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Good Teaching? An Examination of Culturally
Relevant Pedagogy as an Equity Practice

Mardi Schmeichel

Department of Elementary and Social Studies Education, University of Georgia, Athens, Georgia, USA

Abstract

The adoption of educational policy measures to close the achievement gap, as well as the significant
amount of scholarship dedicated to the subject, are just some of the indicators that reflect the tremen-
dous concern in education about the academic performance of students of color. Within research
aimed at promoting equitable practices in education, culturally relevant teaching has emerged as a
good teaching strategy to improve achievement. Using genealogical methods to examine the ways
in which culture has become relevant to classroom practice, the author argues that the perceived
difference from white students that made it possible to conceive of children of color as culturally
deficit in the 1960s is also invoked in more recent literature that promotes attending to culture as an
equity strategy. The take-up of culturally relevant teaching as something that a teacher can “do,”
instead of a critical stance that a teacher takes, is also examined and critiqued.

Keywords: culturally relevant instruction, race, equity, instruction

I'like to start my courses for preservice teachers with a conversation about “good teaching.”
I have found that the simple exercise of asking students to define good teaching provides
a way for them to begin thinking about the complexity of enacting it. Despite their lengthy
apprenticeship of observation (Lortie, 1975) or their emerging identities as teachers, they
often struggle to come up with a concise description of what good teaching is. In a recent
discussion about good teaching, one student stopped and started her explanation several
times before finally exclaiming, “It’s like what that [U.S.] Supreme Court justice said about
pornography: I know it when I see it!”? However, in an era in which schools, and in par-
ticular schools that serve students of color, are seen as “in crisis” (Gates, 2009; Skoll et al.,
2010; Dillon, 2011), playing with ideas of what good teaching is may be seen as an indul-
gent folly. The dissemination of good teaching practices is seen as key to efforts to close
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the achievement gap and to improve the educational experiences of children of color. Cul-
turally relevant pedagogy is one example of good teaching that is promoted as a way to
improve the achievement of students of color (Cazden and Leggett, 1976; Ladson-Billings,
1995b; Au, 2009). Culturally relevant teaching is ubiquitous in reform-oriented literature:
an ERIC search on the phrase “culturally relevant education” yields more than 1,900 re-
sults. There are more than 500,000 hits for the phrase on Google.? For educators concerned
with promoting equity, it is taken for granted that culturally relevant teaching is “good
teaching.” However, how did culturally relevant teaching become an activity that could
and should be done for students of color? Post-structural scholars (Lather, 1991, Walk-
erdine, 1998; Britzman, 2003; Davies, 2003) have argued the value of questioning taken-
for-granted “good” practices and assumptions in education in order to unravel ways of
thinking, talking, and doing that may be closing down more radical and effective options
than the ones available to us now. Taking heed of Lather’s (1991) contention that “uncover-
ing the particularity and contingency of our knowledge and practices is at the core of what-
ever generative advances we might make regarding our purposes and practices” (p. 14), I
investigated education literature to understand how the culture of students of color came
to be relevant to classroom practice and to consider what systems of reason (Popkewitz,
2009) were invoked to make this kind of thinking possible. The purpose of this work was
not to reveal the “truth” about culturally relevant teaching, but to point to the contingency
of the accepted wisdom about cultural difference that makes this practice possible and to
consider the possibility that the consequences of this kind of good teaching are problematic
for those of us concerned with equity. In the next section, I describe the methods I used to
explore these issues.

Not your grandmother’s genealogy

In order to understand how culturally relevant teaching emerged as a good teaching prac-
tice, I used genealogical methods to study the discourse around children of color in edu-
cation research. Foucauldian genealogies interrogate the origins of a present truth by
making it strange and examining its discursive production in the historical record. This is
done by examining texts in the present and following references to a concept, and then
references to those references, back to the point at which it becomes possible to see the
concept emerging as a coherent idea in the discourse. The exploration then extends beyond
that point in order to understand the conditions through which it became possible for the
concept to “leap from the wings to centre stage” (Foucault, 1971/1977: 150). For Foucault
(1977/1995: 31), genealogy was a means to create a “history of the present,” and a frame-
work for investigating and thinking about current concepts in a way that could disrupt the
perception that our everyday practices are an inevitable result of a linear series of events.
For example, instead of taking the logic of culturally relevant teaching for granted, genealog-
ical work asks how the logic of it has been constructed. Through genealogy, as Meadmore
et al. (2000: 464) argued, “the legitimacy of the present can be undercut by the foreignness
of the past, offering the present up for examination and further enquiry.” Tracing the emer-
gence of a commonsense, “good” practice like culturally relevant teaching causes us to
reconsider an idea that we might otherwise see as an inevitable step toward progress.
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Genealogy highlights the historicity and contingency of ideas and practices that we believe
are too reasonable to have been engineered —or “in what we tend to feel is without history”
(Foucault, 1971/1977: 139).

To understand the production of culturally relevant teaching, it was necessary to ex-
amine not only its emergence but also the failures surrounding its production: what was
excluded from the theory of culturally relevant teaching and how was it excluded? The
attention paid to failures is one of the most significant differences between Foucauldian
history and a more traditional historical approach. Where traditional history “aims at dis-
solving the singular event into an ideal continuity” (Foucault, 1971/1977: 154), Foucault’s
approach to history “deprives the self of the reassuring stability of life and nature” (p. 154).
If traditional history focuses on broad patterns which are “supposedly revelatory of great
forces at work” (Prado, 2000: 40), genealogy focuses on the small and incongruent data
which disrupt the possibility of seeing the past as coherently, rationally, or purposefully
shaped by an imaginary and progressive force. Genealogical work seeks to represent the
disjunctures in order to “undermine the solidity of unquestioned rationales and institu-
tional matrices” (Tamboukou and Ball, 2003: 21). By attending to the historical context of
practices and ideas as well as the struggles around them, genealogical work can make our
everyday assumptions more fragile. The recognition of the fragility of the truth that cul-
turally relevant teaching is good teaching has the potential to make other ways of thinking
possible.

This genealogy traces references to culturally relevant education and teaching within
the education literature —primarily US education research journals, books, and practi-
tioner publications in the post-segregation era—in order to understand why and how it
came to be possible to think of some children as culturally different. Prior to Brown v. Board
of Education in 1954, the segregation of the US school system ensured that, for the most
part, the cultural issues relevant to the education of African American students were only
of marginal interest to white educators. After Brown, and its mandate to integrate schools,
a great deal more attention was paid to the culture of children of color in mainstream pub-
lications.

Tracing the discourse of difference

Attempting to describe and analyze all of the literature that addresses students of color or
culturally relevant teaching, or to construct a summary of the sources I reviewed while
doing this research would be an ill-fated attempt to give illusory shape and order to this
discourse. Instead, in the next three sections I will draw attention to several specific pieces
of literature that provide a way of thinking about how discourses around the culture of
children of color were constructed in the literature, and, more specifically, can demonstrate
how these discourses were mobilized to reinscribe difference as the organizing principle
upon which to make decisions about good teaching practices. In the first section, I describe
ways in which the culture of children of color was positioned as a deficit in comparison to
white, middle-class norms. I then highlight literature which framed culture as contributing
to differences in the learning and behavior of children of color. In the third section, I pro-
vide excerpts from several pieces of the data which point to dissent within the educational
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research community about whether identifying cultural differences to implement cultur-
ally relevant practices was something that scholars and educators should or could do.

Difference = deficit

The concept of cultural deprivation or disadvantage was the frame used to describe children
of color within the literature in the years immediately following the Brown decision. Cul-
ture was described as the key to understanding what was inhibiting the academic success
of children of color: the perceived difference between “mainstream” culture and the cul-
ture of children of color was described in terms of a gap that must be filled. Although the
link between cultural disadvantage and race was not always explicit in the description of
what to do about culturally disadvantaged students, the allusions to the urban and slum
communities in which this work was conducted typically included a brief reference, like
the following, which described the culturally deprived as “poor Negroes, Puerto Ricans,
and other minorities who, for economic and social reasons, are forced to settle in ghetto
areas” (Mackler and Elkin, 1967: 129). The absence of explicit descriptions of the specific
demographic groups and communities which were being analyzed not only reflected a
different conceptualization of what counted as “good” research during this era but also
pointed to the ease with which one could talk about students in terms of deprivation and
disadvantage as just another way to talk about children of color. Additionally, there
seemed to be little interest in making a distinction between concerns about particular cul-
tural groups: rarely, for example, was there a distinction made between the needs of Afri-
can American students and those of Hispanic students. From the late 1950s through the
1970s, a student was either white or culturally different/deprived/disadvantaged.

The belief that children of different racial groups were inherently different from each
other rested on the assumption that white, middle-class behavior and attitudes were typi-
cal or normal. Researchers were particularly concerned with the cultural difference of the
white, middle-class, female teaching corps and the students of color in their classroom. The
interactions between teachers who expected “the norm” and students who were not “the
norm” were described as problematic and as contributing to the academic failure of the
students of color. For example, Gordon and Wilkerson (1966: 57) argued that “when a
teacher understands how the disadvantaged differ from herself and from the children she
may have previously taught, she becomes aware of the degree to which her own middle
class values inhibit her positive perceptions of and relations with these children.” Edwards
(1967: 163) described the “problem” as the difference between middle-class educators, who
possess a preconception of “The Typical American Student” and the “many students who
come from cultural pockets that are quite at variance with the general American culture
and who, therefore, require something of a tailor-made curriculum.” Because these stu-
dents weren’t typical or a part of the dominant American culture, the kind of curriculum
that could address their needs, Edwards argued, would require the educator to take into
consideration the “unique characteristics of the ‘culturally different’ learner.”

The key to overcoming these differences was knowledge of how the culture of the de-
prived student deviated from the norm. Taba and Elkins (1966: 23) posited that it was the
teacher’s responsibility to gather data about and diagnose culturally deprived children in
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order to avoid “teaching in the dark” with students “whose background, motivation, learn-
ing styles, and habits deviate from the usual.” Gordon and Wilkerson (1966: 2), in their
description of children whose culture “has failed to provide them with experiences that
are ‘normal’ to the kinds of children schools are used to teaching” concluded, “it is quite
evident that in order to provide equality of education for disadvantaged children, we must
identify the children and characterize the specific nature of their disadvantage. We need
to know exactly how these youngsters differ from those with whom our traditional educa-
tional system has been successful.”

The tone of the articles of the time period was exemplified in a piece from 1963 titled
“Our demoralizing slum schools,” in which poor, urban families were described as

characterized by material deprivation and low standards of conduct. . . . They
are too lazy, drunk, or mentally deficient to care what happens to their children.
Demoralized and frustrated out of debauchery or ignorance, they are quick to
blame anyone but themselves for their unfortunate situation. (Vontress, 1963: 78)

About the students themselves, the author claimed,

Youngsters no longer able to withstand the confinement of classrooms are roving
the streets night and day looking for their kind of excitement—crime and de-
struction. To them, nothing is inviolable. Incapable of achieving in school . . .
stealing, destroying, assaulting, they do not or cannot conform to the expecta-
tions of the dominant society. (p. 80)

These stark characterizations of the ways that students of color, and their families, were
different from “dominant society” leave no room for considering their cultural differences
as positive or as potential resources from which teachers might draw. However, in the next
section, I point to some research that positioned cultural differences in another way.

What's deprived about being different?

There were researchers who advocated for an alternative frame through which to interpret
the differences between students of color and white students in public schools. In “What's
deprived about being different?” La Belle (1971) accused the cultural-deprivation theorists
of elevating middle-class, white culture to the highest position within a hierarchy of cul-
tures that, when communicated to new teachers, promoted a cycle of self-fulfilling proph-
ecy in their classrooms. He called for a distinction between deprivation and difference, and
argued that it was imperative that schools take that difference into account through atten-
tion to diversity in the staff and student population. La Belle contended that good teachers
in an ideal school would,

promote attitudes and behaviour patterns conducive to providing equal oppor-
tunity for all pupils. .. and would develop its own basal descriptions of attitudes,
values, social organization and other ethnic variables that are evident in their
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community . . . to learn how a group copes with its environment and how values
and attitudes develop as a result of adapting to a given environment. (p. 18)

La Belle also addressed pedagogy, stating, “The teacher would ferret out variations in
pupils” conceptual approach to problems. She would realize that cognitive styles are cul-
turally derived rather than universal among men and she would build on the ways in
which culturally different groups approach problem-solving” (p. 18). La Belle’s work is a
rejection of discourse which positioned cultural difference as something that was inher-
ently problematic. Instead, he positioned the good teacher as being responsible for learning
about her students’ culture and using that knowledge to inform her classroom practice.

Cazden and Leggett (1976) built upon this theme in their argument that it was appro-
priate to adapt instruction to the learning styles of culturally different children. They used
evidence from anthropology and psychology to support their position that the existing
research provided at least some indication that there were cultural differences in cognitive
style and “interactional” style. For example, their analysis of the research on different au-
ditory strategies indicated that the reliance on verbal expression oppressed the academic
performance of students whose ability, “to comprehend or produce the language of in-
struction is in question” (p. 12). Therefore, they stressed that teachers should implement a
variety of instructional strategies to enable all students to learn and demonstrate their un-
derstanding.

Additionally, they surveyed research to identify the cognitive styles of different cul-
tural groups. Cazden and Leggett described studies which indicated that Mexican Ameri-
can and African American children relied on social frames of reference and social cues
more than white students. They encouraged educators to conduct further empirical re-
search on pedagogical strategies to align with student cognitive styles to improve student
performance. They concluded,

Some suggestions for educational practices that should enhance learning for . . .
children are simply suggestions for better education in general —e.g. providing
more structure for curriculum tasks and creating more learning situations which
allow for interpersonal interaction. They would be generally considered aspects
of good teaching. (p. 18)

Cazden and Leggett explored the ethnographic evidence regarding environments in
which students learned and didn’t learn through a consideration of “interactional” styles.
They cited evidence from one ethnographic study in which Mexican American children
were found to be more cooperative than white students and also referred to Philips” (1972)
work on the Warm Springs Reservation that found that Native American students pre-
ferred cooperative learning groups or individual activities over more teacher-centred strat-
egies. Although Cazden and Leggett were cautious about the generalizabitlity of the early
research, and were especially wary of the dangers of applying stereotyped notions of cul-
ture to educational settings, they contended
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no one has to wait for formal research results before attempting change. . . .
Where participation is low, teachers and supporting personnel . .. must diagnose
the classroom learning environment (not the children), try alternative participant
structures in the light of the general research reviewed above and then monitor
the results . . . there is probably no more powerful way to create culturally re-
sponsive education. (p. 26)

The framing of students as culturally, socially, and economically disadvantaged or ad-
vantaged within the context of school was indicative of the emerging possibility of inter-
preting difference in a positive way. Cazden and Leggett’s description of culturally deter-
mined cognitive and affective predispositions, and the situating of those differences as
functions of the larger cultural contexts from which they emanated, created a space in
which it was possible to use anthropological and psychological data to support La Belle’s
(1971) argument that difference was not deficit. In order to buttress their arguments that
teachers could use cultural knowledge to implement “good teaching” in their classrooms,
Cazden and Leggett presented scientific evidence of cultural difference, providing validity
and justification for the promotion of culturally relevant teaching practices. Despite the
absence of a large quantity of research on the cultural differences of children, teachers
could at least strive toward culturally relevant practices, they noted, not through diagnos-
ing children, but through a diagnosis of the classroom environment the teachers had cre-
ated. In addition to a shift toward using evidence-based practices to implement culturally
relevant teaching, this work indicated a shift from using cultural knowledge to identify
what was wrong with the child to using cultural knowledge in the classroom to implement
good teaching practices for children of color for the purpose of improving academic per-
formance.

Using culture to inform practice: Dissent and dissonance

Because it is a methodology that traces the emergence of a concept in the discourses which
precede its adoption as a commonsense idea, genealogical work is particularly useful for
identifying discontinuities and dissent around a topic. Within the discourses of cultural
deficit and difference, there are numerous examples of scholars who warned against the
application of questionable ethnographic scholarship to inform classroom practice. For ex-
ample, in his 1967 review of the “very uneven body of literature,” which represented an
intersection of anthropology and education, educational anthropologist Wolcott (1967) stated,

because of the popularity of analysing educational problems and settings from a
cultural perspective, many non-anthropologists are contributing to the field,
writing about culturally relevant dimensions of behaviour but frequently with-
out anthropological convictions, commitments, or competencies. (p. 83)

Wolcott was particularly concerned about the inconsistent application of anthropolog-
ical methods and standards to the sphere of education. He felt that this work was being
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pitched to a specific audience and that this orientation was affecting the quality of the re-
search:

The few anthropologists who do focus attention on formal education are not
writing for their peers; they are writing to a highly receptive audience of patrons,
the professional educators. The audience is so receptive and the number of an-
thropologists so few that the field is beset by many problems. (p. 82)

Wolcott’s indication that there was a thirst in the educational community for the kind
of cultural analysis of schools that could help educators address problems reflects a con-
sistent pattern in the scholarship that attends to the experiences of children of color: cul-
tural knowledge was seen as relevant to educators primarily as a resource for attending to
crises. That this thirst for cultural analyses led to what Wolcott perceived was subpar eth-
nographic work not only indicated the complexity of using cultural knowledge in an edu-
cation setting but also pointed to the possibility that this knowledge could be used in
problematic ways.

Concerns about the application of anthropological and ethnographic work in educa-
tional contexts were also voiced by other leaders in the field. For example, in a book chap-
ter written for teacher educators, Cazden and Mehan (1989) stated that, because of the
cultural differences between most teachers and their students,

we will not be recommending that beginning teachers try to learn details about
the culture of different groups . . . this is both impossible and dangerous. It is
impossible because there are too many cultures represented in the classroom; it
is dangerous because limited knowledge can lead to stereotypes that impede
learning. (p. 47)

In their discussion of the “dangers” of attempting to convey to teachers information
about the cultures of the students whom they teach, Cazden and Mehan pointed to an
incident in New York in 1987, in which the New York State Board of Regents, in an attempt
to promote cultural awareness and knowledge for teachers, had circulated a working pa-
per which listed the qualities and characteristics of African Americans. The paper came
under attack and was with withdrawn, but Cazden and Mehan used the incident as an
example of the likelihood that trying to teach white, middle-class teachers about the cul-
ture of the Other would result in promoting “stereotyped categories and labels that then
become barriers” (p. 54).

Ogbu (1981: 4) also urged educators to be wary of applying the results of the ethno-
graphic work circulating in the discourse, warning, “many school ethnographers have not
had the opportunity of training in traditional ethnographic methods of anthropology. This
limitation is made worse by misconceptions and superficial application of ethnographic
research.” In particular, Ogbu was concerned with microethnography, which had emerged
as the method for examining classrooms and schools. He argued that this focus, and the
microanalysis of student/teacher interactions, resulted in the centering of classrooms as the
causes of failure of students of color without a consideration of the larger social, economic,
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and cultural forces at work outside of the educational context. Although Ogbu acknowl-
edged that ethnographic work in schools had identified the way in which communication
patterns could lead to student failure, which debunked the previous cultural deficit mod-
els, he felt that the results of microethnographic research could be misleading or overly
simplistic. In particular, he posited that “they cannot lead to any significant social change
that would eliminate the need for such remedial efforts in subsequent generations of mi-
nority-group children” (p. 12). In other words, he argued, the classroom may have been
the battlefield but it was not the war, and acting on over-generalized understandings of
culture, in the absence of social critique, would not result in improved educational experi-
ences for the children they were intended to benefit.

Villegas (1988) echoed the concern about the need for social critique in her review of
sociolinguistic research that examined the home/school language mismatch. She argued
that this kind of work reaffirmed “the teacher’s capacity to influence students’ lives in a
positive way” (p. 258) by suggesting that culturally sensitive solutions were available.
However, Villegas asserted that by leaving social structures and inequities unexamined,
home/school language research “diverts attention away from the social inequalities that
sustain the widespread academic failure of minority students” (p. 254). In other words,
culturally sensitive language strategies appear to provide “a number of educational ‘solu-
tions’ that have profound implications for the lives of students, with little attention given
to the social implications of those solutions” (p. 259). Villegas went on to argue that teacher
education programs have a responsibility to go beyond the promotion and acceptance of
cultural difference by also providing preservice teachers with the capacity “to analyse the
sociopolitical system that gives rise to those differences” (p. 261). She concluded that “cul-
turally sensitive remedies to the educational problems of oppressed minority students that
ignore this political aspect of school are doomed to failure. Worse still, they give the illu-
sion of progress while perpetuating the academic problem” (p. 263).

These excerpts make clear some concerns circulating in the discourse about the com-
plexity of using cultural knowledge to inform classroom practice. Additionally, the illumi-
nation of difference without an accompanying critique of social inequalities was identified
as a problematic way of preparing educators to teach students of color. Despite these warn-
ings, ethnographic studies of students of color continued to multiply in the 1980s as a way
of trying to understand and close the gap between the achievement of white students and
students of color. As Levinson and Holland (1996) noted in their commentary regarding
that decade, educational anthropologists in the 1980s were busy

distinguish[ing] themselves by contributing to finely detailed accounts of “dif-
ferences,” “discontinuities,” “conflicts,” and “mismatches” between mainstream
school culture and the traditional cultures of racial/ethnic minorities . . . attempt-
ing to identify differences between their respective communication patterns, lin-
guistic codes, and kinesic and cognitive styles. (p. 8)

The academy was experiencing what has been dubbed “the multicultural turn,” an in-
stitutionalization of the study of race and culture resulting from the increasing demand for
information about marginalized groups, the increased presence of scholars from these
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groups in academia, and the emergence of specialized ethnic studies departments (Henry,
1995). As official knowledge about difference grew, researchers began to systematically
identify and categorize students of color in terms of their learning styles. Although there
were some leaders in the field already pointing to the problems inherent in this work, there
was enormous momentum behind thinking about students’ cultural differences as some-
thing that a good teacher must attend to in order to improve the academic achievement of
children of color.

The emergence of culturally relevant teaching as an equity strategy

Scholarship referencing culturally relevant teaching and pedagogy exploded in the late
1980s and early 1990s. It is difficult to find a prominent journal during this time period in
which a reference to cultural relevance is not present in some iteration. However, the the-
ory is often attributed to Gloria Ladson-Billings. According to Google Scholar, Ladson-
Billings’s (1994) book on culturally relevant pedagogy, The Dreamkeepers, was cited more
than 2,000 times and her American Educational Research Journal article on the same topic,
“Toward a theory of culturally relevant pedagogy” (Ladson-Billings, 1995a), was cited 885
times. Although other scholars have written about cultural relevance in pedagogy and ed-
ucation (Gay, 2000, 2010; Howard, 2001, 2003; Irvine and Armento, 2001; Villegas and Lu-
cas, 2002, 2007; Irvine, 2010), Ladson-Billings’s work in this area is the most often cited and
seemed to form the genesis of the current use of the term.

Ladson-Billings positioned pedagogy at the center of the discussion about what needed
to be changed about schools. She argued that the previous research in this area possessed
either a cultural congruence or cultural compatibility perspective to analyze the school ex-
periences of students of color. The similarity between these two categories was the identi-
fication of teacher/student language patterns as the source of student achievement or
failure and their shared focus upon “fixing” students to fit into the existing school struc-
tures. These perspectives, which Ladson-Billing identified as deficit approaches, located
the source of the problem in the students and their families, and, in doing so, contributed
to the continuing cycle of inequity. Ladson-Billings criticized cultural ecological scholars
who claimed that African American under-achievement was attributable to a cultural sys-
tem which did not value education, which she contended was an ahistorical conclusion
and another deficit perspective. An additional flaw of this work is that it didn’t take into
account the issues of power that impacted students. Citing Villegas (1988), Ladson-Billings
argued that without consideration of the structural inequity within society and educational
institutions, the sociolinguistic analysis could provide only part of the picture of what is
going on in the classroom. The next logical step, from Ladson-Billings’s perspective, was a
theory that could address student achievement and cultural identity affirmation while
casting a critical eye upon schools and society in general.

Motivated to identify an alternative perspective through which to understand the ex-
perience of African American students in public schools, and building on the research of
educational anthropologists who were interested in identifying positive characteristics
that African American students brought to the classroom, Ladson-Billings conducted a 3-
year ethnographic study of successful teachers of African American students in an

10
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elementary school district in California. In The Dreamkeepers (1994), “Toward a theory”
(1995a), and “But that’s just good teaching! The case for culturally relevant pedagogy”
(1995b), she presented her analysis of the characteristics of those teachers’ beliefs about
teaching and their students through a framework she labeled “culturally relevant pedagogy.”
Building upon the conceptualization of a disconnect between home and school culture,
and incorporating a critical paradigm, Ladson-Billings (1995a: 474) presented culturally
relevant pedagogy as a theory to “produce students who can achieve academically, pro-
duce students who demonstrate cultural competence, and develop students who can both
understand and critique the existing social order.”

Culturally relevant pedagogy created a space in which students could “maintain their
cultural integrity while succeeding academically” (Ladson-Billings, 1995a: 476), and cul-
tural critique was foundational to the theory for both students and teachers. Ladson-
Billings (1995a) argued that “Not only must teachers encourage academic success and cul-
tural competence, they must help students to recognize, understand, and critique current
social inequities. This notion presumes that teachers themselves recognize social inequities
and their causes” (p. 477). In “But that’s just good teaching!” Ladson-Billings contended
that, although what she was proposing might be considered “rather routine strategies that
are a part of good teaching,” her concern was that “so little of [good teaching] seems to be
occurring in classrooms populated by African American students” (Ladson-Billings,
1995b: 159). The purpose of attending to culture through a culturally relevant teaching
model, then, was to use “good teaching” practices for the specific purpose of responding
to structural inequities by helping students of color to achieve academically.

Difference as a system of reason

The ubiquitous presence and pervasive promotion of culturally relevant teaching, at least
within educational research, in the 1990s and after, was an indication that describing chil-
dren of color as culturally different and taking those cultural differences into consideration
in the classroom had emerged as acceptable practices. Understanding of ethnicity and race
had come to be located in a particular sphere which, in some ways, sought to disrupt the
culturally monolithic discourse which had normalized the US worldview as white and
middle class. Ladson-Billings’s work came along at a time in which it became possible for
the ideas espoused by scholars like La Belle and Cazden and Leggett to finally be taken up.
The intersection of a more universal acceptance of the concept of distinct ethnic identities
and the increased accountability required for schools to improve the academic perfor-
mance of students of color made it possible for educators to promote ways in which teach-
ers might approach the children of color in their classrooms differently.

I would argue, however, that seeing children of color as having cultural skills and aca-
demic predilections worthy of recognizing and responding to are linked to the discourses
of deficit through a shared reliance upon difference as a system of reason. Popkewitz (2009)
described systems of reason as historically produced rules and standards that order our
practices with children by governing what it is possible for us to think of as true and rea-
sonable. Finding it reasonable to think about children of color as culturally different, and pro-
moting pedagogies which treat them as such, was not inevitable or universally supported,
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as the comments from leaders in the field like Wolcott, Cazden, Ogbu, and Villegas indi-
cate. However, the move to use knowledge of cultural difference to distinguish which stu-
dents need what to be successful eventually emerged as a reasonable strategy to reduce
inequities in the classroom. In doing so, culturally relevant teaching may have become
what Popkewitz (2009: 303) dubbed the ironic double gesture: “a reform impuls[e] for eq-
uity [which] embodies and produces inequities and exclusions.”

Although, for several decades, some researchers have aimed to reframe the conversa-
tion about difference by moving away from deficit discourses, the concept of how children
of color were different was still on a continuum (Popkewitz, 2002) which made that differ-
ence relative to an unspoken someone: their white, middle-class peers or their white, middle-
class teachers. While culturally responsive scholars strived to situate that difference posi-
tively, their work simultaneously situated white, middle-class beliefs, behaviors, and cul-
tural strategies as the norm, the center of the continuum. Ladson-Billings’s motivation to
research successful African American students and their teachers adds further complexity
to this scenario, as an investigation of successful students necessarily invokes a comparison
to unsuccessful African American students, students who are placed even farther away
from the norm or center on the continuum. It seems as if focusing on successful African
American students didn’t change the way that students of color were framed: it just shifted
the spotlight to a different spot on a continuum which had been drawn decades before.

Culturally relevant teaching relies upon a system of reason that not only reinscribes
children of color as culturally different from white children but that attempts to validate
those differences as valuable resources that can be accessed to help children of color to
become as successful, presumably, as white children. As such, discourse around culturally
different children fixes cultural identity upon students of color, and, in effect, governs the
practices that order children, structuring what it is possible for us to think about them and
for them to think about themselves, determining what they can and cannot become (Pop-
kewitz, 2009). For example, research that describes African American children as respon-
sive to movement and verve (Carter et al., 2008; Cole and Boykin, 2008) and African
American and Hispanic children as more successful in group activities than individual
assignments (Waxman et al., 2007; Hurley et al., 2009), may be true about some children in
these groups, some of the time. Surely, however, there are some African American and
Hispanic children who do not respond positively to these pedagogies as well as some
white children who do. By arguing that students of color possess cultural norms to which
teachers can and should respond, membership in a cultural group, which in the US is al-
most always linked to the color of one’s skin, fixes an identity on its members. Using the
“truth” about culture to link a particular learning style with race, teachers need only look
at their students to know who they are and how to teach them (Parks, 2007). As Butler
(1992: 15-16) argued, “Identity categories are never merely descriptive, but always norma-
tive, and as such, exclusionary.” What happens, then, when an African American student
fails to respond to strategies that have been designed to complement her culture? Does this
make her less than African American? Has she been, to use a familiar term, culturally de-
prived, if she doesn’t share an interest in classroom activities planned with her cultural
group in mind? Popkewitz (2009: 305) argued that “maps that target populations for rescue
are also boundaries that differentiate, divide, and cast out particular kinds of humans into
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unlivable spaces.” By fixing an identity upon the students, culturally relevant discourses
are another source of a potential mismatch between the student and the strategies used in
the classroom through the imposition of “a single, drastically simplified group identity
that denies the complexity of people’s lives, the multiplicity of their identifications and the
cross pulls of their various affiliations” (Fraser, 2008: 133). In other words, the more cate-
gories we insist that children inhabit and the more expectations we create for them to fulfil,
the fewer possibilities we give them to be different (Parks, 2007).

The emergence and acknowledgment of cultural difference within education has also
made it possible for federal No Child Left Behind (NCLB) policies in the US to be perceived
in terms of racial/ethnic subgroups. In order to address historical inequities and to narrow
the achievement gap between African American, Hispanic, and Native American students
and their white peers, NCLB requires schools to disaggregate the standardized test perfor-
mance of their students by racial category, reinscribing difference and making race the
explanation for the achievement gap (Parks, 2009). Although test result disaggregation was
promoted as a necessary effort to improve the academic achievement of children of color,
the side-by-side comparison of students of color to white students creates a space that rein-
scribes a comparative difference, deficit, and deficiency. As a policy, the disaggregation of
test results by race closes down new and potentially more efficacious ways of thinking
about students of color.

My intent here is not to reject the belief that participation in cultural groups can and
does result in behaviors that can be traced back to group membership, or to argue that
there are not “real” differences among students of different racial groups in terms of test
results. However, I would like to disrupt the ease with which educators might apply their
“knowledge” of the culture of the Other when planning their pedagogy or when interpret-
ing disaggregated test data. As Butler (1992: 17) posited, “To call a presupposition into
question is not the same as doing away with it; rather, it is to free it up from its metaphys-
ical lodgings . . . [providing] the conditions to mobilize the signifier in the service of an
alternate production.” In other words, my intention is not to deny that cultures exist and
may impact learning and success in school, but to ask what might be possible if we thought
about our students and culture in a different way.

By examining the attention to culture within education discourse, it becomes possible
to understand how language that positioned children of color as culturally deficit in com-
parison to white children shifted over time to frame them as culturally different. The emer-
gence of culturally relevant teaching sought to sustain this emphasis of difference over
deficit, and was an attempt to address the structural inequities which perpetuated the need
for teachers to attend to the different needs of children of color. Through culturally rele-
vant pedagogy, the “play of differences” (Meadmore et al., 2000: 472) between children of
color and white children has become a constitutive force which shapes pedagogy and eq-
uity work in particular ways. In the next section, I describe two different ways culturally
relevant pedagogy has been shaped within recent literature. First, I discuss scholarship
which addresses the obstacles to culturally relevant teaching and frames its take-up as dif-
ficult and flawed. Then, I present examples of literature that demonstrate the potentially
problematic applications of culturally relevant teaching.
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The troubling take-up of culturally relevant teaching

Recent research has pointed to the difficulty of enacting culturally relevant pedagogy.
Young (2010) found in her study of the implementation of culturally relevant pedagogy in
an urban school that teachers’ cultural bias and the absence of race consciousness inhibited
the implementation of culturally relevant practices. In their review of the empirical re-
search describing teachers’ implementation of culturally relevant pedagogy, Morrison et
al. (2008) also pointed to the obstacles to enacting culturally relevant strategies, such as
teachers’ inability to implement culturally relevant pedagogy in light of large class sizes,
inadequate support, and an emphasis on standardized testing. Additionally, Irvine (2010:
58), chided “well-meaning educators [who] often assume that culturally relevant peda-
gogy means simply acknowledging ethnic holidays, including popular culture in the cur-
riculum, or adopting colloquial speech,” and predicted that attempting to implement
culturally relevant teaching in this way can result in “awkward classroom moments, inef-
fective instructional practices, and counterproductive teacher-student and teacher-parent
relationships.”

Ladson-Billings (2006: 30) has also weighed in on the current state of culturally relevant
teaching. In a book chapter titled, “Yes, but how do we do it? Practicing culturally relevant
pedagogy,” she argued that in terms of teaching students of color, the problem is not “what
to do” but rather “how we think.” She stressed that the difference between deficit-oriented
pedagogy and the more liberatory approach that teachers might adopt is based upon not
only how teachers think about their students but how teachers think about society: “Teach-
ers who I term culturally relevant assume that an asymmetrical (even antagonistic) rela-
tionship exists between poor students of colour and society” (Ladson-Billings, 2006: 30).
Ladson-Billings noted that in fields like medicine and social work, the idea of cultural com-
petence is perceived as a skill set that enables dominant group members to read the cul-
tural messages of their clients more skillfully, which can result in practices that “reflect a
static and essentialized view of culture and tend to reinforce stereotypes” (p. 36). She ar-
gued that her promotion of cultural competence was geared toward improving students’
lives rather than making teachers “feel better about themselves” (p. 36). Culturally relevant
teaching is, in this sense, an “ethical position” (p. 40) that teachers must assume, not a pre-
determined set of strategies that work with “these” kids. This concern about the direction
of culturally relevant pedagogy was also reflected in a 2008 American Educational Research
Association (AERA) presentation in which both Irvine and Ladson-Billings participated,
titled “Reclaiming culturally relevant and responsive pedagogy: historical dimensions and
future directions” (American Educational Research Association, 2008: 68; emphasis added).

However, the very aspects of the current discourse of culturally relevant teaching of
which Ladson-Billings and her colleagues have been most critical have been the most fre-
quently taken up in educational literature. For example, in much of the work drawing
upon culturally relevant teaching theory, descriptions of teacher behavior promoted by
culturally relevant theorists have emerged as more salient characteristics of culturally rel-
evant teaching than the critical analysis of society which was the cornerstone of the theory.
Within practitioner journals in particular, culturally relevant teaching has been promoted

14



SCHMEICHEL, JOURNAL OF CURRICULUM STUDIES 44 (2012)

not as a critique of inequitable social structures but as a new source of lesson plans or
classroom activities.

For example, an article featured in the Research Matters section of a recent issue of The
English Journal, a publication intended for English and language arts teachers, is indicative
of this watered down approach to culturally relevant teaching. In this piece, the author
recounted her experiences coming to teach in a predominately African American high
school after having had “primarily worked with white students” in her first school, noting
that “coming from a white, middle-class background, like many teachers in this country, I
was unprepared for how to reach, teach, and discipline students of color” (Scherff, 2005:
97). She stated that among other surprises, she was shocked by the students’ clothing and
mannerisms, and was “ill-equipped to handle the storytelling, jokes, and wordplay of the
students [because] in my previous ‘white” classroom these were rare” (p. 98). Inlight of the
differences she encountered between teaching white students and African American stu-
dents, the author encouraged fellow English teachers to consider the research on creating
culturally responsive classrooms because as teachers who work with language, “we have
the power to affirm students and improve their lives” (p. 98). To support her argument
about the efficacy of culturally responsive approaches, the author presented an excerpt
from a research study (Monroe and Obidah, 2004), which showcased the language an Af-
rican American teacher used to manage her classroom effectively. Ms. Simpson, the Afri-
can American teacher described in the study, is quoted as telling the students in her class,
who are also African American, that if they are having a bad day and are going to “act the
fool” or “snap,” they should just let her know beforehand and she will let them go some-
where else. This incident is positioned as an example of the way language can be used in
the classroom in a culturally responsive manner. Although the author does not indicate
the specific language to which she is referring in her positive analysis of the way that Ms.
Simpson was “able to speak” to her students, the implication is that by using phrases such
as “act the fool” and “snap,” Ms. Simpson has communicated in a way that is culturally
responsive to her students. The author then described her own experiences with learning
to alter her language when interacting with students in order to avoid potential discipline
problems, noting that

going through college, it never crossed my mind that I would use “non-Standard”
English in the classroom. . . . However, by learning to adapt my language, when
needed, to fit the culture of the school and community, I developed a better re-
lationship with the students. They enjoyed the class more, and I had fewer disci-
pline problems. (p. 98)

By using white students as a point of contrast, and thereby invoking an unspoken sys-
tem of reason in which difference can be assumed, this author has reinscribed whiteness
as a norm against which to compare students of color. The argument that language like
“act the fool” or other “non-Standard English” can be used by white teachers to improve
their relationships with African American students is exactly the kind of dangerous appli-
cation of thin cultural stereotypes that Cazden and Mehan (1989) warned against. Although
the author is clearly communicating a concern about the presence of inequity in schools,
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there is an absence of social critique in this take-up of culturally relevant pedagogies. That
this article appears in the Research Matters section of this practitioner publication is an
indication of how the theory and research on culturally relevant teaching is being trans-
lated and taken up in classroom practice.

Similarly, a recent article in the Research and Practice section of Social Education,? titled
“Isn’t culturally responsive instruction just good teaching?”, draws upon notions of differ-
ence and avoids social critique in its promotion of culturally relevant instruction. For ex-
ample, the author presents a table outlining the difference between “mainstream” and
“diverse” values. “Mainstream” values include individual effort, competition, personal
achievement, and success measured in material terms. “Diverse” values include working
with others, cooperation, well-being of the group, and success measured in spiritual terms
(Au, 2009: 180). Who counts as “mainstream” or “diverse” is not articulated explicitly, but
because this information is described as being offered in response to frequently expressed
concerns about teaching in an “urban school” with students from “different cultural and
linguistic backgrounds” (p. 179), the system of difference between white students and the
Other is invoked inexplicitly. Additionally, this article fails to acknowledge that culturally
relevant teaching requires that teachers possess a critical stance toward the social forces
that create inequity. The author assured readers that there is research to indicate that teach-
ers with “mainstream” backgrounds can “successfully use culturally responsive instruc-
tion and teach students of diverse backgrounds” (p. 180), but she does not assert, as the
majority of culturally relevant scholars do, that in order to enact culturally relevant peda-
gogy, teachers must be willing and able to critique society. Although this article is geared
toward readers who have a concern for students whose culture is different than their own,
the presentation of a simple table to outline complex, situated, and contingent cultural
characteristics that a student may or may not demonstrate at any given time does not seem
to be the kind of thinking about culture that will result in “good teaching” for students of
color.

“Everything is dangerous” (Foucault, 1997: 256)

The concept of culturally relevant teaching is neither inherently good or bad. By consider-
ing the context in which it became possible to conceive of students of color as being cultur-
ally different from white students, and then exploring how educators became invested in
using that understanding to address education inequities, my goal is to disrupt the notion
that the way we think about culture as being relevant to the classroom is innocent. Using
culture as the basis for equitable pedagogical strategies was not inevitable. In fact, we can
hear the warnings as this way of thinking emerged that it could be more harmful than
helpful to inscribe cultural difference onto children. The explosion of cultural relevance
literature published since the early 1990s, and the lack of a critique of the concept from
those with equity-oriented perspectives, indicates that perhaps it is now impossible to
think of culturally relevant practices as something that might be “not good teaching.” How-
ever, the take-up of culture—and therefore, race—outside of an active engagement with
racism (Fine and Weiss, 2002) could be a wolf parading in equity’s clothing.
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The shifts over time, from descriptions of African Americans as lazy and mentally de-
ficient to discussions of thriving and capable African American students might be per-
ceived as progress, but this genealogical work proposes that the way culturally relevant
teaching has been enacted shows that our current thinking about children of color is still
based upon a system of difference and still situated within an uncritical paradigm in which
educators’ reflection upon social injustice is extraneous. Although culturally responsive
scholars have situated students of color positively within their critique of schools, educa-
tors who raise the culturally relevant teaching banner can claim to be doing equity work
without having to consider inequity, and their roles in perpetuating it.

This genealogy offers one way of thinking about how the emergence of culturally rele-
vant teaching, and its reliance upon difference to categorize children, can be traced. The
discourse around culturally relevant teaching is replete with discontinuities, shifts, and
breaks, and, as a result, there could be other, contradictory ways of looking at the same
issue. Tamboukou (1999: 214) argued that “In posing genealogical questions, one can never
be sure that one could ultimately find any satisfactory answers. This is the risk, the adven-
ture and the fascination of the exercise.” Critiquing an equity strategy is risky: in doing so,
I am in danger of appearing to align myself with those who would deny the incredibly
unjust and inequitable ways in which students of color experience the educational system.
The danger I encounter, however, speaks to the new “regime of truth” (Foucault, 1977: 133)
in educational research, a regime in which equity strategies can appear to be too sacred to
question. Equity reforms, however, are not inherently liberatory or efficacious. Reforms,
even those intended to improve the lives of students who have been systematically mar-
ginalized, need to be examined and disturbed, in order to question whether or not we are
reinscribing the same unjust discourses that have gotten us here in the first place, because,
as Foucault (1988: 155) stated, “a transformation that would remain in the same mode of
thought, a transformation that would only be a certain way of better adjusting the same
thought of the reality of things, would only be a superficial transformation.” If, by relying
upon a system of difference, culturally relevant teaching is a superficial transformation of
thinking about culture that sticks children of color within the same deficit mode of thought
in which they were positioned in the 1960s and 1970s, those of us committed to equity need
to be able to talk about it. However, until we can discuss openly the dilemmas within and
around this equity strategy, and other attempts to transform classrooms into more equita-
ble places, the time and space that is opened up in journals and schools for the promotion
of culturally relevant pedagogy may be giving us permission to not pursue more critical
and effective ways of good teaching.

Notes

1. For a discussion of this reference, see Gerwitz (1996).

2. This article includes a word which is or is asserted to be a proprietary term or trademark. Its
inclusion does not imply it has acquired for legal purposes a nonproprietary or general signifi-
cance, nor is any other judgment implied concerning its legal status.

3. An American practitioner publication for social studies educators.
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