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The "Other" Teacher: Navigating Culturally Responsive Pedagogy in
Teacher Education

Abstract

Purpose of study: One of the most critical issues facing teacher education today is how to eftectively prepare
teachers for the increasingly racial, cultural and linguistic profiles of today's students across the country
(Cochran-Smith, Davis & Fries, 2004). Much discussion on culturally responsive teaching had centered on
preparing mostly White middle class teachers to teach in highly diverse urban classrooms (Chicola, 2007;
Cockran- Smith, Davis & Fries, 2004; Gay, 2000, 2001, 2010; Villegas & Lucas, 2002). However, what has not
been addressed in the research literature is how foreign born teacher educators negotiate culturally responsive
teaching, especially in predominantly White teaching colleges. Foreign born scholars of color may add the
needed enrichment and learning opportunities necessary for novice and in-service teachers to adopt culturally
responsive teaching because of their diverse life experiences and global knowledge perspective which might
help bring to the fore salient issues pertaining to cultural education (Amobi, 2004; Florence, 2010; Skerrett,
2006). However, they also face challenges. Differences in educational backgrounds as well as cultural and
linguistic disparities can create environments fraught with misunderstanding and conflict (Amobi, 2004;
Florence, 2010, Gay, 2010; Obiakor and Gordon, 2003). This study documents how a foreign born professor
of color negotiated culturally responsive teaching in a predominantly White teaching college. The study is
guided by the following questions: How can I help my teacher candidates acquire cultural knowledge? How
do Iimprove my teaching practice to make it responsive to the needs of the candidates? What roles if any, do
my race, gender and prior experiences play in my pedagogy and students’ perception of my teaching
effectiveness?
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Education
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Paper presented at the 2011 annual meeting of the American Educational Research Association in New
Orleans, Louisana.
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The “Other” Teacher: Navigating Culturally Responsive Pedagogy in Teacher
Education

Purpose of study

One of the most critical issues facing teacher education today is how to effectively
prepare teachers for the increasingly racial, cultural and linguistic profiles of today’s
students across the country (Cochran-Smith, Davis & Fries, 2004). Much discussion
on culturally responsive teaching had centered on preparing mostly White middle
class teachers to teach in highly diverse urban classrooms (Chicola, 2007; Cockran-
Smith, Davis & Fries, 2004; Gay, 2000, 2001, 2010; Villegas & Lucas, 2002).
However, what has not been addressed in the research literature is how foreign born
teacher educators negotiate culturally responsive teaching, especially in
predominantly White teaching colleges. Foreign born scholars of color may add the
needed enrichment and learning opportunities necessary for novice and in-service
teachers to adopt culturally responsive teaching because of their diverse life
experiences and global knowledge perspective which might help bring to the fore
salient issues pertaining to cultural education (Amobi, 2004; Florence, 2010;
Skerrett, 2006). However, they also face challenges. Differences in educational
backgrounds as well as cultural and linguistic disparities can create environments
fraught with misunderstanding and conflict (Amobi, 2004; Florence, 2010, Gay,
2010; Obiakor and Gordon, 2003). This study documents how a foreign born
professor of color negotiated culturally responsive teaching in a predominantly
White teaching college. The study is guided by the following questions: How can |
help my teacher candidates acquire cultural knowledge? How do I improve my
teaching practice to make it responsive to the needs of the candidates? What roles if
any, do my race, gender and prior experiences play in my pedagogy and students’
perception of my teaching effectiveness?

Theoretical Framework

Two theoretical frameworks informed this study. There are the culturally responsive
teaching and self study research.
Research in culturally responsive teaching

The need for a culturally responsive teacher education curriculum cannot be over
emphasized (Chicola, 2007; Cockran-Smith, Davis & Fries, 2004; Garcia, Arias, Murri &
Serna, 2010; Gay, 2000, 2001, 2010; Villegas & Lucas, 2002). It has in fact been
described as both demographic and intellectual imperative (Garcia, Arias, Murri & Serna,
2010; Townsend, 2002). Garcia, Arias, Murri and Serna (2010) suggest dividing
culturally responsive teaching into two broad categories (1) working on the beliefs and
values of teachers, and (2) implementing responsive teaching practices. However, CRT
is not restricted to multicultural teacher education. From a broader perspective, it is a
comprehensive, multidimensional, transformative and empowering pedagogy (Gay, 2000,
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2001; Villegas & Lucas, 2002), that requires a complete re-socialization of prospective
teachers toward becoming self reflective and self knowledgeable of teaching and
learning.

Self-study research (Clark, Erickson, Collins, & Phelan, 2005; LaBoskey, 2004;
Loughram, 2007; Skerrett, 2006), provide ideas and perspectives that help educators
understand, facilitate and articulate the teaching-learning process (LaBroskey, 2004).
Quality self-study is a disciplined and systematic inquiry that values professional
learning and help develop metacognition (Loughram, 2007). Teacher educators are
increasingly using self study to examine and improve their beliefs about teaching and
learning process in both K-12 and college contexts (Berry & Loughran, 2002),
including inquiry into issues of diversity and cross cultural teaching and learning
(Sakamoto & Chan, 2006; Skerrett, 2006).

Methods

Context and Participants: During my first semester as a new faculty in a teaching
college, I co-taught a course, albeit successfully with a White colleagues. The course,
Nature and Acquisition of Literacy, was a required introductory course and a prerequisite
for the majority of the other courses in the graduate literacy program. The course was
dominated by the sociocultural perspectives as well as diversity issues. When I inherited
the course, I utilized the same syllabus and other course materials that my colleague and I
used. However, my course evaluation scores were well below departmental and college
averages and the qualitative comments were mostly uncomplimentary. Comments that
drew my attention included “She did not connect with her students,” “the course is too
theory-based and no connection to real life,” and “she is hard to understand.” The low
evaluation numbers and comments spurred me to systematically examine my beliefs,
assumptions, practices, and students’ learning. Although this study was conceived as a
self study, the evolution of self is partly dependent on the experiences of others (Brunner,
1994). Therefore, the other participants in this fourteen month’s study were sixty five
teacher candidates, which consisted of four cohorts of teacher candidates (TCs) that took
the course in four semesters. Out of this number, fifty seven percent (n=37) were pre-
service teachers and 43% (n=28) were in-service teachers. Ninety eight percent of the
students were European Americans while 2% were African Americans.

Data sources or Evidence

The primary data source was the researcher’s reflective journal in which I
analyzed my sense making of the teaching and learning process for each class
session. Entry into this journal generally followed Hiebert, Morris, Berk & Jansen’s
(2007) four-step framework for analyzing each teaching session which included
setting learning goals; assessing if the goals were achieved; developing a
hypotheses about why the lesson did or did not work well; and, revising the lesson
on the basis of the hypothesis. Another major data source was the survey of teacher
candidates as well as structured reflective paper written by teacher candidates at the
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end of each semester. Others included course syllabi and students’ course
evaluation. The survey had yes/no, open-ended and Likert type questions. The
survey enabled me to collect demographic information of students, their expectations
for the course, and perceptions about course activities.

Data analysis

Data analysis was on-going and occurred in stages. Each semester, data were analyzed
and compared to previous semester(s). In studying my practice, [ was involved in a cyclic
process of inquiry, awareness, reflection and refinement. Through the inquiry process of
asking questions, I became more self aware of the impacts of my instructional decisions
and interactions with students. Constant reflection on my teaching and students’ learning
helped me to refine my pedagogy. These reflections, questions, decisions taken, changes
implemented and personal transformation became part of my analysis because they were
directly related to students’ actions and feedback.

I used thematic analysis (Elly, Anzul, Friedman, Garner, & Steinmetz, 1991) and
Fitzgerald’s (1995) systematic interpretive procedure to analyze the data. Steps in thematic
analysis include establishing thinking units, categories, themes and integrating findings. I
created two thinking units “self” and “TCs” which were used as broadly framed sorting
files (Elly, Anzul, Friedman, Garner, & Steinmetz, 1991). Within each thinking unit,
tentative categories were created based on evidence from data and research literature. For
example, using “self” as a thinking unit, I first articulated my beliefs and assumptions
about the TCs, all ideas considered in the course, actions taken, changes made,
challenges and personal transformations. These were used as initial categories. This
process was applied to the TCs. In addition, some sentences and phrases from students’
written artifacts were aggregated into a separate document in order to “listen” to their
collective voices. This analytic strategy is called a choir metaphor. Finally, all data were
reread for clarification, confirmation or disconfirmation of emerging hypothesis and for
consistency or discrepancy. I shared the findings with each cohort to confirm some of
their assertions or my own analysis of their behavior. The application of this systematic
approach to analysis was to add credibility to the study.

Results
The findings from this study suggest that implementing a culturally responsive teaching
in a graduate teacher education course hinged on the following: (1) understanding
students’ backgrounds and perspectives, (2) self and reflexivity, (3) using my biography
as a teaching tool and, (4) an emphasis on content relevancy.

Understanding students and their perspectives

Several data sources revealed the following (1) a mismatch between the teacher
candidates’ assumptions/expectations about the course and actual course objective.
While the course was designed to give students broad perspectives on various
theoretical models and issues in literacy acquisition, the teacher candidates wanted to
learn and in fact, assumed that the course would equip them with practical teaching
tips and strategies that they would use immediately in their classrooms. In addition,
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the TCs were concerned about the theoretical nature of the course. In addition,
balancing personal, familial and academic responsibilities accounted for much of the
frustration expressed by the candidates (2) the TCs harbored some biased perceptions
about the instructor based on linguistic, cultural and racial issues. This was
complicated by the fact that the TCs nurtured a sense of entitlement or ownership of
the English language. This perception led to a cascade of other problems. (3)
Cultural differences also created some misunderstanding and led to
miscommunication. These experiences corroborate that of other foreign born
educators (Amobi, 2004, Florence, 2010; Obiakor and Gordon, 2003).

Self and reflexivity: Findings indicate that reflection was critical and instrumental to
implementing cultural responsive pedagogy because it enabled me to look inwards to
examine the totality of my personal, professional and course experiences; texts read,
ideas considered, changes made, for their connections with and relationships to my
practice (Hamilton & Pinnegar, 1998). By looking inwards, I was able to uncover my
own biases and assumptions. Through self-study, I developed some metacognitive
strategies, listened more carefully to students and created a better learning
community.

Using self as a teaching tool:
My experiential reality as accent-speaking, foreign- born person of color provided a
springboard for discussing the impact of linguistic and cultural variations on literacy
acquisition. I discussed relevant aspects of my cultural heritage and how it impacted
my world view. This provided a lens through which the students viewed cultural
minorities. At the same time, it provided a global perspective in which candidates
learned about the unique practices of diverse cultures (Chicola, 2007; Gay, 2010). I
have experienced both subtle and overt discrimination and those experiences became
entry points into class discussions about the experiences of people of color and the
TCs were challenged to articulate and discuss their own beliefs and cultural heritage
as well as confront their cultural biases and perception of others.

Emphasis on content relevancy: As I continued to reflect on my pedagogy,
students’ perspectives, the research literature and my personal hunches, continuous
adjustments were made to instructional method, course structure, assessment
techniques and relationship with students. I experimented with both the course
structure and learning activities that I thought the TCs would find relevant and
motivating; and one that would help them make theory-practice connection. This
included the use of Socratic seminars, video cases, guest teachers and integration of
technology and sociocultural issues.

Scholarly significance
e The voices of foreign born faculty of color have largely been marginalized in

the discourse of culturally responsive teaching in American colleges and
universities. This missing piece needs to be recognized in an effort to better



Page |5

Navigating culturally responsive pedagogy in Teacher Education

understand the dynamics of teacher education in a multiracial and
multicultural society.

The study underscores the importance of self study in improving teacher
education practices especially non native language teachers. Teacher
educators can systematically study their practice by working through a
cyclical process of inquiry, awareness, reflection and refinement.

This study demonstrates that deliberately working on the beliefs and values
of the TC:s is critical in promoting culturally responsive teaching. This can be
achieved by understanding the students and their culture as well as infusing
student-centered activities and those that challenge TCs to think critically
about their cultural and racial biases.

The study highlights the need to recruit diverse faculty and support them as
they navigate the first few years in the academia. It also underscores the need
for foreign born professors of color to work very hard, demonstrate academic,
professional and social competence as well as understand their students’ and
institutional culture in order to overcome markers of difference.

The study adds to the extant literature on the experiences of non native
language teachers in American colleges.
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