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CULTURE-INCLUSIVE LEARNING  

Introduction 

Culture is an important consideration in the design of student-centered learning environments. 
How People Learn II: Learners, Contexts, and Cultures defines culture as: 

 ... the learned behavior of a group of people that generally reflects the tradition of that people 
and is socially transmitted from generation to generation through social learning; it is also 
shaped to fit circumstances and goals. (p. 22)  

Students come to school with diverse knowledge and experiences. The environments in which 
they live, including home and school, form the basis for all of their knowledge and future 
understanding. This cultural knowledge affects how people make sense of the world around 
them and how they turn everyday experiences into meaningful events. Studies show that 
students are better supported in taking control of their learning when teachers create an 
environment that recognizes cultural perspectives from outside the classroom. Some research-
based insights that can help educators integrate culture into the curriculum include: 

1. Acknowledge the Cultural Nature of Learning. Culture is a key element in how humans make 

sense of the world around them and turn everyday experiences into meaningful events (Gay, 

2018; Hammond, 2015; NASEM, 2018). When teachers create a classroom environment that 

recognizes cultural perspectives from outside the classroom, students are better supported in 

taking control of their own learning (NASEM, 2018). 

2. Bridge Cultures in the Third Space. When opposing cultures come together to exchange ideas 

and formulate new solutions that consider all perspectives, the experience is referred to as the 

third space (Bhabha, 1994). In the classroom context, the first space is often considered to be 

the home environment and its cultural norms. The second space is the school culture and its 

norms and discourse patterns. The third space is envisioned as a teacher-facilitated 

environment of discourse and collaboration in which home and classroom concepts are 

reorganized “through the strategic arrangement of practices that result in transformation of 

knowledge and identity” (Laughlin, 2020, p. 23). In this third space, students’ interest connects 

their world to the classroom through personal relevance, long-term understanding, and 

enhanced learning (Kuhlthau et al., 2015). 

3. Practice Culturally Responsive Teaching. A key characteristic of culturally responsive teaching is 

that it emphasizes what students can do rather than what they cannot. Students’ cultural 

knowledge serves as a tool to enrich classroom instruction and provide students with a sense of 

identity (Esteban-Guitart & Moll, 2014; Gay, 2004). Culturally responsive teaching showed 

favorable academic results in multiple studies. For example, Byrd (2016) found in a study of 315 

secondary students that the use of culturally relevant teaching practices was associated with 

greater interest in school, increased exploration of racial and ethnic identity, and higher grades. 

Other studies suggest that among students of color, culturally responsive teaching leads to 
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higher achievement (Dee & Penner, 2017; Wah & Nasri, 2019; Wiggan & Watson, 2016) and 

graduation rates (Howard & Terry, 2011). 

  

Teachers report that they are motivated to teach responsively for the sake of their students 

(Bonner et al., 2018). Studies reveal, however, that teachers’ effectiveness varies for this type of 

instruction depending on context (Kelly et al., 2021), diversity beliefs, and level of self-reflection 

(Civitillo et al., 2019). Among student populations with high diversity, culturally responsive 

teaching had positive effects on student achievement beyond standardized testing (Aronson and 

Laughter 2016). Benefits included increases in students’ motivation, interest in content, ability 

to engage in classroom conversation, perceptions of their own abilities, and confidence in taking 

standardized tests. 

Recommendations for Culture Inclusive-Learning  
● Teachers should teach from an asset-based, rather than deficit-based, perspective to promote 

student wellbeing (Flint & Jaggers, 2021; Lopez, 2017). 

● Teachers should get to know their students and learn about their backgrounds (Byrd, 2016; 

Kelley et al., 2015; Tanase, 2022). 

● Teachers should identify and acknowledge biases to maintain high expectations and help 

identify student strengths (Esteban-Guitart & Moll, 2014; Hammond, 2015; Kieran & Anderson, 

2019). 

● Teachers should provide students with choices in the products they generate and the tools they 

use (Tanase, 2022; Bonner et al., 2018). 

● Teachers should teach cultural diversity, even when the class is not diverse (Byrd, 2016). 

● Teachers should encourage appreciation for diversity as well as acknowledge inequity (Byrd, 

2016; Ladson-Billings, 1995). 

 

Conclusion  

Research reveals that the world beyond school matters as much as the world of the dominant 
culture. Students are at an academic disadvantage when they are not encouraged to engage 
their own prior knowledge to build new knowledge in the classroom (Bonner et al., 2018; Wah 
& Nasri, 2019). One way to counter the disconnect between the home culture of students and 
school culture is to bring culturally relevant experience to students (Tanase, 2022; Dee & 
Penner, 2017; Byrd, 2016). Integrating students’ culture and cultural identity into the 
curriculum not only taps into a deep well of prior knowledge but has proven to provide 
relevance as well as motivation to learn. Culturally relevant curriculum is a bridge between the 
community, the school, and the world at large (Gregory, 2012). 
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