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ABSTRACT 

The intent of this study was to examine cultural proficiency as described 

by elementary school teachers. Urban elementary schools employ many teachers 

who do not share the same cultural identities as their students. Because of this, 

and other factors, a persistent achievement gap is developing between these 

students of color and their peers. Urban teachers throughout the United States are 

working to raise student achievement. Student achievement is higher when 

students feel supported culturally and emotionally as well as academically. 

Through interviews with elementary teachers, the researcher gained insight into 

the perceptions and opinions that are held about cultural proficiency as a means to 

support the learning needs of urban elementary school students. 



CHAPTER 1 

Schools throughout the U.S. face the reality that student achievement is highly 

correlated with race, ethnicity, gender and social class. Often a discussion about the 

student population in urban school districts leads to discussion about the achievement 

gap. An achievement gap refers to the observed disparity on a number of educational 

measures between the performance of groups of students, especially groups defined by 

gender, race/ethnicity, ability, and socioeconomic status (Berlak, 2001). This concern 

about the difference in academic performance between groups of students is a growing 

concern in urban schools throughout the United States. Educators and school 

administrators face the challenge of creating learning environments where all students, 

regardless of their cultural and linguistic backgrounds, are welcomed and supported, and 

provided with the best opportunity to learn (Ladson-Billings, 2004; Richards, Brown, & 

Forde, 2006). To support the academic success of all students and to close the 

achievement gap, educators in urban school districts are taking action. 

Purpose of the Study 

The intent of this study was to examine cultural proficiency as described by 

elementary school teachers. Through interviews with elementary teachers, the researcher 

gained insight into the perceptions and opinions that are held about cultural proficiency 

as a means to support the learning needs of urban elementary school students. The end 

goal of the culturally proficient educator is to interact successfully with other cultures. 

What did this look like in an educational setting? 
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Background 

The literature supports the notion that urban schools are not equitable in the 

quality of education provided for all students (Gay, 1994; Ladson-Billings, 2004; 

Villegas & Lucas, 2002). "Schools are far from being the impartial settings they are 

believed to be. Built into the fabric of schools are curricular, pedagogical, and evaluative 

practices that privilege the affluent, White, and male segments of society" (Villegas & 

Lucas, 2002, p. 20). The profession of teaching is held to high standards in terms of 

ethics and fairness, but it is possible for a teacher to hold a narrow worldview. According 

to Gay (1994), "Many teachers still believe that there is a single acceptable way to live, 

look, and behave as an American and a human being" (p. 4). Without explicitly trying to 

be discriminative, some educators teach in the same manner they were taught. They also 

encourage the values and morals they learned throughout their upbringing. Le Roux 

(2002) writes, "Education can never be culturally neutral" (p. 37). This idea is echoed by 

Provenzo (2000), "No type of schooling or education is neutral" (p. 20). Even with 

proper training, teachers influence their students. "Culture is not simply what children 

bring to school. Teachers too have a culture and approach their teaching roles with their 

own experiences and philosophy about the nature of teaching and learning" (Nieto, 1992, 

p. 117). 

Culturally proficient teachers learn how to identify hegemonic assumptions they 

hold about educating diverse students and change their teaching based on the students' 

needs (Lindsey, et al, 2009). There is agreement in the literature that students' self and 

cultural identities are supported when educators are culturally proficient and curriculum 

is culturally relevant to the students' lives (Gay, 1994; Ladson-Billings, 2004; Nieto, 
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1992). Most of the literature on the topic of cultural proficiency is written from the 

perspective or researchers and school administrators. There is very little information 

about the perceptions of the classroom teachers who are currently teaching diverse urban 

students. This project highlights some of the ideas of classroom teachers. 

Audience 

This is a study of elementary teachers who teach in one urban school district in 

the Midwest. The researcher interviewed teachers at five different schools throughout 

this district. 

Assumptions and Limitations 

For this research I intentionally placed importance on the thoughts, beliefs, and 

opinions of classroom teachers. I wanted to recognize their teacher training and 

experience with the opportunity to be heard. I acknowledge the fact that these teachers 

are not experts in the field of cultural proficiency. Their perceptions and ideas may differ 

from researchers in this field. It is with the best of intentions that I selected participants 

and designed interview questions to get a clear understanding of how teachers internalize 

cultural proficiency. It is my assumption that this topic will influence these educators 

enough for them to form opinions and thoughtful responses. It is also an assumption that 

the teachers selected were willing to share honest personal and professional beliefs and 

ideas. 

There are several possible limitations for this study. First, this study focused on 

five teachers, in one urban Midwestern school district. Due to the small sample size, the 

participating teachers are not representative of all elementary school teachers, and 

therefore the results cannot be generalized across populations. Second, the teachers were 
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interviewed regarding their thoughts, beliefs, and opinions regarding cultural proficiency. 

Whenever an interview is conducted, there is a possibility of respondents providing 

socially acceptable answers. Therefore, caution should be used in generalizing the 

results. 

Definitions 

Culture defined. Culture involves far more than simply ethnic or racial 

differences. In this paper, culture is defined broadly to include all shared characteristics 

of human description, including age, gender, geography, ancestry, language, history, 

sexual orientation, faith, and physical ability. Defined as such, each student may belong 

to several cultural groups even at a young age. Culturally proficient educators 

demonstrate an understanding of the diverse cultures each person may experience in the 

school stetting. They accept that they will not necessarily have intimate knowledge about 

each of the cultures represented in a classroom, school or district and they recognize their 

need to continuously learn more. "By incrementally increasing their awareness and 

understanding, they begin to find the harmony within the diversity" (Lindsey et al., 2009, 

p. 12). 

When the teachers in this study enter their classrooms they bring their own culture 

and are surrounded by the many cultures of their students. Nieto (1999) reminds 

educators that, "because culture is not simply ethnicity, even among specific cultural 

groups there are conflicting cultural identities" (p. 51). It is each individual student's 

cultural identity that provides parameters for daily living. 
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Culture: Everything you believe and everything you do that enables you to 

identify with people who are like you and distinguishes you from 

people who are different from you. (Lindsey et al., 2009). 

Cultural proficiency: A worldview that carries explicit values, language, and standards 

for effective personal interactions and professional practices 

(Lindsey et al., 2009). 

Equity Pedagogy: Teachers use techniques and methods that facilitate the academic 

achievement of students from diverse racial, ethnic, and social-

class groups (Banks, 2004). 

Theory of Domain Identification: The theory assumes that sustained school success 

requires identification with school and its sub-domains; that 

societal pressures on these groups (e.g., economic disadvantage, 

gender roles) can frustrate this identification; and that in school 

domains where these groups are negatively stereotyped, those who 

have become domain identified face the further barrier of 

stereotype threat, the threat that others' judgments or their own 

actions will negatively stereotype them in the domain (Steele, 

2004). 

Culturally Relevant Teaching: A pedagogy that empowers students intellectually, 

socially, emotionally, and politically by using cultural referents to 

impart knowledge, skills, and attitudes (Ladson-Billings, 1994). 
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Summary 

The profession of teaching young children requires a certain degree of ethical and 

understanding behavior from teachers. Researchers have identified the academic 

performance of some minority students suffers because of lack of cultural understanding 

and support (Gay, 1994; Ladson-Billings, 2004; Nieto, 1992). In Gay's (1994) opinion 

"It is imperative that people learn how to interact with and understand people who are 

ethnically, racially, and culturally different from themselves" (p. 4). Chapter two 

describes some of the literature that supports this statement and the following chapters 

illustrate five current elementary school teachers' understandings of cultural proficiency 

in action. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Literature Review 

A review of the literature regarding culture in education shows urban schools are 

not creating educational opportunities that result in academic success for all (Gay, 1994; 

Ladson-Billings, 2004; Villegas & Lucas, 2002). Many academic programs are designed 

for learners who speak English. Culturally different learners are often at a disadvantage 

in the current educational system. Multicultural education scholar Banks (2004) writes 

that there are five main dimensions of culture in education: "Content integration, the 

knowledge construction process, prejudice reduction, an equity pedagogy and an 

empowering school culture and social structure" (p. 4). Each dimension plays an 

important role in the multicultural education philosophy at any given school. However, 

equity pedagogy places the importance on a teacher's actions or lack of action to creating 

equality in the classroom. "We need teachers who regard teaching as a political activity 

and embrace social change as part of the job" (Cochran-Smith, Davis, & Fries, 2004, p. 

951). Culturally proficient educators take responsibility for this type of activism and 

change. The general idea is that teachers learn how to be successful multicultural 

educators through personal transformation. A successful educator must truly believe in 

social justice for all (Gay, 1994; Gibson, 1976; Ladson-Billings, 2004; Lindsey et al., 

2009; Ryan, 2006). 

Historical Overview 

In 1976 Gibson researched and compared five different approaches to 

multicultural education in the United States. The author concluded each of the 

approaches, "tends to restrict its view of culture to the culture of an ethnic group. This 
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leads to unintentional pigeonholing and stereotyping of students" (p. 16). The author 

went on to determine an additional, "approach that leads to an exploration of the 

differences among members of any given ethnic group and of the similarities of persons 

across ethnic lines" (p. 16) was best. This idea of understanding personal or 

organization identity and then striving to learn about the differences and similarities of 

others is shared by the authors of Cultural Proficiency (Lindsey et al., 2009). 

McAllister and Irvine (2000) found inconsistent findings in the research which 

hindered the field of teacher education from developing effective strategies that produce 

desired changes in teachers' beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors which result in school 

success for culturally diverse students. As more theories and models for culturally 

inclusive education evolve, the hope is that more research will focus on the successes and 

failures. For now, in order for teachers to be effective with diverse students, it is crucial 

they first recognize and understand their own worldviews; only then will they be able to 

understand the worldviews of their students (Lindsey et al., 2009; McAllister & Irvine, 

2000). 

Similarly, in 2005, Ladson-Billings developed a teaching theory called Culturally 

Relevant Teaching. This theory uses the students' culture and current understandings as 

a foundation for other academic learning. According to Ladson-Billings (2004), teachers 

should: 

Take a close look at their cultural systems and recognize them for what they are -

learned behavior that has been normalized and regulated. As they begin to 

recognize the cultural underpinnings of their own beliefs, attitudes, and practices, 
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they may become more open to the power of culture to shape the learning and 

experiences of the students they teach (p. 109). 

Several authors have contributed towards this idea of being culturally relevant or 

culturally responsive (Gay, 1994; Ladson-Billings, 2004; Lindsey et al., 2009; Rodd, 

1996; Ryan, 2006). Cochran-Smith et al., (2004) connect this theory and academic 

success with, "Culturally relevant teaching allows students to choose both academic 

success and maintain their own cultural identities" (p. 951). Lindsey et al., (2009) also 

recognize that students come to school as members of cultural groups that can serve as 

the foundations for continued learning in schools and classrooms. 

Student Need for Belonging 

Steele (2004) writes that students need to feel safe, affirmed and valued in an 

educational setting in order to be successful academically. He writes, "If this sense of 

being accepted and valued does not form or gets broken, achievement may suffer (p.683). 

Steele further explains the general theory of domain identification. This theory explains, 

"Sustained school success requires identification with school and its sub-domains. 

Societal pressures on diverse groups can frustrate this identification" (Steele, 2004, p. 

682). Simply stated, when students are focused on the stress and anxiety of not 

belonging, it is harder to attend to academic tasks (Gay, 1994). Teachers and school 

district employees have the challenge of creating an emotionally safe environment and 

offering a menu of challenging academic experiences. "Today's diverse heterogeneous 

societies demand culturally responsive education practices and programs that can actively 

engage young learners and help them build upon their own sense of identity" (Rodd, 

1996, p. 12). If teacher education programs and school in-service trainings are only 
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focusing on the curriculum and technical aspects of teaching, than this piece about 

engaging students is lost. 

Summary 

There is agreement in the literature that a student's cultural identity is best 

supported when an educator is culturally proficient (Cochran-Smith et al., 2004; Gay, 

1994; Ladson-Billings, 2004). The question remains, if teachers strive to be culturally 

proficient, will this influence their students' academic success? 

The following chapter focuses on the methodology of the research study, which 

describes five elementary school teachers currently teaching in one urban school district. 
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CHAPTER 3 

Methodology 

Setting and Participants 

The population for this study included public elementary school educators in 

urban Midwestern schools. The stratified sampling included five elementary teachers 

from one urban public school district in a large city in the Midwest. This school district 

was chosen because it has a very diverse student population in addition to its urban status. 

Research Design 

A qualitative research design was chosen because the researcher would be 

gathering the information and focusing on the ideas and beliefs of the research 

participants. The researcher recruited and contacted the participants through school 

district email (see Appendix A for IRB approval). A district administrator gave written 

permission to contact teachers regarding this project (see Appendix B). All current 

elementary teachers in the school district received an email asking for their participation 

in this study (see Appendix C). The email included a description of the study and asked 

for the educator's current teaching assignment and years teaching in the school district. 

Once recruitment was complete, there were eleven teachers who were willing to be 

interviewed for the research study. The researcher selected five female participants to be 

interviewed from the respondents. These five were chosen randomly, except for the 

number of years that they have been teaching. There was an intentional effort made to 

select participants with different numbers of years of teaching experience. No male 

elementary teachers responded to the recruitment email. Each participant was given a 

pseudonym to protect confidentiality. These five teachers gave their time and feedback 
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about cultural proficiency. Each of them taught in the same urban district and saw the 

faces of culturally diverse students each day. Their responses and opinions are valuable. 

Data Gathering and Analysis 

After research subjects were selected, individual face-to-face meetings were 

arranged according to each participant's availability. One participant was unable to meet 

in person and her interview was completed over the telephone. The follow-up interviews 

took place over the telephone also. All interviews were completed by October 2010. The 

researcher offered a comfortable location for the face-to-face interviews, most commonly 

a quiet coffee shop. Participants were given an informed consent notice to review before 

attending the interview (see Appendix D). The notice explained the intent of this project 

as well as their right to withdraw their contributions. 

The interview questions were designed to allow teachers the opportunity to share 

their opinions in an open manner. A list of initial interview questions and follow up 

questions is included (see Appendix E). Each interview was audio recorded and 

transcribed by the researcher. Audio-files, transcriptions, and notes were kept in a 

locked, secure cabinet to protect the participants' confidentiality. Each interviewee had 

an opportunity to read the transcripts for additions, corrections and removals. The 

transcripts were checked by the participants, analyzed for content, coded, and interpreted 

by the researcher. Themes which emerged from the text were highlighted and analyzed. 

The limitations to this form of data analysis are the lack of emphasis on the context of the 

interviews. Therefore, body language, emphasis, and attitude were mentioned in the 

research. 
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Summary 

Time and attention was given to the collection and decoding of data for this 

project. Each interview evolved into a comfortable, meaningful conversation in which 

the teachers were able to describe their beliefs and classroom practices. The next chapter 

describes trends and commonalities that arose from the interviews. 
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CHAPTER 4 

Results and Discussion 

This study analyzed the interviews of five urban elementary school teachers. The 

teachers were asked about an educator's cultural proficiency and its relationship to 

student achievement in the classroom. The five teachers are described in Table 4.1. 

Table 4.1 
Summary of Research Participants 

Teacher's 
Age at Time 
of Interview 

Grade 
Currently 
Taught 

Years of 
Teaching 
Experience 

Earned a 
Graduate 
Degree? 

Ann 23 ls l grade 1 No 

Dana 26 2nd grade 5 No 

Amanda 29 4th grade 8 Attending 

Sally 37 Kindergarten 14 Yes 

Patty 53 Kindergarten 29 Yes 

The responses were categorized into the following five groups; teacher training, 

classroom practices, cultural conflict, challenges and limitations, and advice for other 

educators. 

Ann 

Introduction. Ann was a first year teacher in a first grade classroom. At the time 

of interview she had been in the classroom for only two months. She was twenty-three 

years old and Caucasian. She was born in a small town the Midwest and was the only 

child of two middle class parents. Her mother had recently retired as a teacher and her 

father worked for a computer software company. Ann was married. At the time of this 

research her husband was working on his doctorate degree. Her personal schooling from 

14 
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elementary through college was what she described as a very "White" experience. She 

could count the number of students of color with whom she went to school. Teaching in 

this urban school district was her first experience with a culturally diverse population. 

Ann seemed extremely eager to meet with the researcher and was enthusiastic about her 

responses during the interview. 

Teacher Training. Ann attended a four-year college in the Midwest and received 

a degree in Early Childhood Education. As part of her teacher education program she 

spent a semester in New Zealand. She enjoyed her travels and loved the country. She 

explained that she noticed, "a different culture and everyone had accents, but they were 

mostly all White." At the time of interview Ann had not had any district training on 

cultural diversity. She would like to pursue her master's degree in special education in 

five years or so. 

Classroom practices. Ann stated with confidence that the best practice for 

supporting diverse students in the classroom is to read literature that represents many 

different cultures. She also mentioned that she will teach about many different holidays 

throughout the year. 

Cultural conflict. Ann stated that she had a very culturally diverse class, but she 

has never had any, "trouble with culture." She said that her students got along well and 

she treated them all equally. 

Challenges and limitations. "The biggest problem," according to Ann, "is the 

parents. So many of my kids have no structure or academic support at home. I can't 

change this. I just have to love those kids a little more." When asked if she noticed any 

trends relating this lack of "structure and academic support at home" with culture Ann 
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said, "The Hmong students seem to do the best academically because their parents are the 

most strict. The rest don't have the support. It could be poverty more than culture 

though." 

Advice to other educators. Ann did not have any advice for other educators at 

this time. She mentioned that she is still trying to figure things out and make a place for 

herself in the school. 

Dana 

Introduction. Dana had taught in the same school in this district for five years. 

She was twenty-six years old. Dana was born and attended school in the same city that 

she taught in at the time of the interview. Dana's mother was Caucasian and her father 

was Latino. Dana had only been in contact with her father a few times in her life. She 

explained that she was very rarely considered Latina. Most of the time she identified as 

Caucasian. Her mother was a preschool teacher. Dana had traveled around the Midwest 

and she went to Florida one time during high school. She had never traveled outside of 

the United States. At the time of this research study, Dana taught second grade and had a 

very diverse group of students. Several of her students did not speak English. After five 

years of teaching, she said that she would like to continue in this profession "forever." 

Her eyes sparkled when she spoke of her students and her work on the school's 

leadership team. 

Teacher Training. Dana went to a Midwestern urban university and earned a 

degree in Elementary Education. She completed her student teaching in a neighboring 

urban school district. She spoke highly of her college professors' support during her 

semester of student teaching: 
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I don't know if I would have made it though my student teaching without the 

support of my professors and my cooperating teacher. They helped me to 

understand that I can't change every student overnight. I needed to work on 

patience and I needed to focus on what was in my control as a student teacher. 

Classroom practices. Dana's style of teaching could be described as proactive. 

She explained that many of her students come to second grade without knowledge of how 

to be in a peaceful classroom setting. She instructed them on how to "be" in the 

classroom. Everything from sharpening pencils, to getting a drink of water was taught 

explicitly. She said, "when I assume nothing about my students and show them what I 

expect in the classroom, then I know that they all have the same knowledge and tools to 

be successful." When asked about Dana's approach to teaching such culturally diverse 

students she explained that they all have different knowledge sets. "Every child comes 

from somewhere. I try to get to know them and teach them what they need to know in 

order to move to third grade." 

Cultural conflict. Dana's approach to cultural conflict was to arrange a meeting 

with the family. If she did not understand something, or if the student was struggling 

with behavior or academics, she had the family come to talk about possible root causes. 

Challenges and limitations. Dana struggled with time. She saw her students 

everyday, but rarely had time to get to know them. She wished that the school district 

would set aside money and time for home visits or at least longer and more frequent 

parent and teacher conferences. 

Advice to other educators. Dana restated that getting to know each child's 
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family was essential. "That's the only way that you can really find out how they 

culturally identify." According to Dana, some teachers guess a child's culture based on 

their name on the roster. This can set one up for cultural conflict later in the school year. 

Amanda 

Introduction. Amanda's interview took place over the telephone. Her time was 

limited due to teaching and also coaching a middle school volleyball team. She was 

twenty-nine years old and in her eighth year of teaching at the time of this research study. 

She taught fourth grade. Amanda was Caucasian. She grew up in a Midwestern state and 

her parents were both retired teachers. She was married to an accountant and they hoped 

to have children some day. She went to grade school in a very racially diverse urban 

school. While she answered the questions as an elementary school teacher, much of her 

experiences with cultural conflict and social justice stemmed from her extensive time 

practicing and traveling with her middle school female volleyball team. Amanda had 

traveled to different parts of the United States. She spoke fondly of San Francisco and 

several National Parks out west. She had never traveled or lived abroad. 

Teacher Training. Amanda went to college in a different Midwestern state. She 

was attending an online graduate program in Educational Leadership at the time of 

interview. 

Classroom practices. Amanda described herself as a teacher who was fighting 

for social justice. She explained that many of her colleagues ignore the fact that the 

students in this school district are discriminated against in the real world. Amanda said, 

"Respect for my own culture and respect for the cultures of my students is the best 
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practice." Amanda also stated that it showed respect when she immediately addressed 

cultural issues and taught the students about other cultures. 

Cultural conflict. Amanda encountered cultural conflict in her classroom and 

with her volleyball team. She stated several times that she liked to confront and talk 

about it. Whenever there was a misunderstanding or a problem she sat with the student or 

students and talked until the issue was resolved. In Amanda's words, "The worst thing 

that a teacher can do is pretend like a problem will go away on its own. Even the smallest 

problems should be talked about. Teachers should model how to take responsibility for 

misunderstandings." 

Challenges and limitations. Amanda expressed concern about the political 

atmosphere in the United States. She said, "There is so much political divide between 

our schools and government. There is never enough money, but there are always more 

expensive tests and accountability measures." She thought that students from the non-

dominant culture had trouble understanding the educational system and lacked the 

support from family and friends needed to succeed. Amanda also said that she was often 

called on as a mediator between her volleyball players and their teachers. "Other 

teachers make incorrect assumptions about my girls. For some reason they'll listen to me 

explain the misunderstanding, but teachers don't listen to the students." 

Advice to other educators. "Trust your students. They want to do well and they 

are trying to make sense of school." 

Sally 

Introduction. Sally taught elementary school in this district for fourteen years. 

At the time of the interview she taught Kindergarten and was thirty-seven years old. She 
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was Caucasian and was from a Western state. Her mother and father owned and ran a 

landscaping business. Sally loved traveling. She had an aunt who lived in Japan and she 

had been to visit her several times, always touring other Asian countries as well. While 

Sally conveyed that she enjoyed teaching and felt as though she was very good at it, she 

wanted to become a principal or other administrator in the future. 

Teacher Training. She completed her undergraduate and graduate work in 

Elementary Education at an urban Midwestern University. She learned about culture in 

education through online reading and through workshops that were sponsored by the 

school district. The school district workshops focused on specific ethnicities. She said, 

"I didn't know how many mistakes I was making with my Hmong students until I went to 

this workshop. They taught me about the importance of cooperation, storytelling and 

traditions in the Hmong culture." 

Classroom practices. Sally thought that the best practice for supporting diverse 

students in the classroom was to read literature that represents many different cultures. 

She also mentioned that she taught about many different holidays throughout the year. 

She used multicultural puppets and a story curriculum to teach about differences between 

children. 

Cultural conflict. Sally expressed concern with feeling powerless. She stated 

that school and district policies are not clear about how one should handle cultural 

conflict. If the school does not have a policy, how could she set a standard in her own 

classroom? When problems did arise she stated that she tried to help the student, "see the 

issue from another child's perspective." 
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Challenges and limitations. Sally mentioned that she tried to be flexible and use 

the mandated lessons to teach about culture. She also said that she used the "little 

teachable moments, in line, waiting for others, or during circle time" to support and get to 

know her students. 

Advice to other educators. Sally relayed an experience with one of her 

kindergarten students, which challenged the status quo idea of culture. She met with this 

student for an individual conference after a series of misbehavior and academic refusals. 

She introduced this anecdote with hesitation because it did not refer to the student's 

culture in terms of ethnicity or language. She insisted that it was related to this student's 

personal identity and personal culture. 

I pulled this one boy aside to ask him what was going on. His schoolwork was 

regressing and he was getting into all kinds of trouble on the playground. When I 

asked him he said, "You don't care anyways." I insisted that I did care, and I 

wanted to help him. He said, "You don't care about my life." I always try to be 

genuinely invested in the lives of my students so this took me back. "Tell me 

more," I said. He goes, "Last time I wanted to talk to you about my Sims Kids 

and you said you didn't want to hear about it. You said you don't like video 

games." 

Sally explained that she did brush aside this student's enthusiasm for his video 

games because she was trying to teach and provide cultural support for the entire class. 

He wanted to talk on and on about his game and his gaming friends. Sally realized this 

was his culture. This student went home from school and directly to the computer. He 

was able to interact with other people, manipulate his characters and live an alternative 
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life. His home situation was one where this was accepted and/or overlooked. This 

student did not see his culture as a celebration of foods, holidays or even language. He 

saw it as an intricate web of Internet experiences. 

Patty 

Introduction. Patty was the most veteran teacher interviewed. She was in her 

twenty-ninth year of teaching elementary school in the same school district and was fifty-

three years old. She taught Kindergarten. Patty's parents are deceased. Her father 

worked in an iron mine and her mother was a secretary at a doctor's office. She was 

Caucasian and her husband was American Indian. They had a nine-year-old daughter. 

Patty was very active in her husband's tribe and was considered an adopted American 

Indian. Patty's passion was fighting for the rights of American Indians. She attended 

Dakota language classes with her daughter twice a week and felt strongly about the need 

for Native language revitalization. 

Teacher Training. Patty attended a four-year university in a neighboring city and 

completed graduate school in 1998. She was a board certified teacher and an active 

member of her school's leadership team and parent teacher association. 

Classroom practices. Patty said that in her years of teaching she has learned to, 

"Get to know my students and their families. I do not ignore differences or pretend to be 

colorblind." She said that when she began teaching she tried to teach all of her students 

in the same way. She took pride in acting as if they were all the same. Now, she realized 

that this was a disservice to her students. They are very different and come from 

different backgrounds. Sometimes it was okay to acknowledge these differences in her 

classroom practices. 
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Cultural conflict. Patty described a proactive approach to dealing with cultural 

conflict in her classroom. 

I start out every year with a unit on "All about us." We celebrate our differences, 

discuss how we look different, live differently, eat different things, and like 

different things, but we are all special and unique. We also have many 

similarities that we share and celebrate. This is a preventative way to eliminate 

some of the conflicts that occur based on culture. If there is a conflict, the 

students and I talk about why we feel a certain way and how we can change our 

views to get along with everyone. 

Challenges and limitations. Patty recalled: 

Twenty, or even ten years ago, I could teach my students what they needed to 

know and I could assess their knowledge and provide support to those who 

needed it. Today is totally different. They (school district officials) are telling me 

what to teach and when to teach it. They don't even care about what my students 

know or don't know. If they don't get it on the assigned day, I'm supposed to 

keep going to the next topic. How is that culturally supportive? Some cultures 

see time as fluid and they need more time to think, talk, and do before they learn. 

It's frustrating. 

Advice to other educators. Patty said that she could write a book for new 

teachers about what not to do in their classrooms. She took a while to think of a positive 

way to word her advice. She stated, "My advice to other teachers is to start building 

rapport right away. Even with Kindergarteners, they have to like you and respect you 

before they can learn." She also mentioned that it was important to continue education. 
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"I think that every teacher should strive to get a masters degree and become board 

certified. Along the way you learn about experts in the field, but you also learn about 

yourself as a teacher." 

Summary 

After interviewing Ann, Dana, Amanda, Sally and Patty it was clear that their 

responses could be grouped into these categories; teacher training, classroom practices, 

cultural conflict, challenges and limitations, and advice for other educators. Their 

relationships and understandings of cultural proficiency in education varied widely. 

While some respondents described culturally diverse literature as a means to achieving 

cultural proficiency in teaching, others identified a need for self examination and 

transformation. Their teacher training, backgrounds and experiences influenced their 

teaching significantly. Educational implications and suggestions for further study are 

discussed in chapter five. 
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CHAPTER 5 

Summary and Conclusions 

Teaching Training 

One trend that emerged when talking with each participant was an emphasis on 

teacher training. Some teachers felt as though they were prepared for teaching a diverse 

group of students, while others felt unprepared. All of the teachers interviewed attended 

a traditional four-year college or university and earned a degree in Early Childhood or 

Elementary Education. Three of the five teachers also had a Master's Degree in 

Education. When asked about their training about culture in education three of those 

interviewed said that they learned about multicultural, anti-racism and cultural sensitivity 

in college. Two teachers said they did not learn about cultural proficiency until graduate 

school. The three that did receive training on cultural diversity were Ann, Amanda and 

Patty. Because Ann was in her first year of teaching and Patty was in her twenty-ninth, 

this did not illustrate an age gap or a trend in undergraduate teacher education. Sally and 

Dana received diversity and anti-racist training in graduate level courses and through 

school district workshops. 

Classroom Practices 

The backgrounds and experiences of these five teachers influenced how they 

taught. Each of them had a classroom of young children from many different cultures. 

To what extent did they support this cultural diversity? What strategies were used? One 

similarity throughout all of the interviews was the positive correlation between the 

teacher-student relationship and student academic performance. Each teacher mentioned 

that the students they connect with on a social and friendly level are the students who 



CULTURALLY PROFICIENT TEACHERS 26 

perform better academically. Sally's example of the little boy and his love of video 

games showed he became distant, unruly and his academics suffered when she did not 

acknowledge his feelings and passions, 

Cultural Conflict 

The five teachers included in this study represented a very broad spectrum of 

dealing with cultural conflict in their classrooms. Ann denied the fact that any conflict 

existed. Dana and Patty strived to be proactive and designed classroom lessons and 

experiences that taught students about conflict resolution before problems occurred. 

Amanda described that learning and understanding came from cultural conflict and she 

saw this as a positive way to teach students about living in harmony in the real world. 

Sally described that cultural conflict exists everywhere that there is cultural 

diversity. There is cultural diversity everywhere, especially in their urban school district. 

Pretending that all of her students are the same disrespects the uniqueness that they bring 

with them to school. Sally uses the differences of her students and cultural diversity as a 

basis for other curriculum. 

Challenges and limitations 

Each participant stated that there was not enough time to do her job in a culturally 

proficient way. Each teacher described having a mandated curriculum, mandated 

standards, and a rigid daily schedule. They each expressed frustration with words and 

body language. "The more powerless teachers feel, the more negative they feel toward 

their students (Nieto, 1992, p. 145). Patty described the school district mandates and how 

they have changed from when she first started teaching. She also indicated with her body 
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language and tone of voice that she was a happier teacher when she had more power over 

what she taught in her own classroom. 

Advice From the Research Participants to Other Educators 

Each participant said that every teacher should try to get to know the students' 

families. They discussed inviting families into the classroom and scheduling conferences 

at the beginning of the year. Ann with very limited teaching experience did not have 

advice to pass along, while Patty, the most veteran teacher, had unlimited advice. 

Educational Implications 

Nieto (1999) asserts that teaching is a social and political activity. She writes, 

If we understand teaching as consisting primarily of social relationships and as a 

political commitment rather than a technical activity, then it is unquestionable that 

what educators need to pay most attention to are their own growth and 

transformation and the lives, realities, and dreams of their students" (p. 131). 

Provenzo (2000) writes, "Effective teaching must take into account the fact that 

education, pedagogy, teaching and instruction are cultural and political acts" (p. 25). To 

illustrate Provenzo's remarks, the actions of the five teachers in this project can be 

categorized into two groups, technical activities, and social or political commitments. 

Table 5.1 

Teachers' Actions. 

Technical Activities Social or Political Commitments 

Delivering district Treating all students equally 

curriculum 

Reading multicultural books Loving students 
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Celebrating holidays Getting to know the families of students 

Explicit teaching of Acknowledging racism and discrimination 

classroom routines 

Parent and teacher Respecting the cultures of students 

conferences 

Multicultural puppets and Talking with students about misunderstandings 

curriculum 

Following district policies Acknowledging the role of politics in education 

Teaching about similarities Mediating between students and other adults 

and differences 

Acknowledging the complexity of cultural identities 

Learning a new language 

Advocating for American Indian rights 

Making an effort to get to know each student 

Further teacher education 

In this limited study of five teachers Table 5.1 illustrates that their understanding 

of education is similar to Nieto (1999) and Provenzo (2000). Combined, they described 

social and political teaching more often than technical activities. The nature of the 

interview questions could be one reason for this outcome. The teachers were asked about 

personal experiences and cultural diversity in their classrooms but were not asked 

specifically about academic activities. 



CULTURALLY PROFICIENT TEACHERS 29 

Summary 

If quality culturally proficient teaching is social and political in addition to being 

a technical act, how do teachers learn how to teach? The research consistently holds a 

mirror up to individual teachers and asks them to reflect on their values, beliefs, social 

and political commitments. Nieto (1992) has done extensive research about teachers in 

multicultural classrooms. She argues that, "Becoming a multicultural teacher first means 

becoming a multicultural person. We simply need to learn more. We need to confront our 

own racism and biases. We need to learn to see reality from a variety of perspectives" (p. 

275). Examining the five teachers in this research study, are they multicultural? What 

makes a person multicultural? Are the teachers who have lived or studied abroad more 

likely to have a positive worldview? Does the cultural background of the teacher effect 

how they approach culture in their classroom? Further research could be done on this 

topic. 

Finally, Gardner (2000) reminds us that the education of a student is not solely the 

responsibility of a single classroom teacher. The whole school structure is important. 

"The school is most likely to continue to thrive if all participants are aware of the extent 

to which its success depends upon the durability of a cultural support system" (p. 352). 

This idea of a school wide cultural support system is key. Further research could 

document how schools are implementing cultural support within their buildings or within 

their school district. 

Teachers are expected to be ethical, understanding, and fair towards their 

students. This study shows how five urban teachers strive to meet this goal. By striving 

to be culturally proficient teachers, educators are better able to support the learning and 
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emotional needs of their students. Hopefully, such teaching will help to narrow the 

achievement gap. 
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Study Number: 1006E84013 
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Cultural Proficiency in Education 

This e-mail confirmation is your official University of Minnesota RSPP notification of exemption from full committee review. You will 
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constitute a legal signature. 
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Appendix B 

Permission for Participant Recruitment 
Cultural Proficiency in Education 

April 25, 2010 
University of Minnesota Institutional Review Board 
420 Delaware St. SE 
Minneapolis, MN 55455-0392 

Please note that Nicole Graf, UMD Graduate Student, has the permission of the 
Saint Paul Cities School District to contact all current elementary school teachers through 
district employee email for the purpose of voluntary research participation recruitment. 

I understand that Ms. Graf will contact employees to recruit them by email for 
their participation in a research study that will describe teacher perceptions and opinions 
about cultural proficiency as a means to support the learning needs of elementary school 
students in urban schools. 

I understand that these teacher interviews will be conducted off-school property 
during non-school hours. The teachers will not be compensated for their time. The 
identity of the teachers, schools, and the school district will be kept confidential. 

If there are any questions, please contact my office. 

Signed, 

(Signature and contact information has been removed to protect anonymity.) 

Contact Information 

Researcher: Nicole Graf, phone 651-274-1172, email: nicoleagraf@mac.com 

Advisor: Kim Riordan, phone #218-726-7251, email: kriordan@d.umn.edu 
Department of Education, University of Minnesota Duluth 
Education Endazhi-gikinoo'amaading 150, 412 Library Drive 

mailto:nicoleagraf@mac.com
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Duluth, MN 55812-3029 

Advocate: Research Subjects' Advocate Line, D528 Mayo, 420 Delaware St. 
Southeast, Minneapolis, Minnesota 55455; 612-625-1650. 

Appendix C 

Research Study Participant Recruitment 

Fellow Elementary Teachers: 
Could I interview you about best practices in cultural proficiency in education? I 

am recruiting elementary educators that currently teach in our culturally diverse 
elementary school for my master's thesis. 

The study is being conducted by myself, Nicole Graf. I am an elementary teacher 
in this school district and a Master's of Education candidate at the University of 
Minnesota Duluth. 

If you are selected to participate, I will ask you to meet with me for an interview 
non-school hours. I will ask you questions about your experiences with culture in an 
urban public school setting. A list of likely interview questions will be emailed to you 
before the interview. I will be audio taping the interview. After transcribing the 
interview, I will provide you with a written copy of your responses to look over before I 
use them in my research. 

The transcripts of this study will be kept private. I will not include any 
information that will make it possible to identify teacher, school, or school district. 
Records will be stored securely and only I will have access to them. The electronic files 
will be deleted and paper copies will be shredded after one year from the completion of 
my thesis. 
If you are interested in participating, please respond to this email with the following 
information: Your current school and grade level and years of teaching experience. 

I will contact interested teachers within a week of receiving your email with 
further information about the study. 

Thank you, 
Nicole Graf 
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Appendix D 

CONSENT INFORMATION SHEET for RESEARCH STUDY: 
Cultural Proficiency in Education 

You are invited to be in a research study of cultural proficiency in education. You were 
selected as a possible participant because you are an elementary educator in an urban 
elementary school. Please read this form and ask any question you may have before 
agreeing to be in the study. 

This study is being conducted by Nicole Graf, Master's of Education candidate at the 
University of Minnesota Duluth. 

Procedures: 

If you agree to participate, I will ask you to meet with me for an interview that will last 
from one to two hours. I will ask you questions about your experiences with culture 
throughout your teaching career. A list of likely interview questions will be emailed to 
you before the interview. I will be audio recording the interview. After transcribing the 
interview, I will provide you with a written copy of your responses to look over before I 
use them in my research. 

Confidentiality: 

The transcripts of this study will be kept private. I will not include any information that 
will make it possible to identify teacher, school, or school district. Records will be stored 
securely and only I will have access to them. The electronic files will be deleted and 
paper copies will be shredded after one year from the completion of my thesis. 

Voluntary Nature of the Study: 

Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will 
not affect your current or future relations with the University of Minnesota. If you decide 
to participate, you are free to not answer any question or withdraw at any time without 
affecting those relationships. 

Contacts and Questions: 

If you have any questions, feel free to ask them now. If you have any questions or 
concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone other than the researcher, 
you are encouraged to contact either my advisor, or the Research Subjects' Advocate 
Line. 
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Researcher: Nicole Graf, phone 651-274-1172, email: nicoleagraf@mac.com 

Advisor: Kim Riordan, phone #218-726-7251, email: kriordan@d.umn.edu 
Department of Education, University of Minnesota Duluth 
Education Endazhi-gikinoo'amaading 150, 412 Library Drive 
Duluth, MN 55812-3029 

Advocate: Research Subjects' Advocate Line, D528 Mayo, 420 Delaware St. 
Southeast, Minneapolis, Minnesota 55455; 612-625-1650. 

You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records. 

mailto:nicoleagraf@mac.com
mailto:kriordan@d.umn.edu
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Appendix E 
Cultural Proficiency in Education 

Interview Questions 

• What training, resources, or guidance have you received to help you learn 
about culture in education? 

• What are some "best practices" in cultural competency that you have 
managed to incorporate into your teaching? 

• What are the "best practices" in dealing with cultural conflict in 
classrooms? 

• Have you seen situations where cultural competency practices are not 
adopted? 

• Explain any challenges or limitations that influence your ability to be a 
culturally proficient educator. 

• What advice would you offer others about culture in education? 

Second Interview Questions 
• Tell me more about your background. 

• Have you traveled out of the country? 




