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Abstract Early childhood teachers and educational pro-
grams are expected to be the primary resources as children
experience different and sometimes conflicting cultural
contexts. Early educators can play a paramount role as
young children move through fluid identities and start
recognizing and navigating within and across spaces of
cultural differences—e.g., between home cultures and the
socially-dominant school culture. In this sense, we draw
attention to a multi-year action research study, paying
particular attention to the process whereby an early child-
hood teacher investigated, problematized, and challenged
the nature of curriculum and practices in a diverse pre-
school classroom. We focus on the role of action research
in fostering culturally-relevant teaching. As we do so, we
analyze an early childhood teacher’s shifting perceptions of
what it means to engage in culturally-relevant teaching,
respecting and honoring cultural diversities.
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Introduction: Growing Diversity and its Implications
for Early Education

Throughout the United States, there has been a steady and
steep rise in diversity over the last decade. This is espe-
cially true for the population of children in this country.
According to the Annie E. Casey Foundation (2007),
between the years of 2000 and 2005, there was a drop of
3% in the number of White children. At the same time, the
number of African American children remained constant
and the number of young Latinos rose by 16%. The pop-
ulation of Asian and Pacific Islander children grew by 12%,
while those whose families were comprised of more than
one race increased by 13%. This change in demographics
has very strong implications for early childhood educators.

Preschool may be the first setting in which children
systematically face dominant sociocultural values and are
expected to abide by and embody them. Children who are
from culturally and ethnically diverse backgrounds are
often expected to learn in different cultural contexts than
those they have experienced in their families, homes, and
communities (Lahman and Park 2004). Some children are
never exposed to the dominant culture and practices so
prominently valued in schools prior to entering early edu-
cation settings. Upon entering (pre)school, young children
are often expected to immediately engage in cultural
practices that may be different from those at home in order
to be conceptualized as successful, ready, or capable
(Gregory et al. 2004; Souto-Manning 2009). Multiple
studies have found that culturally, linguistically, and
racially diverse children are likely to be confronted with
the challenges of being assimilated into mainstream values
which conflict with familial practices and/or familiar val-
ues (Buysse et al. 2005; Kantor et al. 1992; Lahman and
Park 2004; Pappamihiel 2004). According to these studies,
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young children who experience cultural discontinuity
between home and school may perceive themselves as poor
learners and may develop a negative self-concept.

Early childhood teachers and educational programs are
expected to be the primary resources as children experience
different and sometimes conflicting cultural contexts. Early
educators can play a paramount role as young children
move toward fluid identities and start recognizing and
navigating within and across spaces of cultural differ-
ences—e.g., between their home cultures and the school-
sponsored socially-dominant culture (Gee 1996; Souto-
Manning 2009). In this sense, we (Souto-Manning—an
early childhood teacher educator, and Mitchell—a pre-
school teacher') draw attention to a multi-year action
research study, paying particular attention to the nature of
curriculum and practices in a preschool classroom which
reflected culturally, economically and linguistically diverse
characteristics. The study also portrays an early childhood
teacher’s shifting perceptions of implementing culturally-
relevant teaching (Ladson-Billings 1995) in her preschool
classroom, as she moved towards honoring the cultural
diversity of her students (Landerhold et al. 2004; Rhed-
ding-Jones 2002; Saft and Pianta 2001).

Literature Review: Significance of Culturally-Relevant
Early Education

Multiple research studies on early childhood education
have emphasized the importance of developing culturally-
responsive educational settings (Bernhard 1995; Buysse
et al. 2005; Espinosa 2005; Gay 2000; Kontos et al. 2002).
Such studies have indicated a need for improving teachers’
abilities to understand, respect, and respond to diverse
situations resulting from their interactions with young
children who bring a multitude of home cultures and values
to the classroom. There is a need for going beyond rec-
ognition of differences to engage in questioning the ways
in which classroom practices and processes are honoring
diversities (or not). For example, while many early child-
hood teachers recognized that children’s behaviors are
regulated through culturally-relevant ways and rules
(Ladson-Billings 1995, 1998), according to Pappamihiel
(2004), most teachers were not likely to exhibit reactions
indicating they understood cultural differences through the
interaction with children from various cultures or nurture

! Because we co-wrote this article yet had distinct roles in this study,
we chose to refer to each other in third person according to our
respective roles—teacher and teacher educator. When we refer to our
collective actions, we use the pronoun we. While this initially felt
awkward, we believe that ultimately it has added to the clarity of the
article.
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their students in a culturally appropriate manner. Beyond
not engaging in culturally appropriate or responsive ways
of interacting with children, teachers’ responses and stan-
ces in early childhood classrooms were at odds with those
children who hadn’t been acculturated to the dominant US
culture (c.f. Espinosa 2005; Gay 2000; Lahman and Park
2004).

While ethnic and cultural similarities between child and
teacher are likely to make the child perceive more affection
and emotional support from the teacher and less difficulty
in the relationship (Saft and Pianta 2001), this match of
backgrounds is often not a reality in preschool classrooms
as teachers and children typically occupy different socio-
economic, cultural, linguistic, and racial spaces. As
teachers try to level the ground by socializing children into
their own cultural contexts and expecting children to act in
certain ways (e.g., direct eye contact, raising hands), when
this happens, young children are likely to perceive them-
selves as inferior to the dominant group and/or to lose their
desire to maintain their parents’ culture and language
(Espinosa 2005; Rhedding-Jones 2002). To avoid these
consequences and halt processes of cultural erasure, many
studies have pointed out that early childhood teachers need
to enhance knowledge of cultural diversity and to consider
cultural aspects that affect how young children learn in
school (Bernhard 1995; Buysse et al. 2005; Espinosa 2005;
Lahman and Park 2004; Landerholm et al. 2004).

Recommendations point towards developing expecta-
tions that teachers seek a thorough knowledge of each
child’s home culture and family values, as this might be
helpful for accurately interpreting the meaning of a child’s
behavior, honoring and respecting each child’s culture, and
minimizing the incidence of cultural conflicts in the early
childhood classroom (Bernhard 1995; Buysse et al. 2005;
Espinosa 2005; Lahman and Park 2004; Landerholm et al.
2004). Studies have highlighted the importance of devel-
oping a strong relationship with parents and families, as
they are critical resources for culturally-responsive teach-
ing (Gay 2000; Pappamihiel 2004).

Seeking to move towards culturally-responsive teaching
(Gay 2000) in a diverse preschool early childhood class-
room, one preschool teacher took it upon herself to
understand her students’ home cultures, family values, and
parental expectations. She worked diligently to build col-
laborative partnerships with parents based on reciprocal
trust (Espinosa 2005). Seeing the mismatch between her
cultural experiences and those experienced by the children
in her classroom, the teacher embarked on a multi-year
action research quest aimed at improving the ways in
which the cultural practices of all children could be hon-
ored everyday in her classroom.

The teacher understood that truly honoring diverse
children is a continuous process. Positioning herself as a
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learner while seeking to address issues in her own class-
room, the teacher engaged in action research. This article
explains the process whereby the teacher negotiated action
research as a way to move towards more culturally relevant
practices (Ladson-Billings 1995) in her classroom. While it
would be easy to report the successes, we choose to report
the small steps we took as collaborative researchers in
hopes that this process may shed light onto other contexts.

Methodology: Action Research

According to Hansen (1997), “A teacher researcher, among
other things, is a questioner. Her questions propel her
forward” (p. 1). In her preschool classroom, the teacher
sought to investigate ways to implement culturally-relevant
teaching (Ladson-Billings 1995) with 3- and 4-year-old
children. To get started, she attempted to understand why
certain things were (or were not) happening in her class-
room (Hubbard and Power 1993). After the teacher defined
her focus of research, together we adopted the stance of
collaborative action researchers, of ethnographers seeking
to learn more about the culture of the classroom commu-
nity and of the individual members of this community in
and out of the educational setting (Gregory et al. 2004) in
order to improve classroom practices.

Together, we—a teacher (Mitchell) and a teacher edu-
cator (Souto-Manning)—decided to employ the responsive
teaching cycle (Whitin et al. 1990) to document what was
happening, to frame events contextually, and to collec-
tively (re)imagine spaces for transformative action. This
cycle encompassed: (a) collecting data anecdotally and
systematically through journaling, (b) interpreting these
anecdotal notes narratively (Hankins 2003), and (c) making
instructional decisions based on observations and
interpretations.

The data in this study are threefold. There are (1) the
narratives that take place during the events (a con-
versation, a story that a child told...). Next, there are
(2) the interpretive narratives about the event or the
recording of the way I viewed the event. That first
recording might be in the form of an oral rehearsal, a
journal entry, a quick jotted note stuck in my pocket,
to be fleshed out later. However, the (3) narrative
thought that drove the selection of the event from the
multitude of classroom events in a day drive both (1)
and (2). The data on one event may be threefold
(recorded in three different time periods, for exam-
ple), but data generally are, or become, one narrative
that has been rewritten a number of times. Each time
I reread, I edit and reflect again (Hankins 2003,
p. 12).

By engaging in the responsive teaching cycle, using
narratives as a way to document and interpret classroom
events, the teacher embraced “an approach toward teaching
in which teachers learn from and with their students”
(Hansen 1997, p. 3). Thus, she journaled as she docu-
mented and reflected on her learnings (Souto-Manning
2006). While the teacher journaled events, the teacher
educator took thick field notes as she observed from out-
side the classroom. We met biweekly for periods averaging
75 min and collectively analyzed the teacher’s narratives
documenting her learning journey regarding the cultures of
the children in her classroom.

During our meetings, we combined our insider and
outsider perspectives, problematizing differing views and
seeking to syncretically bring them together (Gregory et al.
2004). Then we dialogically negotiated the interpretive
narrative orally and dialogically co-authored (reported in
Analysis section). Finally, we talked about ways to address
the issues documented in culturally-responsive ways. This
is a quick summary of how we collaborated in action
research seeking to make the classroom more inclusive and
culturally-responsive (Gay 2000). For us, action research
became a critical tool for gathering invisible and multi-
faceted knowledge that researchers as outsiders and
teachers as insiders cannot solely record and/or obtain.

Thus, the teacher’s journal writings contained basic
data, which were supplemented by observational data and
interpreted again and again dialogically (examples can be
found below). It is important to note that due to the triadic
nature of narrative (as data, method, and findings), the
excerpts below represent data analysis as they interpret
events documented by the teacher. Children’s and parents’
narratives which were intertwined in the teacher’s journal
writings provided entry into spaces that were previously
relegated to the “out of school” realm (Hull and Schultz
2002). In considering these, we were better “able to see
individuals within that classroom culture as representatives
of world cultures and community cultures. The narratives
then help... [us] acknowledge, value, and build on the
personal experiences of individual students” (Hankins
2003, p. 11).

Analyzing the Process: Action Research in/and
Culturally-Relevant Teaching

The excerpts analyzed here reflect a teacher’s efforts to
make holiday traditions inclusive and truly representative in
her classroom context. This does not mean that she took a
cafeteria approach to diversity, as culturally-relevant ped-
agogy (Ladson-Billings 1995) was “just good teaching”
(p. 159) for this teacher. Instead, we chose to focus on this
unit (or theme) as it had proven particularly problematic in
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classrooms as some teachers had tended to see this is as
opportunity to “do diversity.” The process illustrated by the
narratives below was employed throughout the year.

Below, we outline the process whereby we decided on a
focus of research, developed a plan to gain insight, ana-
lyzed the data narratively and dialogically by looking for
patterns and themes, and reported on what we learned.
Excerpts selected by the teacher and included below are
italicized and in first person to signify a shift between the
article and the data in process. We chose to forefront the
teacher-authored narratives as we hope they will speak to
other teachers who may be experiencing somewhat similar
situations.

Once we brought our narratives and notes together and
engaged in collectively problematizing classroom events,
reflecting upon them, narrative was transformed from data
to method (Hankins 2003). The analysis and findings
presented below focus on what this teacher did even
though we engaged in a collaborative action research
relationship. This is because our plans and decisions had
direct impact in her classroom and were carried out by
her.

Deciding on a Focus

As the preschool teacher tried to address the multiplicity of
cultures present in her classroom, she first implemented a
cafeteria-like approach, in which the children could sample
how the holidays were implemented across cultures. Her
knowledge came from multicultural books that, as she
mentions below, provided “brief descriptions of holiday
traditions.” Taking the role of the expert did not produce
the respect for diverse cultures that the teacher had origi-
nally envisioned. Her narrative reflections below indicate a
need for change and for including children’s specific
experiences through home literacies (Gregory et al. 2004)
and funds of knowledge (Moll et al. 1992) as a reflection
that the children’s most positive experiences came when
interacting with a parent who provided insider knowledge
of cultural practices. This reflection indicates the need to
take a humble stance (Freire 1998), and embody the
position of a learner and teacher, blurring the boundaries of
teacher and learner (Freire 1970), and learning alongside
the children, their parents, and families.

The winter of 2002 was my second year as lead
teacher and my third year with preschool children.
For the first time that year I designed multicultural
holiday lesson plans for three and four year-olds. The
first place I looked was in a few multicultural books
we had at our center. They gave brief descriptions
about holiday traditions from around the world. So
I planned a week of holiday celebrations for
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December. A co-teacher and I divided up the year-
end holidays. During my week, the first day we talked
about who Santa was and what countries he visited.
We talked about how holidays are typically a time for
giving. In addition, we discussed Kwanzaa, Hanuk-
kah, and the Chinese New Year. As I now reflect back,
[ realize that my class really could not relate to what
I was teaching them. I did base my lessons on chil-
dren’s general backgrounds represented in my
classroom, but not on the specific experiences they
shared with their families. Looking back, I recall one
of the kids’ favorite parts of their experience that
year was a parent coming in to help make ornaments
with the class. That parent presented first-hand
experience and shared stories while actively engag-
ing the children. Out of my own desire to constantly
revamp and be a more diverse and reflective teacher,
the next year I planned a little differently.

Writing down her observations and reflecting upon them
as portrayed above in the form of narrative as analysis
(Hankins 2003) were important steps for deciding on the
focus of her research; for embodying the stance of a
researcher, and seeking to problem-solve in her own
classroom.

Developing a Plan to Gain Insight

In the winter of 2003, I tried to get more parents
involved in integral ways since that was what several
kids really seemed to enjoy. One advantage I had
with this group of children was that I knew them well
as I had been with them in the one-year-old class-
room during 2001. So, again, parents came and
talked to the kids about what their traditions were.
We learned so much from them. The kids enjoyed the
parents coming, reading and telling stories, and
engaging in hands-on culturally-specific activities.
They enjoyed learning about each other’s traditions
and practices and started appreciating differences!

In 2003, this teacher developed a plan to gain insight—
involving more parents and capitalizing on funds of
knowledge. Funds of knowledge are cultural artifacts and
knowledge present in households which underlie family
practices (Moll 2000). They are cultural resources that are
important in cultural and familial networks. Furthermore,
they are knowledge-based and authentic. Just as the teacher
had analyzed through her narrative reflecting on her 2002
experience, funds of knowledge are situated and vary from
one family to another or from one community to another.
By developing a plan and inviting parents to share their
cultural practices, the teacher was allowing cultural prac-
tices from the home to enter the classroom in authentic
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ways. In addition, she was gaining insights on how to
genuinely value multiple cultural practices in her
classroom.

The decision to incorporate funds of knowledge into her
unit plans was made after observations from her previous
year—the aspect children seemed to enjoy the most was
parents as experts sharing their authentic personal experi-
ences in the classroom. Recognizing the connection she
had already made with the families as she had taught some
of these same children 2 years prior, she invited the parents
into her classroom. This action required that she position
herself as learner and parents as experts. The teacher and
the students respected each other’s backgrounds, honoring
their cultural practices and families. As they did so, they
adopted Freire’s (1998) principle that “No one knows it all;
no one is ignorant of everything” (p. 39).

This time, children were able to gain an insight and start
the process of understanding cultural practices as diverse
and valid. They started to understand the concept of per-
spectives, of diversity. Rather than measuring each other’s
practices against their own, they valued the practices for
what they were, as valid and worthy.

As the teacher continued to develop (and revise during
our collaborative action research sessions) a plan to gain
insight, she realized that more time was needed to engage
in dialogue about diverse cultural practices and to explore
cultural practices beyond the surface level. She also rec-
ognized the advantage she had in looping with her students,
as she had gotten to know them as human beings with a
history. There was an atmosphere in the classroom that
fostered respecting and valuing all students as human
beings (Ayers 2004) and getting to know each student on a
personal level.

In 2005, I had a major advantage; I looped with
many of my my students. So I knew more about their
interests and could plan according to their experi-
ences and interests. We explored holiday traditions
across their cultures, homes, and countries of origin
(or heritage). In order to become informed, I posi-
tioned myself as a learner and learned from the
children’s families and communities. I also engaged
in internet research on holiday traditions from
around the world. I found tons of information about
holiday traditions from around the world. So, I
planned 2 weeks of holiday traditions to talk about
with the children in my class. I focused on traditions
the children experienced so they could be experts.
This also allowed for such traditions to become more
concrete. In addition to the regular teaching, we
practiced songs in many languages and went around
in our building singing to others. The kids loved this!
But it was not until the next year that my eyes were

opened and my soul awakened to the racing heartbeat
of the children! I realized that two weeks were not
enough. I also realized that no matter how much the
parents contributed, holidays only happen one time
per year, and not every family celebrates all of them.
If I was really going to honor many cultures in my
classroom, I have to start from day 1 and integrate
them every day in every aspect of the teaching and
learning in my classroom.

In addition to capitalizing on funds of knowledge and
stretching the unit of study, the teacher became a
researcher herself, seeking to become better informed
about cultures by conducting research through the internet
and learning from family and community members that
were part of the lives of her students. It was very important
for her to step outside her comfort zone as she immersed
herself in the homes and communities of her students.
Additionally, it was important to socialize children toward
the role of experts, so that they could talk about their own
cultural traditions. This was done so often and in a vol-
untary way in the classroom that children felt comfortable
sharing their own cultural practices. At no time were they
representative of their entire ethnic group, but they were
sharing what happened in their homes and/or communities.

Finally, the teacher sought to find resources to immerse
children in the multiplicity of languages present in her
classroom. While the efforts were extensive to the point of
implementing multilingual education, through her system-
atic efforts, the children became aware that multiple lan-
guages were welcomed and encouraged in the classroom.
Still, the following year, the teacher further refined her plan
to gain insight, which is represented by “But it was not
until the next year that my eyes were opened and my soul
awakened to the racing heartbeat of the children!” Clearly,
the teacher started positioning herself as a teacher always
wanting to hone her practice to meet the needs of her
students. She was always challenging herself to learn about
her students instead of solely expecting her students to
adapt to her cultural stance. This may be observed in her
narrative below:

In 2006, I decided to start the year out a little dif-
ferently...We had many parents come and talk about
their cultural traditions. They told stories and
engaged in activities. Some brought in pictures.
Because many of our parents had visited or lived in
other towns, states, and countries they were able to
talk to the children about very concrete experiences.
But some others had lived their entire lives in the
same community, yet had culturally specific practices
that were particular to their families and/or com-
munities. Family members came in and talked about
their cultural practices and invited me to learn about
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their backgrounds and experiences. I embedded these
in the everydayness of the preschool classroom,
combining children’s background knowledge, cul-
tural practices, and experiences with the content and
themes being addressed. Because we had been
incorporating many cultural knowledges in the
classroom in an organic way, children came to see
differences with new eyes. They stopped judging dif-
ferent practices against their own and learned from
many cultures. Because we had been incorporating
many cultural practices in the classroom every day,
when December arrived, the children displayed an
understanding of the different ways and reasons the
holidays were celebrated. Instead of understanding
holidays in terms of how they are supposed to be
celebrated, they came to understand holidays in the
contexts of multiple cultures and countries, develop-
ing a true appreciation for diverse perspectives. This
year, in which holidays were not the main focus,
children truly understood the richness of many
cultures.

This was the stance the teacher took throughout the year
in her classroom, of reflectively refining plans to better
meet the needs of the children. She recursively focused on
becoming a better, culturally-responsive teacher.

Analyzing the Data by Looking for Patterns
and Themes

As the teacher engaged in data analysis throughout the
year, her practice came to recognize and value the impor-
tance of diversity in her classroom. She saw her stance
change. As change happened, there were patterns in her
narratives that indicated common themes, common stances
that she embraced as she sought to promote diversity in the
classroom. This was particularly interesting because there
is often a belief that change must happen in the children. In
this case, a change in teacher stance modified the atmo-
sphere of the classroom, making it respectful of differences
and embracing of diversity (of families, perspectives, lan-
guages, etc.). The themes are italicized below.

Respecting and seeking to respect students’ back-
grounds and cultural contexts, the teacher embodied a (1)
humble stance. As she honored students’ cultures and
stories in the classroom, allowing them to take center stage,
she promoted respect for others. While a simple word, this
is not an easy stance to embody. According to Freire
(1998), “...humility requires courage, self-confidence, self-
respect, and respect for others” (p. 39). By embodying such
a stance, this teacher modeled a respect for diversity, for
cultural difference, and for multiple perspectives in her
preschool classroom. This is illustrated by her supportive
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role as parents and families came to share their funds of
knowledge and were seen as experts in the classroom. She
respected and valued all students and their families as
human beings and got to know them on a personal level.
She listened to their stories and encouraged an atmosphere
of acceptance and respect in her classroom, fostering an
environment that nurtured diversity.

In order to take a humble stance in the classroom and to
model a learner, she constantly (2) blurred the roles of
learner (student) and teacher navigating in, out, and
between the traditional definitions of what it means to be a
teacher and what it means to be a learner (Freire 1970).
This was not an easy task. The teacher accomplished this as
she shared ownership of knowledge in her classroom, by
blurring the roles of teacher and learner, and learning from
students and their families through funds of knowledge
(Moll et al. 1992).

By blurring the roles of teacher and learner, the teacher
embodied the stance of a researcher; more specifically, she
attempted to constantly (3) embody the stance of an eth-
nographer (Gregory et al. 2004). The teacher learned about
the histories behind children’s cultural contexts and values.
As she learned more about her students and their cultural
values and backgrounds, she brought themes and stories
that were important to specific members of her classroom
community into her classroom. These themes served as
dialogue starters.

The (4) fostered dialogues varied in terms of time,
space, and participation—sometimes they happened at
circle time, and sometimes they happened during meals
and snacks; sometimes they included the entire class,
sometimes they only involved a small group of children.
They happened in the true sense of dialogue—all partic-
ipants engaged in learning and respecting perspectives
and experiences. Most importantly, these dialogues were
encounters, conversations, mediated by the world in
which its participants (teachers and students) lived,
including their classroom, homes, and communities, their
cultural traditions and values. In such encounters, partic-
ipants conceptualized and learned about a diverse world
and realized that their cultural traditions and values were
not better or worse, just different and particular. While
these are not described by the data above, they were
common occurrences in this teacher’s classroom. As you
read in the previous interpretive excerpt, reflecting on the
2006 experience, she reported that “They told stories and
engaged in activities. Some brought in pictures.... the
children displayed an understanding of the different ways
and reasons the holidays were celebrated...” Such an
understanding did not come from the pictures or stories per
se. While these were important, they were only tools to get
children thinking and challenging their assumptions. This
deeper understanding documented and interpreted by the
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teacher came from dialogue that took place around such
conversation starters.

As they talked and learned, their (5) assumptions were
challenged and they started embracing and applying a true
sense of diversity in their classroom. To put it very simply,
even their most objective assumptions were challenged
when they found out that Christmas (often called winter
holidays in the school context) takes place in the summer in
Southern Hemisphere countries such as Brazil and Aus-
tralia. As assumptions were challenged, students and
teachers moved towards a (6) sociopolitical consciousness
(Ladson-Billings 1998) by getting involved with real
community problems (such as whose culture is valued over
others and why). This stance allowed both teachers and
students to understand injustices and to act upon them,
even if initially and apparently only within the classroom
walls. While it might make teaching more challenging,
such an approach allows for an explicit connection to the
students’ contexts and everyday lives. It allows for diver-
sity to be truly nurtured.

When diversities are nurtured, early childhood teachers
gain the potential to reach students from a multiplicity of
sociocultural backgrounds (and vice versa), respecting and
recognizing them above all for who they are and dialoguing
about a multiplicity of cultural practices, contexts, values,
and identities. From the teacher’s narratives and years of
reflective teaching and action research, during data coding
we found a few components that were constantly recurring,
which properly triangulated (e.g., through analysis of data,
talking to peers, analysis of video data, children’s reports)
may shed some light on other classrooms.

As we read through these themes, it is important to
remember that:

Any detailed case (e.g., a studied teacher’s pedagogy, a
child’s learning history) is just that—a case. It is not the
phenomenon itself (e.g., effective teaching, writing
development). The phenomenon may look and sound
different in different social and cultural circumstances,
that is, in different cases. This relationship between a
grand phenomenon and mundane particulars suggests
key theoretical assumptions of qualitative case studies.
(Dyson and Genishi 2005, p. 4)

Therefore, what we present here are not formulas, but
themes that were recurrent in one early childhood teacher’s
narrative data. Recording themes below does not comprise
a how-to list, but reiterates the important and recurrent
components present in this teacher’s practice as she moved
towards creating a classroom community that nurtured and
respected diversity: (1) As a teacher, she embodied a
humble stance; (2) The teacher blurred the roles of learner
(student) and teacher; (3) As a learner, the teacher took the
stance of an ethnographer; (4) In her classroom, she

fostered dialogue; (5) During these dialogues, children’s
and teacher’s assumptions were challenged; and (6) As
assumptions were challenged, they moved towards socio-
political consciousness.

Reporting Learnings

As this early childhood teacher is concerned with the
implications of her learnings to the larger early childhood
community, the teacher is engaged in reporting her lear-
nings in multiple realms. First and foremost, in the lab
school where she works, she meets periodically with a
teacher study group and has reported the process, findings,
and implications with her colleagues, teachers of children
zero to five. In this article, she seeks to reach a wider
audience and share the process she underwent as well as
case-specific findings that might serve to shed light in other
contexts.

While some might think of this teacher action research
as a holiday approach to diversities in the preschool
classroom, we purposefully chose to document and portray
how moving away from holiday practices and becoming
aware of everyday cultural practices that shape the lives of
young children and their families are much more powerful.
Within this approach (which the teacher employed in
2006), holidays did not play a major part, but were framed
within the context of a classroom that valued cultural
practices and funds of knowledge day in and day out. By
learning about and experiencing multiple cultural practices,
this teacher was able to build on children’s strengths and
experiences, providing a more supportive and inclusive
experience for all children.

Implications for Educational Practice: Reflecting Back
and Looking Ahead

The implications of this teacher’s action research study are
multiple. This article offers implications for early educa-
tion in the US as well as in larger social contexts, as it
shows how a teacher can honor children’s multiple voices
and cultural practices in the preschool classroom in integral
ways. The teacher’s journey highlights practices and pro-
cesses that are situated in social, historical, and cultural
contexts. Her teacher action research forefronts the process
of rethinking and doing diversities (Genishi and Goodwin
2008) in the early childhood classroom—an ongoing
negotiation, a continuous process. The teacher’s experience
is a situated representation of a larger phenomenon (Dyson
and Genishi 2005) present in early childhood classrooms in
the United States and throughout the world. As such, it
sheds light onto other contexts and seeks to inspire pre-
school teachers to engage in teacher action research and
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enact culturally-responsive teaching within their class-
room, honoring and valuing differences while affirming
children’s diversities.

In the teacher’s own words, she sees implications from
this study illuminating early childhood educators seeking
to nurture diversity in their own classrooms as she reflects
on her multi-year study and continues to refine her plans
reflectively. Such implications include ideas on how
teachers, parents/families, and curriculum (and their roles)
can be modified to foster a more diverse classroom that
honors and respects diversity.

(1) Teacher Becoming a learner alongside your students

From my experience trying to teach multicultural holi-
day traditions to preschool children, I have learned that
you must learn about the cultural knowledges and practices
children experience at home. You must incorporate these in
integral ways all year long. Only from learning alongside
your students and their families will you be able to honor
diversities. Doing a holidays approach to diversity and
multicultural education only serves to stereotype.

(2) Parents and Families Welcoming parents and fami-
lies as experts into your classroom

The more parents and families you get involved the
better. I found that they all have something to offer, they all
have cultural practices to share. Whether they come read a
book, come do art with the children, teach them a song, or
simply come talk with them about their cultural practices,
about their funds of knowledge; it is important to always
get as much involvement as possible, to be as inclusive as
possible, because they have first-hand knowledge and
experiences that matter to the children. I grew as a teacher
as I learned from the children’s parents and families. 1
came to see them as experts, not as assistants!

(3) Curriculum Making students’ diverse experiences and
backgrounds integral throughout the year

It is important to talk about the cultures of children you
are educating throughout the year, to incorporate them in
integral ways in the classroom, every day. It is essential to
make students’ cultures and experiences an integral part of
the classroom. Learning becomes much more significant
and authentic for them when it incorporates home values
and practices.

Finally, she ends her analytical process by reflecting on
her learning journey.

I knew kids were learning about other cultural practices
by their excitement and eagerness to inquire about diverse
practices traditions not only during the holidays but
throughout the year. We engaged in redefining culture (not
only to include knowledge from different countries), but to
include diversities in our own classroom community.

@ Springer

Based on our experiences and action research, we pro-
pose that as preschool teachers position themselves as
learners and value stories, families, and cultures in their
own classrooms throughout the year, they will be better
able to honor diversities in integral ways as they shift their
understandings, coming to recognize the cultural con-
struction of knowledges and practices. In doing so, they
will be better positioned to create inclusive early educa-
tional settings that are welcoming of all children. It is a
continuous and recursive journey as culture is not a fixed
construct, yet a truly worthy one.
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