Culturally responsive pedagogy
in ECE

ECE resources

Culturally responsive approaches emerge from an understanding of families’ backgrounds, connecting
families’ cultural heritages to the setting and creating more equitable opportunities for both children

and families’. Children’s cultural backgrounds are drawn on to determine teaching approaches,

selection of materials and environments, and interactions with children and their families2. Cultural
responsiveness looks different in different contexts and will be constantly adjusted to meet families’ and
children’s needs®.

What is cultural responsiveness?

Rather than just focusing on the celebration of differences and the harmonious co-existence of diverse
groups, culturally responsive teaching and learning in early childhood education involve teachers’ deep
engagement with diverse cultures and worldviews in order to transform practice. Cultural responsiveness
goes beyond affirming and valuing children’s cultures to also include active work on the maintenance
and development of children’s cultures (some researchers offer the term ‘culturally sustaining pedagogy’
to better represent the intentional support of minority cultures?). Multicultural contexts are viewed as
holding many possibilities for learning and living that empower children, families, and communities. They
enable non-dominant discourses and practices to be integrated into curriculum and pedagogy, and offer
ongoing potential for transforming the practices of the early childhood setting®.

What is culture?

The term culture here refers to the lived practices, beliefs, and values of particular individuals, families,
and groups — that is, the taken-for-granted customs and ways of being, acting, and communicating of

a group®. Culture influences families’ everyday interactions with children. The cultural understandings
and associations learned through family practices, beliefs, and values are the foundation of children’s
understanding of the world, and provide children with a ‘toolbox’ of symbols, language, values, beliefs,
rituals, and objects that they will use throughout life”. The cultural socialisation of practices, values, and
assumptions also shapes play preferences, and research finds that children prefer the style of play that
they have been socialised to value and enact®.

While everyone is familiar with aspects of ethnic macro culture, such as the festivals and diets of major
national groups, individuals are also guided at a micro level by cultural beliefs, values, and norms for
their everyday actions and interactions®. This everyday notion of culture also acknowledges individual
idiosyncrasies. Cultural identities are fluid and multiple rather than fixed by tradition, nationality, or
ethnicity, and they continuously evolve as they are renegotiated and rearticulated'.

Why is it important for early childhood settings to be culturally responsive?
Early childhood education experiences are the first experiences that children have of education outside
the home, so it is of paramount importance that curricula and values empower children’s identities and
uphold their rights. Children have the right to a flexible and responsive curriculum in which they can
access and engage with using the cultural practices of their homes and communities™'.
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However, research finds that the majority of teachers enact static monocultural discourses for early
childhood education, despite multicultural principles for inclusion and equitability in education.
Taken-for-granted practices in centres, such as expectations for familiarity with particular equipment,
experiences, or communication strategies, can unwittingly serve to marginalise particular groups of
children and families'. For example, children may enter the early childhood setting speaking and having
heard languages other than English, or having been exposed to different types and amounts of language,
or without experience of free play environments. Cultural differences between home beliefs and
practices and those of the early childhood setting may affect children’s adjustment to the setting and
their subsequent learning, and lead to children feeling unhappy and unsettled's. Families can often feel
silenced and alienated when their perceptions and experiences are not represented or included in their
children's education.

Culturally responsive teaching is an approach that is successfully used with all children due to its focus
on knowing children and their families and adapting practices to suit them, and are thought to influence
the success of children from non-majority cultures in education'®. Adjustments and adaptations can
support all children and families, and the work done in recognising and reducing the difficulties of

one child and family will likely benefit many other children and families. While there is currently a lack

of empirical evidence to link culturally responsive practices to increased learning and achievement,
research does show that stereotypes are reduced and teachers are more supportive of families and
children when teachers view children as individuals and engage in interactions with children and families
to learn about their culture'®. Researchers argue that families who are not from the dominant culture

are more likely to build relationships and become engaged in early childhood education programmes if
teachers offer culturally responsive pedagogies and meet families’ expectations'”. For example, research
in New Zealand has shown that the incorporation of aspects of children’s home culture into the setting
works to successfully mediate the learning experiences of Chinese immigrant children’®.

Cultural responsiveness provides a foundation for teaching which:

* Provides all children with authentic and appropriate social contexts in which to develop to their
full potential

+ Supports children to maintain their personal culture whilst also supporting them to participate fully
in the dominant culture, and to use the cultural tools of both cultures to aid learning™

+ Validates children’s identities?, so that they can negotiate cultural differences with confidence and
stand up for themselves

* Helps children from the dominant group respond positively to differences and feel secure about their
cultural identity without feeling superior to others?

* Supports parent partnership and collaboration??

« Develops both children’s and teachers’ cultural intelligence, including the motivation, confidence,
and ability to adapt cross-culturally, as well as an understanding of cross-cultural differences,
issues, and strategies?.

What supports the implementation of culturally responsive practices?

Cultural responsiveness involves using a range of important cultural tools, including home languages,
of children and teachers. Developing culturally responsive pedagogies can be difficult due to a variety
of factors including the complexities of culture, family and teacher attitudes and knowledge, and
institutional practices. Attention to these areas will support the development of culturally responsive
pedagogies and practices in early childhood settings.
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It is important to start by acknowledging the complexities of culture, rejecting the generalised and
simplified understandings of cultural group identities and recognising the unique and complex individual
identities of children and their families. Teachers may believe that treating all children and families

the same is culturally responsive, so building awareness about the importance of culture to children’s
meaning-making is important. Developing detailed knowledge about children and their families, their
cultural resources and strengths, and families’ differing goals for their children’s early childhood
education will support a more individualised response?.

Teachers also need to learn about and respect family attitudes about learning and education. Families
from different cultural backgrounds may hold beliefs about teachers’ power, control, and expertise which
can affect their relationships with teachers?, so it is important to support parents and families to engage
with teachers in equitable and productive ways. Parents may also desire an ECE experience that aligns
with the dominant culture?® rather than a style of education associated with their culture, so it may be
necessary to share the value of making connections with home cultures in the ECE setting. Discourses
of child-centred education and free play may not match the learning discourses employed and valued

by families?”. For example, some families may feel alienated by an emphasis on play-based pedagogies
if they value different experiences for children, such as learning through observation and skills-based
learning. It is essential to allow time for meaningful and in-depth communication with families, and listen
to and respect their aspirations for their children.

It Is important to pay attention to teacher attitudes and knowledge in relation to culturally responsive
practices. Some teachers may unconsciously understand difference in terms of deficiency, or use general
information about cultural groups to stereotype individuals?®. Teachers may be unaware how social
inequality is perpetuated by the institutional discourses and practices of the education system, and that
normative notions of quality, assessment, knowledge and pedagogy may privilege some cultural groups
while at the same time compromising success for children from minority cultures?. Being able to surface
and reflect on these beliefs and assumptions in a trusting professional environment is crucial.

To learn more about culturally response pedagogy, read Principles for culturally responsive teaching
in ECE.
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