Class 13

Cultural Diversity in Early Childhood Programs

Articles:
A Child’s Right to the Valuing of Diversity
The Importance of Including Culturally Authentic Literature

Discussion Questions:
How does exposure to diversity benefit all children?
What are some of the benefits of reading aloud to children?

What are some guidelines to consider when selecting culturally authentic books for
reading aloud?
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In response to today’s refrogressive atti-
tudes toward hurnan needs, the US. Na-
riona! Comminee for Early Childhood
Educarion of the Organisation Mondiale
pour LEducation Prescolaire (OMEF},
the Association for Childhood Education
International, and the National Associa-
tion for the Education of Young Children
urge child advocates to speak out about
public responsibility for assuring chil-

dren’s basic rights. This series of state- .

ment, compiled by Monroe Cohen, Di-
rector of the Queens College Institute for
Family and Community Life, is not copy-
righted, and may be freely reproduced
with credit to the authors,

Great cultural diversity still exists on
our planet, even as modem technology
pushes for more unilormity and as
McDonalds and Coca Cola spread ev-
erywhere. In ecological terms, we ac-
cept the principle of diversity for plants
and animals. We protect endangered
species—too late sometimes—in most
of the civilized world. But if humankind
is to maintain itsell, the valuing of di-
versity must increase in our own lives
also.
Indeed, we may become an endan.
gered species unless we begin early to
help our children jeamn to value diver-
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A Chiid’s Right
to the Valuing of

Diversity

Reaffirmations:

Speaking Out for Children

Mary Lane

sity. How? By recognizing the rationale
for such a position and then organizing
society to achieve this goal.

As our world becomes even smalier,
communication can be almost instanta-
neous. Mobility characterizes families
nore than stability. People in this kind
of world must have these three qualities
to succeed: (1) the ability to cope with
change; (2) an open, flexible personality
that enjoys the process of-change; (3)
the ability to assimilate changes into a
satisfying personal lifestyle. Diversity is
the touchstone for each of these three
gualities.

A child who associates with children
who speak other languages, who wor-
ship in other ways, who eat other foads,
whose skin color differs from one’s
ows, and whose behavior suggests dif-
ferent upbringing, learns about the
basic similarities of all people every-
where and can understaad and appre-
ciate their fascinating differences. Such
children have many points of reference
when they meet people with other
values and when they encounter new
sityations. )

Many of humankind’s great upheavals
have been caused by the blindness of
those in power to the aspirations of
people with whom they disagreed. The
value of an open, flexible personality is

well established. Closed, rigid indi-
viduals are prone to prejudice, biased
to the extent that they wear blinders to
anything that does not match their
early perceptions. On the other hand,
children who have learmed that peuple
of all races and cultures have high am-
bitions and feel strongly about the
quality of life; that love, peace, and re-
spect are universal concepts regardless
of the tanguage used to express them—
such children have incorporated the
basics of an open, flexible approach to
life,

Survival itself may well depend on
the right to experience diversity and
then to assimilate change. To evaluate
the validity of experience for oneself
and one’s lifestyle is the outcome of
thoughtfully charting a life course, as
opposed to swaying with the whims of
the times. )

We who speak out for children must
ensure that the nation who “tightens its
belt” does not choke its future. We must
speak out for the rights of children—to
be nourished, to play, to imagine, and to
value diversity.

Mary Lane is the Director of the Dak-
land Parent Child Center, Oakland, Col
ifornia.
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The Importance of Including
Culturally Authentic Literature

ON THE FIRST DAY of kindergarten,
Alexis walked into the classroom

and strode purposefully to the read-
ing area. She reached for Natasha
Anastasia Tarpley's / Love My Hair,
iooked at the girl on the cover, and
smiling at her aunt, said, “Hey, she’s
got beads like mel” Merrily shak-

ing her own braids, Alexis asked,
“Teacher, are you going to read this to
us today?” Although not in my plans, I
did read the book aloud that day, and
reread it aloud many times that year,
eventually giving Alexis her own copy
o keep at home. Other children made
similar connections to other books,
reinforcing my conviction that which

Katrina Willard Hall, PhD, ts an assistant
professor in literacy at the University of
North Florida in Jacksonville. She taught
primary grades for more than a decade
and is a National Board for Professional
Teaching Standards (NBPTS) Certified
Teacher as an early childhood generalist,
Khali@unf.edu. ;
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books we elect to
place in classroom
libraries and to read
aloud is a decision
to be made with
care.

Early childhood
classrooms in the
United States have
increasingly diverse
student popula-
tions. Literature
from authors and
illustrators who
authentically depict
varicus cultures
and backgrounds is
an important part
of building a class-
room community.

© Mary K. 0'Connor

Reading aloud children’s
literature

Reading aloud is an accepted and
effective practice in early childhood
settings, often taking place several
times a day. Research has shown that
reading aloud children’s literature
facilitates literacy development in
young children and promotes a love of
books and reading (Galda & Cullinan
2003). In fact, many children begin to
learn to read through their responses
to stories and books read aloud, while
also developing an understanding and
preference for particular genres (Elley
1998; Bean 2000; van Kieeck 2003).

Teachers, through their selec-
tions of read-aloud books, can have
an impact on children’s language and

Katrina Wiltard Hall

vocabulary development (Morrow
1992). Moreover, reading quality lit-
erature aloud can positively affect
children's comprehension and higher
order thinking skills as well as their
verbal and written responses to books
(Creighton 1997; Lancia 1997).

Thinking about book selection
in the classroom

In my early years as a middie-class,
White, female, kindergarten teacher, I
read aloud books from the “canon” of
young children’s literature, Including
Eric Carle's The Very Hungry Caterpillar
and Bill Martin Jr's Brown Bear, Brown
Bear, What Do You See? 1 kept up with
Caldecott winners and read-aloud
books that were entertaining, fit the
corriculum, and taught social justice
and compassion. I never really con-
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sidered the connection between the
books I read aloud, the children in the
class, and the messages that [ sent
until I noticed that every bookI chose
became a class favorite.

Reading aloud children's literature
is a complex event if we accept the
notion that it is impossible for a chil-
dren's book not to be “educational or
influential in some way; it cannot help
but reflect an ideology. . . . All books
must teach something” (Hunt 1995, 3).
Shannon notes that when reading
aloud, teachers have to consider two
sets of values—“the ones embed-
ded in the author’s representation of
reality and the ones they assign to
the text while reading” (2002, 8). As
authors tell a story, their point of view
and beliefs come through in their writ-
ing, intentionally and inadvertently.

Teachers also assign value to books,
simply by choosing to read them
aloud. Adding to the complexity of the
issue, teachers have no choice but to
limit the selection of books available
in the classroom, whether it I due to
time or curriculum restraints orto a
iack of availability, access, or space
(Au 1998). As educators select books
to read aloud, there may be definite
messages we want to express to the
listeners—messages that are influ-
enced by our beliefs. These beliefs are
in turn influenced by our “cultural,
economic, social, and political diver-
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sity” (Shannon 2002, 8). Knowing this,
reflective teachers are aware of the
impact of thelr personal values and
beliefs as they make decisions.
Tarpley's I Love My Hair was not in
the classroom library by accident. |
intentionally chose it for its pesitive
messages about Black children’s hair

- and self-acceptance, and because it

was written by an African American
author and ilfustrated by an award-
winning African American artist, EB.
Lewis, Whether or not I voiced my rea-
sons, the children knew that I valued
it simply because the book was in the
room. Choosing to read it aloud only
increased the degree of value,

A primary task for teachers is to
gnard against perpetuating stereo-
types while carefully fostering chil-
dren’s development of positive self-
identities and accurate, yet hopeful,
perceptions of the world outside their
neighborhoods (Strickland 1994).
Choosing to include
culturally authentic
books is one way to
approach this task.
Young children see
themselves as the
“center of the world”
and "want to see
themselves and their
everyday lives in the
stories they read”
{McGlinn 2001, 5¢). 1t
is critical to be aware
of our personal biases
and to consider the
children’s cultures
when selecting books
to read aloud (Sleeter
1992). Author and

illustrator Juan Felipe Herrera (2600,
56) wrote that “there were many years
as a child and teenager that [ieft 1
had no language at all, no culture, no
worth, not even an identity | could
count on.”

The messages that teachers pro-
mote through what we choose to read
aloud should convey our respect and
acknowledgment of diverse cultures.
This can be difficult as we recognize
that with the growing diversity of the
U.S. population, the concept of culture
is an increasingly complex blend of
ethnicity, family structure, socioeco-
nomic class, shared values, spiritual
beliefs, and conventions. Our class-
rooms are diverse, and the books we
choose should be too.

Books and the increasingly
diverse classroom

Many teachers have personal collec-
tions and access to school libraries or
other resources, but these collections,
although they may contain some:cias-
sics, are often dated (Hall 2004). Older
books frequently contain stereotypes
or generalizations, and primarily
middle-class, White characters
(Fondrie 2001). Many of these books
may not reflect the children we teach,
or their families.

According to the Children’s Defense
Fund (2005), in 2004 nearly 13 million
children under the age of 18 lived in
poverty. In 2006 more than 20 million
children 18 and younger lived in
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Closer to home, children who have
little exposure to busy city life would
benefit from hearing a book such as
Arthur Dorros’s Abuela, a story about
a Latina girl going places with her
grandmother on a bus in New York
City. The folk-artlike aerial views of
Manhattan artfully intertwine with
the blend of English and Spanish in an

JOFTINE AND 80 FONTTS

single-parent households (U.S. Bureau
of the Census 2007). Furthet, statis-
tics indicate that more than 2.5 miflion
grandparents raise their grandchildren
{Smmmons & Dye 2003). These children
might be better served with a more
diverse selection of books and might
‘not relate as well to books that pri-
marily depict middle-class situations’
with two-parent households.

- Teachers should consider those
races, ethnicities, and cultures that
are not represented in their class-
rooms and offer children books that
depict the world “outside” so children
can see a more global picture (Beaty
1996). Justine and Ron Fontes's Israel:
A fo Z is filled with snapshots of life

in Israel and underscores the similari-
ties between life in the United States
and life in Israel. The other aiphabet
photo books in this series offer similar

experiences.
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energetic celebration of ethnic diver-
sity that many children will enjoy.
Likewise, children in an inner-city
school may enjoy Brian Pinkney’s The
Aduventares of Sparrowboy, a comic-
booklike adventure in a diverse subur-
ban neighborhood about a paperboy
whio gains supernatural power reading



R

T e e Mmer e S e

%

W e N w b W Y W e b e e e e

the comic strips before battling mean
dogs and rescuing birds and cats.

Finding high-quality, culturally
authentic literature

It can be difficult te find high-quality
culturally authentic books. Books
about people of color made up less
than 10 percent of the new books pub-
lished in 2004, a percentage that has
remained steady for theé past several
years (Horning et al. 2605). Only about
four percent of the books were actu-
ally written or illustrated by people of
color, and many cultures “are all but
invisible in contemporary literature
for children” (Horning et al. 2005).

However, there are many resources
available for finding high-quality, cul-
turally authentic literature. Most
professional educator organizations
recommend children's books fér a
variety of needs and interests in their
national and state-affiliated journals.
In Young Children, The Reading Chair
column appears in every issue and is
reprinted online in Beyond the Journal
(hitp://journal.naeyc.org/btj). The
International Reading Association’s
The Reading Teacher also contains
reviews of high-quality and diverse
children's books.

One of the most important resources
available to teachers is the public
library. Children's librarians not only
read aloud often to diverse children
but also keep up with recently pub-
lished books, authors, and illustrators
and are usually eager to give recom-
mendations. Libraries often have pro-
grams that allow teachers to check out
books for extended periods of time. .
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R poverty/basidacts.aspx.

Creighton, D. 1997. Critical

: Avoiding stereotypes a unique past—no two children are

Simply having more literature that
people of color or diverse
is not enough, and not every
will be right for every class-
B Stereotypes and generaliza-
be common as authors try
individuals within various
es and groups, and it can be
cult for someone from another
e to evaluate them (Guevara
J83). Annotations or reviews from
“grustworthy sources (see “Resources
for Finding Culturally Authentic
Literature™) and some general guide-
lines (see "Guidelines for Selecting
High-Quality, Culturally Authentic
Books to Read Aloud™) can heip.
The diversity and uniqueness of
each group within a group should be
evident in a book—not all Hispanics
or Latinos are from Mexico or Cuba
and not all Mexican or Cuban peo-
ple have the same customs. Having
more than one hook about a culture
is one way to address this concern.
Furthermore, balancing selections
to include traditional tales as well as
contemporary ones allows children
to see a more accurate portrait of
themselves and modern-day cultures
(Gangi 2004).

Stereotypes can be present with
regard to gender, social class, religion,
and other personal characteristics.
Not every African American boy plays
basketball; not every disabled child
is in a wheelchair. Most irnportant to
remember is that every person has
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exactly the same, even within groups
of people with commonalities.

Blending the old with the new

Culturally diverse books are a high
priority, and research supports the
practice of including more books that
reflect the children we teach and the
changing population of our schools
(Gangi 2004). This does not mean that
teachers have to abandon old favor-
ites or read only multicultural books
and recent publications, Books such |
as Maurice Sendak's Where the Wild |

Things Are and Norman Bridwell’s [
Clifford the Big Red Dog can remain a
part of early childhood classrooms.
Still, it is possible to look at these

books through a new lens and con-
sider the possibilities for engaging :
children in critical thinking with these |
texts. Both authiors’ books lend them-
selves t0 a great deal of wondering

and what-ifs for children. ‘

1

Conclusion

As teachers of young children, the
books we read aloud influence chil-
dren’s learning and reading enjoy-
ment now and in the future. Many
of the books become the children’s
favorites, ones they will explore on
their own and beg to hear again. We
have a responsibility to consider
why we are reading a particular book
aloud and what messages we hope to
impart through our choices. By care-
fully selecting what we read aloud and
place in classroom libraries, we facili-
tate our own development as cultur-
ally responsive teachers while foster-
ing children’s literacy development,
empathy, and acceptance of them-
selves and others.
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