who lives with 
their family in a car. Being able to appreciate and respect students 
and colleagues who are culturally diverse should be the aspiration 

of every educator. This requires honest self-reflection. 
How will you make this happen for both ELs and non-ELs?

One Final Thought
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What else could be added to this description?



Review these resources:

Cultural Relevance Rubric

Learning for Justice 

https://www.colorincolorado.org/article/choosing-childrens-books-cultural-%20relevance-rubric
https://www.learningforjustice.org/
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