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A Personal Discovery of Culture, Diversity, Learning, and Multicultural Education 

Prior to starting this class I thought about what cultural diversity meant to me.  I 

wondered about the topics that would be covered and I hoped that I would learn ways in which I 

would be able to communicate more effectively with my patients while feeling more confident in 

my interactions with them.  In both my past experiences in the military and in my career as a 

dental hygienist I have worked with many people who were culturally different from me.  These 

experiences helped me to learn how to be sensitive and responsive to others’ culture.   When I 

act in this way I have found people are more receptive to what I have to say.  It helps me to build 

a good rapport and to engage people in meaningful, constructive conversation.  Throughout this 

course I have found it relatively easy to make connections between the course materials and my 

work as a dental hygienist.  Prior to starting this class my thoughts about diversity centered on 

race, ethnicity, immigrants and to a lesser degree, gays, lesbians and bisexuals.  Although I have 

experienced working with culturally diverse individuals, in retrospect I believe my concept of 

cultural diversity has been rather limited.  The knowledge I have gained over the past eight 

weeks has changed my perspective about culture, specifically my own culture and how it shapes 

my attitudes, beliefs, values, expectations, motivations, thoughts and feelings.  Nieto (2008) 

defined culture as “the ever-changing values, traditions, social and political relationships, and 

worldview created, shared, and transformed by a group of people bound together by a 

combination of factors that can include a common history, geographic location, language, social 

class, and religion” (p. 129).  In this paper I will discuss how my thoughts about culture, 

diversity, learning, multicultural education have changed.  

Culture Creation  

First and foremost my concept of culture has become much more complex.  As I 
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mentioned earlier, I previously thought of culture as simply race, ethnicity, immigrants and 

individuals who identified as gay, lesbian or bisexual.  This is evident through my discussion 

board posting for week five where I described my cultural identity on the basis of ethnicity 

alone.  Culture can mean many different things; depending on the individual and in what context 

it is being referenced (Nieto, 2008).  Within any population there are cultural norms that dictate 

what types of behavior are acceptable, proper greetings, language, gender roles and hierarchy, 

and so much more.  I can see now that culture is like the “baggage” that comes with any 

individual.  It is not necessarily a good or a bad thing, but it is what makes each of us unique.  

My peers and family, socioeconomic status, spiritual beliefs, and my experiences both past and 

present guide my decisions, thoughts and perception of others.  Sometimes these perceptions are 

inaccurate or biased which may lead to prejudice, racism, sexism, and stereotyping.  Gorski 

(2012) explained that when we are in situations where we are unfamiliar our “decision-making 

cognition defaults to intuition and stereotyped beliefs” (p. 303).  One point that scares me a little 

is that a person does not know what they do not know, meaning that they may hold an opinion 

that is racist, sexist or any other injustice and not even recognize it as such.  Culture can do that 

to us.  We are so entangled with our own culture, often allowing it to unconsciously define what 

we do and how we view the world around us.  Everyday, hour-by-hour our experiences, 

relationships, and perceptions continue to develop and shape our cultural identity.   

Language is another characteristic of culture in which my thoughts have changed.  In the 

past I have advocated for all Americans to speak Standard English.  Delpit and Dowdy (2002), 

demonstrated how sociopolitical powers have driven attitudes of superiority and prejudice 

against various dialects, not only in the United States (U.S.) but in other countries too.  While 

reading about dialects I found it interesting to discover that Standard English is not usually 
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spoken, but rather written in settings where other dialects are deemed inferior, such as in 

academics and professional settings (Delpit & Dowdy, 2002).  Teachers should consider ways to 

demonstrate how various dialects are appropriate for certain settings while being explicit in their 

instruction of when and why it is advantageous for those environments (Delpit & Dowdy, 2002).   

I think it is important to recognize that there are a vast number of dialects within any 

language that are always deemed appropriate based on those cultures’ norms.  Therefore, making 

judgments about a person’s intellect based solely language is unfounded. Diversity 

Growing up in a small town it was not uncommon that all of my classmates were 

Caucasian.  Periodically my parents would take me to the city where we see more racial 

diversity.  I have seen over the years that the demographics in our country have changed and are 

continuing to change.  Caucasians have historically been the dominant race in America, but due 

to immigration patterns in the last 50 years our nation has become more racially diverse.  

Through the readings and class discussions I have come to view immigration differently.  On one 

hand I had the philosophy that if you are an immigrant in the United States, you should conform 

to cultural norms.  On the other hand I empathized with them about the challenges they endure 

just trying to make it in a society that so openly judges them.  I have learned that many people 

immigrate to the U.S. for socioeconomic opportunities and some immigrate out of fear of 

prosecution in their own country because of their political, ethnic or religious affiliations 

(Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2002).  It was interesting to learn specifically about the 

motivational factors that differentiate immigrants from asylum seekers because this insight 

extinguished some of my preconceptions about immigrant populations.  “The changing state of 

US ethnicity” (Theworldvideos1, 2012) demonstrated how ethnicity and race has changed over 

the centuries and how it continues to change.  When I saw that the U.S. population is in constant 
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flux it made me realize how narrow-minded it is to demand that culturally different individuals 

conform to majority culture. 

Cultural diversity related to sexuality, gender and religion are topics that I used to think 

were largely concentrated only in urban areas.  When I reflect back on my logic about this it 

seems rather ridiculous.  This is another example of how my thoughts prior to starting this class 

contradicted reality.  I have learned that children are “coming out of the closet” at younger ages 

and in greater numbers than in the past (Safe Schools Policy for LGBTQ Students, 2010) which 

means that the prevalence of these minority groups is increasing.  Non-normative gender 

expressions and those who identify as transgender or transsexual is still a somewhat unfamiliar 

concept for me, but I feel that I now understand how I can support these individuals without 

appearing ignorant or discriminatory.  Due to my previously limited understanding of these 

minorities I often feared that I would not know how to address them appropriately and 

inadvertently offend them.   I often felt the same about religion.  Although I still feel there is a lot 

to learn about the major religions in the world, I feel that I am better prepared to be culturally 

sensitive to others’ religious practices and beliefs.   

The Impact of Culture on Learning and Multicultural Education 

Socioeconomic class plays a prominent role in education today.  Individuals who are born 

into poverty face many challenges that impede learning opportunities.  Cultural factors such as 

community, family, peer, and school environment, affect students’ academic success through the 

challenges or the support they provide.  Children born into “high-income families now have far 

more resources, relative to low-income families, to invest in their children’s development and 

schooling” (Reardon, 2013, p. 13).  The insight I have gained related to culture and its effect on 

the achievement gap changed my thoughts about existing political factors controlling 
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government funding and the No Child Left Behind legislation.  I have known about the existence 

of the academic achievement gap between races, but I had not realized the long-term effects of 

students growing up in poverty compared to those of families with higher income.  It is clear to 

me now how our culture and the challenges and opportunities they provide impact education 

much more than I previously estimated.  

Examination of the diversity that exists in our society can also be observed within the 

microenvironments of a single classroom.  As educators we need to develop a greater self-

awareness our own culture and recognize how it influences our thoughts, beliefs, attitudes and 

perceptions.  These ideas may manifest into stereotypes, which may lead to biased opinions that 

ultimately affect our expectations for students.  Gorski (2012) warned us that teachers might 

even unconsciously seek to find “sufficient evidence to confirm the stereotype” (p. 307).  From 

personal experience as a student I know that one approach does not work for everyone.  But 

knowing that also does not mean that we treat culturally different students in ways that 

marginalize them either.  All minority groups need support from their peers, family, community 

and educators but culturally diverse individuals face additional challenges that those that are part 

of the majority culture do not (Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2002).  I have learned that these 

challenges include acts of sexism, racism, prejudice, and exclusion, inappropriate and 

unnecessary tracking, harassment and assault (Safe Schools Policy for LGBTQ Students, 2010). 

Ensuring that high expectations are the standard for all students is one way to encourage and 

support the belief that all students are capable of learning and academic achievement.  

Conclusion 

As this class draws to the end I can see that my thoughts and perspectives about culture, 

diversity, learning and multicultural education has changed.  I understand the need for safe 
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schools and how culturally responsive teaching is a way to narrow the academic achievement 

gap.  Throughout the course I have gained perspective about the complex and transient nature of 

culture and how it becomes a part of our cultural identity.  Ethnicity, race, sexual orientation, 

gender expression, language and religion are perhaps some of the most prominent aspects of an 

individual’s culture and are often the subject of stereotypes, prejudices, and other misconceptions 

(Safe Schools Policy for LGBTQ Students, 2010).  I understand that stereotypes may impact my 

perception and thoughts about an individual’s ability.  Developing a self-awareness of our own 

biases and stereotypes is essential.  It is important to acknowledge that my culture and the culture 

of those with whom I interact are affected in different ways and with varying degrees of 

influence.  As a dental hygienist it is not only helpful, but also crucial that I gain cultural 

competency to improve communication and to provide culturally sensitive care to my patients.  

Perhaps the greatest shift in my thinking since the beginning of this class is that our culture 

creates us as individuals, but no single characteristic of our culture defines our intellect.  Moving 

forward with an open-mind toward others’ culture and an awareness of my own culture,  I will 

strive to be tolerant to differences and be respectful of individuals’ right to choose how they 

identify themselves, their beliefs, values and attitudes (Donate-Bartfield & Lausten, 2002).  
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