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I feel like I have to leave my culture at the door to be taken seriously, to not startle people, to have 
a chance at being seen as intelligent. Trying to learn through someone else’s cultural traditions 

makes getting my education even tougher. I grew up discussing things and comparing my ideas to 
others’, but classrooms are mostly just hours of listening. I want to apply what I’m learning at least 
hypothetically to serve my own communities, but mostly we just regurgitate facts, ideas, and theory 
in the abstract. I’ve learned over time how to negotiate this reality, yet I wonder sometimes what it 
would have been like to learn within my own cultural epistemologies. My hope is that when I am 

a professor, I can teach in ways that embody many cultures, not just my own or the ones that are 
so prevalent in college and university classrooms.

—African American doctoral student in education1

Culture is interwoven through teaching and learning (Banks & Banks, 
1997; Gay, 2000; Tisdell, 2003). Like the student quoted previously, 
all college students bring with them into collegiate learning environ-

ments culturally infl uenced ways of learning, communicating, and behaving 
as well as expectations about teaching (Chávez, Ke, &  Herrera, 2012; Ibarra, 
2001; Rendón, 2009). Likewise, faculty bring cultural infl uences into teach-
ing practices and into the interpretation and evaluation of students (Chávez, 
2007; Ibarra, 2001). Teaching-learning relationships between faculty and 
students are embedded in culture. We propose that faculty apply a cultural 
lens to teach more inclusively across cultural frameworks. By doing so, we 
make possible teaching across a diversity of cultural strengths to enhance 
learning for everyone.
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2  TEACHING ACROSS CULTURAL STRENGTHS

This book is designed as a guide for teaching faculty to apply a cultural 
lens to college teaching and learning for the purpose of understanding how 
culture manifests in our own teaching and to enhance student learning. We 
crafted it to help faculty design and facilitate learning by drawing from a 
wide variety of cultural strengths across student populations. Our belief and 
our assumption guiding this book are that we as faculty can learn how to 
balance our own cultural norms alongside a full spectrum of cultural norms 
in teaching and learning practices. Because culture is embedded so founda-
tionally and often unconsciously in how individuals interpret and behave in 
the world, this text is designed to assist faculty in systematically refl ecting on, 
observing, analyzing, uncovering, and considering ways to develop teach-
ing using a range of cultural approaches, while balancing those approaches. 
Applying a cultural or anthropological lens to college teaching and learning 
unleashes a powerful tool to develop our teaching over time and to under-
stand the great diversity in students as learners. We encourage everyone to 
try. Some would say that you need to understand every culture before you 
can move to application. But we encourage you to try, not to feel like you 
need to know every culture thoroughly in order to be completely sensitive. It 
is important to start and to just try. We understand that this takes a kind of 
academic courage, to face who we are and to reimagine our teaching in fun-
damental ways. Insights, sensitivity, awareness, and cultural responsiveness 
develop through our efforts over time. And through this process we learn 
about different cultures and different ways that students learn.

Within the fi eld of anthropology, culture is characterized as a learned 
foundation of individual and collective assumptions, values, beliefs, priori-
ties, and behaviors developed by a population over time (Deal & Peterson, 
2009; Kuh, 1993; Mead, 1971). Peoples around the world and in the United 
States live within distinctive frameworks of culture. This book is designed to 
assist us in developing greater cultural responsiveness to students as learners by 
balancing across cultural frameworks in our teaching. Applying an anthropo-
logical or cultural lens to teaching practice is helpful in developing our acuity 
in cultural responsiveness to learners. (For a deeper discussion of culture, see 
Chapter 2.) Purposefully applying a balance of cultural frameworks in teach-
ing will help faculty foster more complex learning processes among students.

We encourage everyone to try, not to feel like you need to know every 
culture thoroughly in order to be completely sensitive. . . .

Just try. . . . Insights, sensitivity, awareness, and cultural respon-
siveness develop through our efforts over time.
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BALANCING CULTURAL STRENGTHS IN TEACHING  3

Learning can be conceptualized as a layering or weaving of many ways 
of understanding and knowing. The more rich and diverse our exploration 
of knowledge and ideas, the more complex our learning. Balancing teaching 
across cultural frameworks centers student learning in natural and dissonant 
ways; teaching techniques sometimes feel familiar to students of a particular 
upbringing and sometimes feel unfamiliar, challenging them with new expe-
riences and the resulting disequilibrium. Balancing teaching across familiar 
and unfamiliar cultural frameworks offers a healthy dynamic tension of chal-
lenge and support. This dynamic tension of challenge and support is essential 
to facilitating greater complexity in thinking and processing ( Baxter Magolda, 
1999). Further, teaching across cultural frameworks engages the mind as well 
as the heart, spirit, intuition, and body to develop greater understandings and 
encourages consideration of multiple perspectives or lenses. A balance across 
cultural frameworks in course design and teaching practices makes it possible 
for individual students to apply at least some of their own cultural strengths 
to learning. It makes it possible for all students regardless of their origins and 
experiences to fi nd themselves in the mirror of collegiate learning.

Our intent in this chapter is to expediently introduce the Cultural Frame-
works in Teaching and Learning model (a detailed discussion of the model 
begins on p. 11), including a discussion of the empirical studies undergirding 
its development. The model describes integrated and individuated cultural 
frameworks, discussed through eight continua of teaching and learning. For 
readers who want background information on the concept of culture and 
worldviews in pedagogy or who desire a thorough description of and defi ni-
tions for our use of culture and related concepts, such as race and ethnicity, 
please read Chapter 2.

Reimagining Teaching Toward a Culturally Strengths-Based 
Approach

Promoting learning among college students is an elusive challenge for 
 faculty, especially when faculty and students originate in differing cultures, 
an increasingly relevant actuality as campuses diversify. Though many  factors 
come into play when facilitating learning in collegiate contexts, faculty and 
student cultural norms engender a signifi cant infl uence. As teachers we 
have the opportunity to draw from and balance cultural strengths originat-
ing in highly differentiated cultural frameworks. This may take a kind of 
reimagining of our teaching toward a culturally strengths-based approach, 
balanced with pedagogies outside our own cultural framework or world-
view. We understand that reimagining teaching and learning across cultural 
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4  TEACHING ACROSS CULTURAL STRENGTHS

frameworks can be uncomfortable, and faculty often believe that expertise is 
necessary in something before we apply it to our practice. Yet we believe that 
teaching across cultural frameworks is an area where the opposite is neces-
sary. We learn as we try. In the process we become more adept at reimagining 
our teaching, developing new practices, and honing our abilities as teachers 
who work with learners from a culturally strengths-based approach.

This book offers an opportunity to consider the role of culture, especially 
cultural strengths, to enhance student learning through the development of 
faculty teaching and cultural introspection. Integrating a variety of cultural 
norms into teaching practices complexifi es learning activities and contexts, 
deepening learning among students by offering each student a balance of 
naturally comfortable techniques as well as naturally dissonant ways of learn-
ing. Following this practice, faculty develop in cross-cultural profi ciency, 
awareness, and understanding (Chávez, 2007). This volume offers an oppor-
tunity to consider the role of culture, especially cultural strengths, in enhanc-
ing student learning through development of faculty teaching and cultural 
introspection.

Through accessing strengths in cultures of origin, whether consciously 
or unconsciously, learners may favor or even assume individual or collective 
ways of learning; may forefront the mind, body, spirit, or heart as avenues 
for taking in and processing knowledge; may think and communicate in 
linear or circular patterns; and may process from applied to conceptual or 
conceptual to applied pedagogies. Similarly, faculty bring culturally infl u-
enced design, pedagogy, evaluations, assumptions, interactions, and facilita-
tion of learning into teaching practice. Because collegiate learning benefi ts 
from a variety of modes of taking in, processing, and applying knowledge, 
it is benefi cial for all students to experience a diversity of teaching modes. 
Applying a balance of techniques, interactions, and relationships to teach-
ing practice is helpful in developing pedagogical diversity. Using a cultural 
lens as one means to diversify pedagogy assists in including natural ways of 
learning from across cultures and addressing the cultural frameworks within 
which students live.

A fundamental shift to a more strengths-based approach is important 
for faculty who wish to facilitate learning effectively for all students across 
cultures, learning processes, and personalities. Research on college student 
retention suggests that at colleges where faculty believe students have what it 
takes to learn and consider it their job to make sure students learn, students 
are more likely to learn and to stay in college (Woodard, Mallory, & DeLuca, 
2001). Alternatively, at colleges where faculty consider it their job to “weed 
students out,” students learn and retain in much lower numbers, even when 
controlling for student intake factors such as GPAs, test scores, and demo-
graphics (Woodard, Mallory, & DeLuca, 2001).
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BALANCING CULTURAL STRENGTHS IN TEACHING  5

As faculty we make assumptions based in our own cultures about stu-
dents as learners. For example, our cultural upbringing may lead us to inter-
pret student silence in a learning environment as a sign of deep thought, 
apathy, refl ection, disinterest in the subject, respect, disengagement, idea 
gathering prior to speaking, active listening, wisdom, or even rudeness. 
Silence in learning contexts carries different meanings according to the 
 cultural  individualities and backgrounds of teachers and learners. 

Many behaviors among students and faculty are interpreted individually 
through lenses developed during our upbringing. The following vignettes 
from a faculty member and student illustrate interpretation of similar behav-
iors from very different perspectives. The faculty member is concerned by 
the student’s personal sharing, worrying that the student may ask for special 
considerations, while the student wants to fi nd a sense of connection and 
worries that this may be interpreted negatively and that the professor will 
not understand that the student is trying to learn while negotiating many 
responsibilities.

I am always on my guard when a student comes to see me and tells me about 
what is going on in their personal lives. It usually leads to them asking for some 
special consideration.

—British American communications professor

I like making appointments with my professors to get to know them a bit, and 
I often start by sharing some things about my own life. It still throws me off, 
though, when the professor looks taken aback when I share anything about my 
kids or my job. I always feel like they immediately start suspecting me of trying 
to get away with something or that they really don’t want to know me. Even 
when I do need to ask for a bit more time or something, I am not trying to be 
irresponsible, just juggling many different responsibilities as best I can.

—French-Italian American law student

As faculty we bring behavioral interpretations and judgments with us 
into collegiate learning environments, which affects how we design learning 
activities, how we interpret students, and sometimes even how we feel about 
students while teaching. It is a natural and common tendency to interpret 
cultural and other norms similar to ours in a positive manner while interpret-
ing those different from ours negatively. 

By developing cultural self-awareness and learning about differing cul-
tural frameworks, we can cultivate the ability to reinterpret others’ cultural 
norms as strengths and redesign our teaching and courses to engage these 
strengths among students. Balancing our teaching practices across cultural 
norms natural to a diversity of student learners then creates learning envi-
ronments that are more inclusive of many ways of being. Both challenge 
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6  TEACHING ACROSS CULTURAL STRENGTHS

and support are offered as a context within which a diversity of students 
can apply their own cultural strengths as well as experience other ways of 
learning and interacting. See Box 1.1 for an application exercise.

Acknowledging a World With Many Oppressions

We would like to take a moment to acknowledge, honor, thank, and com-
mend the many critical, feminist, race, Indigenous thought, womanist, and 
other scholars and activists in education and beyond for their deep, refl ec-
tive work on racism, sexism, homophobia, and all other forms of oppression 
and discrimination in classrooms specifi cally—and in education and society 
more widely. This important work continues, and much of the discourse is 
eloquent and powerful. In this book we strive to build on the critical work of 
these powerful minds and hearts to offer further pragmatic guidance in the 
area of teaching and learning across cultures. 

Our experience is that the hearts and minds of faculty, staff, and students 
in higher education often begin to open as we become more refl ective about 
our own identities and more questioning of our assumptions about others 
(Chávez, Guido-DiBrito, & Mallory, 2003). This often seems to happen as 
individuals strive to work more effectively across cultures and other identi-
ties, perhaps because then we come face-to-face in very pragmatic ways with 
our own humanity as well as with the humanity of others. This book is writ-
ten with pragmatism in mind. With it we attempt to add to existing works 
on what to do about these oppressions specifi cally within our professional 

Box 1.1: Your Turn . . .

Think of one of the behaviors you often notice among students. It may 
be helpful to think of one that concerns or even irritates you.

• How might this behavior be interpreted differently? Perhaps as a 
strength?

Consider approaching students and asking them about the meaning of 
this behavior in their lives and in relation to their learning. 

• Can you fi nd out the “why” behind the behavior for students?

Notice your own behaviors and how students respond to them. 

• How might students interpret your specifi c behaviors? 
• What different messages might you be sending with your  behavior 

to students from integrated and individuated cultural backgrounds?
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BALANCING CULTURAL STRENGTHS IN TEACHING  7

practices as teachers: building a sense of agency and instilling hope for and 
development toward a better world. 

We acknowledge that our book, while including examples from many 
cultures, is primarily rooted in U.S. ethnic cultures. There are many cultures 
we did not include, because we made a choice to focus our examples on the 
cultures with which we primarily work and from which our empirical data 
primarily derive. The scope of this book is not inclusive of all culture— 
especially global cultures and cultures of religion, gender, sexual orientation, 
age, and socioeconomic class, among many others. We encourage others to 
pursue work on using cultural strengths in college teaching and learning 
within these identities, as work across all cultures is greatly needed.

We fi rmly believe and have seen it borne out repeatedly that when fac-
ulty strive to balance teaching practices across cultural frameworks, they 
usually grow in understanding, empathy, and awareness. We urge you to 
continually seek out and learn from the deep body of literature and other 
works about social equity and diversity. 

Cultural Frameworks, Epistemologies, and Worldviews

Cultural frameworks (see Tables 1.1 and 1.2), epistemologies, and worldviews 
are the underlying tenets of assumptions, beliefs, and values that infl uence 
our behavior in everyday life. Much of this is unconscious until we bump 
up against someone or something that is based in a very different underlying 
cultural framework. Many individuals experience this immediate sense of dif-
ferent cultural frameworks when traveling in other countries and, to a lesser 
extent, to other regions or cities in their own countries. Each of us grows up 
being taught both subtly and overtly about appropriate and inappropriate 
ways to do things, values to live by, and beliefs to espouse. Though we make 
many choices about how to live our lives as we grow older, we continue to 
carry with us our earliest teachings and interpret the world through these 
foundational underlying cultural lenses or frameworks.

Anthropological and psychological work on the relationship between 
culture and learning (Hall, 1959, 1966, 1981, 1984, 1993) and on cultural 
contextuality in higher education (Ibarra, 2001) enhance understanding of 
the role of culture in everyday life and in higher education. Multicultural edu-
cation K–12 literature (Banks & Banks, 1997; Gay, 2000; Gilliland, 1999; 
Nieto, 1999) and some adult learning across cultures literature (Rendón, 
2009; Tisdell, 2003) provides a theoretical base for teaching and learning. 
Our focus is on college teaching and adult learning. See Chapter 2 for a syn-
opsis of some of this theory and wider literature on cultural epistemologies, 
worldviews, and strengths in relation to collegiate teaching and learning.
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8  TEACHING ACROSS CULTURAL STRENGTHS

Individuated

In a culturally individuated
framework, a private 
compartmentalized, linear, 
contextually independent conception 
of the world is common, assumed, 
and valued. 

In a culturally integrated framework,
an interconnected, mutual, reflective

cyclical, contextually dependent
conception of the world is common,

assumed, and valued 

Knowledge, individual competence, to
move forward toward goals and the
betterment of humanity

Purpose of Learning 
Wisdom, betterment of the lives of those 

with whom we are connected—family, 
tribe, and community 

Mind as primary, best, or only funnel
of knowledge Ways of Taking in and

Processing Knowledge

Mind, body, spirit/intuition,
reflection, emotions, relationships as

important aspects and conduits of
knowledge

Compartmentalized and separate;
belief that understanding how the
parts work separately, abstractly, and
in isolation will lead to the greatest
understanding

Interconnectedness of
What is Being Learned

Contextualized and connected,
belief that understanding how
things affect each other within

the whole and within family
and community will facilitate

understanding

Learning is a private, individual
activity; responsible for one’s own
learning so that family and others are
not burdened

Responsibility for
Learning

Learning is a collective, shared activity,
responsible for one’s own as well as

others’ learning

Linear, task oriented, can be measured
and used, to be on time shows respect

Time

Circular, seasonal, process oriented,
dependent on relationships; to allow for

enough time shows respect

Facilitator of learning experiences—
multiple perspectives and ways of

learning, emergent constructivist; wide
variety of interactions among students

and between teacher and students

Others’ perspectives and interpretations
are important, even essential to learning.

High use of nonverbals, collective as
paramount, and multiple streams of

communication

Learning by doing, listening to others’
experiences, imagining or experiencing

first, then drawing out abstract theory

Provider and evaluator of
knowledge—best perspectives and
ways of learning, predetermined or
bounded learning; communication
primarily between teacher and
students

Role of the Teacher

Others’ perspectives are optional for
learning. Primarily rely on verbal
messages; individuals are paramount,
predominantly verbal in both written
and oral communications

Student Interactions

Learning by mastering abstract theory
first, followed by testing; unlikely to
include application, experience, or
doing in real life

Sequencing

Note. Chávez & Longerbeam. The earliest version of this model was presented in a paper at the 2009 ASHE Conference
and developed from a later version of the model in Ke & Chávez (2013).  

Integrated

Cultural worldviews or frameworks can be conceptualized as fl owing 
along a continuum of behaviors, beliefs, assumptions, and priorities from 
individuated to integrated worldviews. The development of reasoning is 
infl uenced by early cultural practices and language in an individual’s life. 
The Cultural Frameworks in Teaching and Learning model (see Table 1.1) 
was developed and honed from earlier research (see Chávez, Ke, &  Herrera, 
2012; Ke & Chávez, 2013) and through our ongoing practice and research 
with faculty as they strove to balance cultural frameworks to teach more 

TABLE 1.1

Cultural Frameworks in Teaching and Learning Model
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BALANCING CULTURAL STRENGTHS IN TEACHING  9

effectively across cultures. Table 1.2 is an abbreviated piece of the model 
to generally introduce cultural frameworks.

From Monocultural to Multicultural

All learners would benefi t from a wider integration of cultural norms in 
teaching practice such as shown in the continuum of individuated to inte-
grated cultural norms or worldviews in Table 1.2. Ultimately,  balancing 
across cultural frameworks would mean that we engage the cultural 
strengths of every student in our teaching practices to enrich student 
learning overall. Strengths-based approaches are commonly invoked in 
the fi elds of positive psychology and business, though they lack a cultural 
application (Snyder, 2010). Balancing cultural frameworks in teaching 
would mean that students would be able to apply some of their own natu-
ral strengths from ways of learning in their upbringing to their learning 
in college.

Yet college norms and processes including teaching are currently situated 
primarily in a cultural framework with origins in Northern European cultures 
(Ibarra, 2001; Rendón, 2009; Chávez, Ke, & Herrera, 2012). This cultural 
framework falls on the individuated side of the model in Table 1.2. Within 
an individuated cultural framework, individual, linear, abstract, mind-
based orientations represented on the left side of the model are the norm. 
 Integrated cultural frameworks that are interconnected, circular or seasonal, 
contextual, and mind/body/spirit/heart-based are much less  common—even 
rare—in academic cultures and in collegiate teaching. Working from any 
one monocultural orientation privileges populations of learners for whom 
this cultural framework is natural. Working in only one cultural framework 
also underserves populations of learners that grow up in another cultural 
framework. Students of color throughout our studies described feeling out-
side the norms of teaching and learning practices in college, while Northern 
European American students in our study usually did not.

Individuated
In a culturally individuated
framework, a private
compartmentalized, linear,
contextually independent conception
of the world is common, assumed,
and valued 

↔
Integrated

In a culturally integrated framework,
an interconnected, mutual, reflective,

cyclical, contextually dependent
conception of the world is common,

assumed, and valued 

TABLE 1.2

Cultural Frameworks in Teaching and Learning

Sample Chapter www.Styluspub.com



10  TEACHING ACROSS CULTURAL STRENGTHS

I feel like that old song about having to leave my face in a jar by the door when 
I leave for class. I feel like I have to pretend to be someone else. Someone I don’t 
really know how to be. It all feels so unnatural to me. I was taught that learning 
is meant to be complex, interconnected, and whole, but my college courses are 
separated and so focused and abstract that I get lost in spending time learning 
facts, fi gures, theory, and equations seemingly without their meaning in engi-
neering or in life.

—Spanish American mechanical engineering student

My educational experiences have always felt really comfortable to me. I learn 
the same basic way that my teachers and professors teach.

—Scandinavian American math student

A more monocultural basis for teaching makes learning more diffi cult 
and unnatural for students whose cultural norms are outside of its specifi c 
cultural framework. Diffi culty learning happens because a monocultural 
framework is based on only one or a few sets of cultural norms. For students 
who have been raised in cultural frameworks outside the dominant individu-
ated one in collegiate learning environments, learning becomes an additional 
challenge as individuals try to negotiate academics taught through cultural 
frameworks not their own.

Culturally dissonant teaching exists when those in cultural groups fi nd 
few of their own cultural norms in learning environments, assignments, 
course activities, or academic interactions. Students who feel a sense of cul-
tural dissonance in their courses often originate in cultures with norms in 
cyclical, mind/body/spirit/emotion, and contextual orientations (Chávez, 
Ke, & Herrera, 2012). In more monocultural learning environments, all stu-
dents miss out on learning through a mixture of cultural frameworks, disad-
vantaging them in a global society where learning and retooling professional 
skills and knowledge is now a constant necessity. Learners with origins in the 
dominant cultural framework are often unconscious of missing anything, 
yet some describe a sense of something missing in most of their classes. A 
few describe unique experiences with a specifi c professor that go outside the 
bounds of their educational experiences and lead to greater learning.

I have this professor who is always telling stories, giving examples fi rst, and 
stretching us to do things in class that I haven’t done in college. He rarely lectures 
but instead has us constantly applying concepts and theory to situations going 
on around us and in our own lives. This was really uncomfortable for me at 
fi rst because I was so used to coming in, sitting down, and taking notes, then 
regurgitating facts on a multiple-choice exam. I feel like my mind stretches with 
this professor. I’ve never worked so hard, but I am learning like never before.

—German-Danish American psychology student
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BALANCING CULTURAL STRENGTHS IN TEACHING  11

We believe that one key to effectively teaching across cultures in college 
is to purposefully redesign and balance pedagogies, interactions, assignments, 
and evaluations across integrated and individuated cultural frameworks. 

The following sections in this chapter as well as subsequent chapters in 
this book are designed to guide faculty in reimagining and developing teach-
ing toward a balance of individuated and integrated cultural frameworks. 
We hope you will fi nd this as powerful a practice as we have in our own 
teaching.

A Model of Cultural Frameworks in College Teaching and 
Learning

In this section we present the full model of cultural frameworks in college 
teaching and learning (Table 1.1) derived through empirical research and 
application to teaching practice. The model highlights eight continua in 
college teaching and learning across integrated and individuated cultural 
frameworks. The continua are discussed in relation to transforming teaching 
over time toward more culturally balanced and inclusive practices. Cultural 
frameworks are provided as a scaffold and decision-making tool for teaching 
faculty to develop understanding of how culture plays out in student learn-
ing, in refl ection on our own cultural manifestations in teaching, and in the 
transformation of teaching practice.

We incorporate narrative data of faculty and students from empirical 
studies to illustrate and enhance the meaning of the cultural frameworks and 
eight continua of teaching and learning. Teaching scenarios and vignettes 
illustrate the integration of multiple cultural norms in pedagogy, interactions 
with and among students, and purposeful development of practice. We pro-
vide numerous concrete examples of teaching strategies.

In later chapters of this volume, we offer the following:

• Underlying conceptions of culture in teaching
• Ways to engage in cultural introspection of teaching practices and 

interpretations of students
• Rewards, tips, and hazards of developing a more culturally integrated 

teaching practice
• Specifi c guides for many aspects of pedagogical design and facilitation

Development of the Model

The model of Cultural Frameworks in Teaching and Learning (Table 1.1) 
emerged from two narrative studies of college students at two universities and 
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12  TEACHING ACROSS CULTURAL STRENGTHS

a narrative national study of faculty who attended a workshop on  balancing 
cultural frameworks in college teaching. It was then honed through applica-
tion, cultural introspection, consultation, and observation of teaching by 37 
faculty in a yearlong culture and teaching faculty development project at 
two universities. Because most of the current literature on ethnicity in U.S. 
higher education has been conducted at eastern, western, or southern U.S. 
colleges and universities, we based our studies and faculty development work 
in New Mexico and Arizona, states with large populations of Native and 
Hispano/Latino American students.2 Many of these peoples have been in the 
region since before the founding of the United States. We believed that this 
long history of cultural immersion would assist us in gaining a deeper under-
standing of how culture manifests in teaching and learning. The following 
studies were drawn from to develop this model, and narratives throughout 
this book derive from these studies.

Comparative cultural study of teaching and learning among graduate and 
professional students. In this study, 26 graduate and professional students were 
interviewed individually for 90 minutes. Half of the students were domestic 
or international students of color, and half had ethnic origins in Northern 
European American cultures. Students were sampled from the graduate 
school at the University of Arizona as well as the medical and law schools. 
Students were asked to describe what processes they apply when they need or 
want to learn something. Students were then asked to compare and contrast 
these ways of learning with their learning experiences in college as well as with 
their learning experiences in their families and home communities. From this 
study emerged a basic cultural frameworks model that served as a precursor 
to Table 1.1. Student quotes from this study are included throughout this 
book to illustrate various concepts.

Comparative cultural study of teaching and learning among undergraduate 
students. In this study, 100 undergraduate students were interviewed 
individually for 90 minutes. The students were sampled across those 
with Northern European, Hispanic/Latino, Native, African, and Asian 
American ethnic origins. The study took place at the University of New 
Mexico, and students were enrolled in six academic colleges. As in the 
Arizona study, students were asked to describe what processes they apply 
when they need or want to learn something. Students were then asked to 
compare and contrast these ways of learning with their learning experiences 
in college as well as with their learning experiences in their families and 
home communities. The Cultural Frameworks in Teaching and Learning 
model emerged from analysis of this narrative data as well as review of the 
Arizona study data.
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BALANCING CULTURAL STRENGTHS IN TEACHING  13

Culture and teaching narrative study among faculty. Thirty faculty who 
participated in a national workshop on balancing cultural frameworks in 
college teaching were interviewed six months after the workshop to gain 
an understanding of how they were balancing cultural frameworks in their 
teaching as well as what they were noticing in learning among students from 
varying cultural origins in their courses. Some narratives from this study 
illustrate various concepts throughout this book.

Culture and Teaching Faculty Development Project. In a collaborative project, 
we invited teaching development directors at our respective institutions, 
the University of New Mexico and Northern Arizona University, to work 
with us to design and implement a yearlong faculty development project 
focused on engaging in cultural introspection to understand how cultural 
worldviews infl uence teaching. Faculty worked on developing a balance 
of cultural frameworks in their teaching practice. (For a more extensive 
description of this project, see Chapter 8.) A more sophisticated iteration 
of the model as well as many teaching scenarios and methods emerged from 
teaching observations, consultations with faculty, collective brainstorming 
of pedagogies, and culture and teaching autobiographies written by faculty.

Integrated and Individuated Cultures in Teaching and Learning

Individuated and integrated cultural frameworks of teaching and learning 
emerged from the studies described previously as well as eight continua 
within these cultural frameworks. We believe that the entire spectrum of 
cultural framework is important to student learning and valuable in making 
unique contributions to the world of teaching. Our hope is that faculty will 
fi nd value in drawing from this full spectrum of culture to enhance their 
teaching and student learning.

Integrated Cultures

College students with integrated cultural frameworks interpret the world 
in a highly contextualized manner, conceptualizing and interacting 
through interrelational connections and considering everything within an 
interdependent whole. Learners from highly contextualized cultures are 
those for whom learning is situated in a wide milieu of environment; non-
verbal communication; and auditory, sensory, and visual perception. An 
integrated learner more naturally wishes to study the entire body, the com-
plete car, or the overall system to get an overview of the whole, and then 
turn to various parts and their interactions with each other and the whole. 
Integrated learners often struggle with the common academic norms of 
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14  TEACHING ACROSS CULTURAL STRENGTHS

studying components of a topic through separate courses; these topics are 
rarely synthesized within or across courses or across a fi eld of study. 

In a culturally integrated worldview or epistemology, an interconnected, 
mutual, refl ective, contextually dependent conception of the world is com-
mon, assumed, and valued. Learners operating within an integrated cultural 
worldview grow up in environments where the collective is given precedence 
and responsibility for others is expected; context, especially relational con-
text, is emphasized. Synergistic connections, including mind/body/spirit/
heart connections, are assumed in an integrated worldview. Subjectivity is 
expected as a natural aspect of comprehension, and self-refl ection is consid-
ered essential to understanding. 

Individuals from integrated origins often learn most naturally when the 
whole is studied before the parts and collective processing happens before 
individual study. Time for refl ection is important to many integrated learners 
so that they can process thoughts, especially before sharing. For integrated 
learners, application precedes drawing out theory so that the whole can be 
considered, and knowledge is taken in through multiple senses. Most U.S. 
colleges and universities are not organized in an integrated paradigm, though 
there is movement toward new forms of teaching that integrate content 
within and across subjects (e.g., active and collaborative learning, teaching 
across the curriculum). Some of this movement, however, is more conceptual 
than broadly applied in practice.

Individuated Cultures

College students with individuated cultural frameworks conceptualize and 
interact with the world in a more compartmentalized manner and consider 
fi rst from an individually operating perspective. Learning is focused on sep-
arate components with little context and is likely to entail predominantly 
text-based visual, compartmentalized, and discrete knowledge acquisition, 
with less attention to the surrounding environment, including its nonverbal 

Individuals from integrated origins often learn most naturally when 
the whole is studied before the parts and collective processing hap-
pens before individual study. Time for reflection is important to many 
 integrated learners so that they can process thoughts, especially before 
sharing. For integrated learners, application precedes drawing out 
 theory so that the whole can be considered, and knowledge is taken in 
through multiple senses.
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messages. An individuated learner more naturally wishes to study parts of the 
body, the car, or the system fi rst to gain an understanding of the parts sepa-
rately, then possibly turn to thinking about the whole. Individuated learners 
often pay signifi cant attention to the parts and focus or specialize to gain an 
understanding of what is studied. 

In a culturally individuated worldview or epistemology, a compart-
mentalized, private, individualized, contextually independent concep-
tion of the world is common, assumed, and valued. Learners operating 
within an individuated worldview grow up in environments where the 
individual is given primacy. Responsibility for oneself is expected and pri-
oritized within this worldview. Understanding primarily through an objec-
tive mind is given precedence, and subjectivity is likely to be considered 
peripheral to and sometimes distracting from or in contradiction to clear 
understanding. 

Individuals from individuated origins often learn most naturally when 
individual study precedes collective processing, components are studied indi-
vidually before the whole, theory is processed before application, the mind 
is prioritized over the senses, and refl ection through discussion is peripheral. 
Most U.S. college and university instruction and curricula are organized in 
this kind of individuated paradigm. Academic subjects and degrees are often 
organized into parts relying on one synthesizing course or culminating pro-
ject and not emphasizing integration of subjects regularly across a degree or 
even across the major degree courses. 

Some learners originate in mixtures of these cultural continua and have 
some learning traits on one side of the continuum and others on the other 
side. It is most common, however, for learners to originate more completely 
from one side of this cultural set of polarities or the other, and much of 
the world originates from an integrated worldview. This makes it critical 
for  college teaching to transform to incorporate integrated ways of learn-
ing, especially with the rapid cultural, ethnic, and racial diversifi cation of 
 students in higher education. Higher education ideally will transform to 
honor,  incorporate, and balance both integrated and individuated worldviews 
in teaching and learning so that all learners benefi t.

Higher education ideally will transform to honor, incorporate, and 
balance both integrated and individuated worldviews in teaching and 
learning so that all learners benefit.
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Both~And: A Cultural Key to Learning

An important key to learning in a culturally diverse context is a “both~and”3 
conception and practice of learning and teaching processes. This conception 
occurs when learners experience both the comfort of their own culturally 
natural framework of learning and the challenge of negotiating other cul-
tural frameworks of learning. Students need to see and experience their own 
most natural ways of learning in our classes. Drawing on both realms creates 
the balance of comfort and dissonance necessary for complex learning. This 
balance of challenge and support is essential to learning (Baxter Magolda, 
1999; Sanford, 1967). We enrich learning by melding many ways of seeing, 
understanding, experiencing, processing, refl ecting, discussing, and making 
sense with others.

Individuals learn most complexly when they are able to study both the 
component parts and the integration of the whole. Different learners may 
also start at different ends of a sequence of abstraction and application yet 
learn best from experience with both. Individuals take in knowledge from 
many senses, perspectives, and sources and may consider component parts 
both discretely and within their natural contexts. To learn most complexly, 
it is critical to study, refl ect, and process both individually and collectively. 
In essence, a both~and balance and integration cultivates the most complex 
learning.

We conceptualize integrated and individuated worldviews as symbiotic 
polarities along a continuum, synergistic and essential to each other and 
the world in ways similar to concepts such as the Taoist yin-yang (necessity 
of opposites; see Figure 1.1); the Maori ako (reciprocal learning); the Zulu 
ubuntu (humanism of human beings collectively); and the Lakota Mitakuye 
Oyasin (we are all related)—rather than as dichotomies in opposition to each 
other, such as good/bad, right/wrong, or even either/or (see the chapter on 
non-Western perspectives of learning and knowing in Merriam, Caffarella, 
& Baumgartner, 2007; on Indigenous paradigms of education in Cajete, 
1994; and on the Aztec concept of blending thinking and sensing in Rendón, 
2009, for helpful discussions). 

In symbiotic polarities, seemingly opposite forces are interconnected and 
interdependent in the natural world and give rise to each other as they inter-
relate. We believe that just as biodiversity is necessary for the health of all 
living beings and overall ecosystems (Wilson, 2010), a diversity of teaching 

An important key to learning in a culturally diverse context is a 
“both~and” conception and practice of learning and teaching processes.
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pedagogies, interactions, relationships, and ways of taking in and processing 
knowledge is necessary to deepen learning among a diversity of individuals 
in any learning environment. Similarities among learners assist in produc-
ing comfort and connection while differences create dissonance that stimu-
lates interest, critical thought, intellectual and personal growth, and multiple 
lenses with which to ponder and analyze old and new knowledge. Each is 
essential to and connected with the other, as represented in the circles com-
ing through in the Chinese yin-yang symbol, the interwoven lines of the 
Tibetan symbol of balance (this symbol appears on the fi rst page of every 
chapter), and the many circular symbols of balance among Native Ameri-
can tribes. Large studies suggest that diversifying the cultural enrollments of 
students in college courses increases learning for everyone because natural 
dissonance and critical inquiry are created within the learning environment 
(Hurtado, 2007). Developing a culturally both~and practice in teaching fur-
ther generates a context for rich learning.

A Note About Inequity in Learning

As faculty, we hold the power to create learning environments and experi-
ences that are more or less equitable among students. We may teach in simi-
lar ways to how we were taught in college, in our families, or in our home 
communities and believe that this is the way teaching is done. 

Yet, if one student in our classes always experiences those teaching tech-
niques they grew up with and another student rarely or never experiences 
those teaching techniques they grew up with, we set up a disproportional 
effect, an inequity of learning, because one student has to negotiate unfa-
miliar ways of learning in addition to learning new subject matter while the 
other just has to learn the subject matter. 

Figure 1.1 Chinese Yin-Yang Symbol
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As we interviewed students in our studies about their own learning pro-
cesses, this dynamic became clearer. In our discussions with students, we 
asked them to share with us what they do when they really need or want 
to learn something. We were fascinated with the variation in their learning 
processes as well as with their clarity in understanding and articulating. We 
learned that students start by applying their own areas of strengths and areas 
that feel very natural to them. As we had students and some faculty describe 
their learning processes, we discovered some really important considerations 
for teaching. The main one is that individual learners start with their own 
strengths whenever possible:

My professor always starts by explaining a theory in only one way, but I do 
best when I can compare and contrast multiple interpretations. So I ask several 
students to meet me for coffee before class so we can talk through our own con-
ceptions of the theory. Then when we go to class I compare the way the professor 
explains the theory with all the other ways we have discussed it and then I usu-
ally understand.

—Malaysian law student

I have to chart it out to get it. Doesn’t matter what it is: English, chemistry, 
math, art theory. I draw a fl ow chart and then I get it.

—Japanese American mathematics undergraduate student

Running is time to think. I let my mind go blank for a while. I listen to my 
breathing and my footsteps on the trail. Then I focus my thoughts on what I 
need to learn and thoughts start trickling in, and I process them in a rhythmic 
way with the sound of my footsteps. Later I return to not thinking, just listening 
to my breath, my footsteps, the birds, my heartbeat. Usually by the time I fi nish 
my run, I understand.

— Hopi medical student

I learn by doing. I’m an “If all else fails, read the directions” sort of guy. So as 
often as possible I start by putting something into real life, how math relates 
to a real problem, how a business theory applies to a real business, and then I 
work out what I would do. If I can actually do something to practice, that is 
especially helpful.

—Scandinavian American business undergraduate student

All of the students in our classes are more likely to learn if we teach 
within an epistemology of cultural both~and, incorporating many different 
techniques from across the integrated–individuated cultural spectrum so that 
each student can engage some of their own strengths in learning. If we have 
one student who starts naturally with refl ection, another who often begins by 
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