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ABSTRACT

The population of the United States of America is becoming more diverse ethnically, racially, and 
linguistically (Hobbs, Stoops, & Long, 2002). The challenge this poses to faculty of teacher education 
programs is to edify teacher candidates who are prepared to teach children who might be from a cul-
ture other than their own. In this chapter, the author presents a curriculum design model and describes 
course implementation for exploration of the topic of culture with undergraduate early childhood teacher 
candidates in a foundations course. Through the course design the preservice teachers are offered an 
understanding of what is needed to develop the knowledge and skills to be a culturally competent teacher 
capable of developing a culturally responsive curriculum.

INTRODUCTION

The ethnic and racial diversity of the United States population has increased dramatically during the 20th 
century. From 1980 to 2000, the population who self-identify as Hispanic increased in size from 14.6 
million to 22.4 million (Hobbs, Stoops, & Long, 2002). Now, in 21st century America, there is “a new 
generation of students far more diverse-by race, ethnicity, culture, and language-than our country has ever 
known” (Sadker & Zittleman, 2007, p. 43). Simultaneously, White teachers comprise 83.5% of teachers 
in the United States (National Center for Education Statistics, 2008). As noted by the National Educa-
tion Association (NEA) President Dennis Van Roekel, educators possessing the knowledge, skills, and 
attitudes to value the diversity among students will contribute to an educational system that is designed 
to serve all students well. Preparing teacher candidates to offer a culturally inclusive curriculum for the 
diverse students in their future classrooms is a challenge college faculty encounter in teacher education 
programs (NEA, 2015).
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Many teachers are struggling to better serve students from cultures other than their own (National 
Education Association, 2015). Culturally sensitive teachers could be better equipped to plan a culturally 
responsive curriculum, which could provide a classroom environment that is welcoming to all children 
and their families. Being introduced to the topic of cultural diversity in their teacher education program 
allows preservice teachers to be primed to teach the student population they will likely encounter. In 
this chapter the focus of the teacher candidates in the study being discussed, is students enrolled in an 
early childhood education program at an accredited four-year college.

For young children to develop and learn optimally, early childhood professionals must be prepared 
to meet the different cultural, linguistic, developmental, and educational needs of students (National As-
sociation for the Education of Young Children Linguistic & Cultural Diversity, 1995). According to the 
National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) Professional Preparation Position 
Statement (2009) teacher candidates who are well-prepared possess knowledge and understanding of 
diverse family characteristics including home language, cultural values, and ethnicity, with knowledge 
of these and other factors creating a deeper understanding of young children’s lives. Through coursework 
and practical experience, preservice teachers will come to know and appreciate the cultural practices 
of the young children they teach. They will acquire the insight needed to be able to identify and apply 
culturally relevant curriculum plans for the students and their families.

The chapter will begin with contextual terminology related to the topic of culture and an overview 
of accreditation for teacher education programs in the United States. The objective of this chapter is to 
present a teacher education pedagogical model which explored cultural components with teacher can-
didates to guide their development to become culturally responsive educators.

BACKGROUND

Culture, Cultural Identity, and Cultural Reciprocity

Williams (1983) considered culture as one of the three most complicated words that exists in the English 
language. In this chapter, the anthropological perspective is considered with culture being defined as 
beliefs, values, perceptions, norms, actions, artifacts, and language shared within a group and passed 
down to succeeding generations (Nieto, 2000). A group’s unique ways of doing and thinking becomes 
their beliefs, values, norms, rituals, and communication style, growing into cultural traditions (Liu, et 
al., 2014). Cultural traditions go through a process of development, being passed on from generation to 
generation, and central to this entire process of development and maintenance is human communication; 
culture and communication are inseparable (Liu, et al., 2014).

The definition of cultural identity being applied is self-perception of one’s position in different di-
mensions of life, such as race, social class, gender, age, religion, sexual orientation, physical and mental 
ability (Tatum, 1997). Cultural reciprocity is being referred to as the dynamic and material exchange 
of knowledge, values, and perspectives between two or more individuals of different racial, ethnic, 
socioeconomic, or religious cultural backgrounds (Lamont & Black-Branch, 1996). For a teacher to be 
prepared to work with a diverse population of students, not only does she need to understand her own 
cultural identity but should also have an appreciation for the cultures of the children in her class. Teach-
ers should be made aware that their own biases in the classroom could impact a student’s self-identity.
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