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The following are critical quotes from articles in Zero to Three, May 2003, which seemed to have genuine meaning for work we are doing with young children demonstrating challenging behaviors. Each is meant to trigger thoughtful reflection and discussion.

“Finding differences can be a source of tension. Oftentimes when tension exists, our first reaction is to minimize this tension rather than to let it be and explore it. It is important to stay with the tension, suspend judgment, delay resolution, and reflect on what might be creating the tension.” This seems to challenge our natural inclinations to move away from tension or ignore its presence. I think this position bears some careful consideration. To confront or acknowledge tension is perhaps a way to remove a barrier that could easily prevent open discussion. Consider what might be comfortable for you.

“When we fail to honor culture as an integral part of identify … we lose dreams and unique funds of knowledge …”

“For the seven Mexican and Mexican-American mothers in our study, adapting to the host or dominant culture was the greatest source of stress.” Imagine living in a culture where you don’t know the rules for behavior – none of the rules for any of your public actions. It could be terrifying. Consider what this would mean to you if the tables were turned and you were transplanted to a small, rural Mexican village.

“Selecting traditional foods for babies like beans and soups signals an identification with tradition and ethnic heritage, whereas choosing to feed brand-name baby foods communicates that one is a modern mother with enough money to buy these kids of prepared meals.”  

“Latino mothers (Mexican born and Mexican-American) see relationships as key. Although being bilingual is valued, the mothers think that it is more important for a teacher to have a good relationship with their child than to be able to speak Spanish to them.”

Note the probable clash of cultures in the following:

“By the time they are mothers, most women have been enculturated with beliefs about what a healthy baby looks like.”

“Many mothers, coming from a culture where thin children do not survive, prefer chubby babies.”

“In the U. S., professional health care providers have been trained to be concerned about childhood obesity.”

“Talking about changes in feeding recommendations can foster an exchange of ideas and make new choices possible.”

“As health care professionals we may not know how to assess or respond to the taken-for-granted cultural beliefs that shape parents’ understanding of ‘healthy’ foods for babies and their expectations about how ‘normal’ babies grown.” 

“Practitioners who work with families with infants and toddlers need to acknowledge the existence and power of family and community beliefs about what is needed for healthy child development and who should provide it.”

Touchpoints Principles of Practice

· Value and understand the relationship between you and the parent.

· Use the behavior of the child as your language.

· Recognize what you bring to the interaction.

· Be willing to discuss matters that go beyond your traditional role.

· Value passion wherever you find it.

· Focus on the parent-child relationship.

· Look for the opportunity to support parental mastery.

· Value disorganization and vulnerability as an opportunity.

Definition of Cultural Model

“A cultural model is an understanding that a people have of their universe – social, physical, or both – as well as their understanding of their behavior in that universe. The cultural model of a population serves its members as a guide in their interpretation of events and elements within their universe; it also serves as a guide to their expectations and actions in that universe or environment…. It is constructed from what members of a population say (their ‘talk’) as well as from what they actually do (their ‘behavior’ or ‘action’). (Ogbu, John. 1990)

A number of terms in contemporary usage are similar to the concept of cultural model – for example, blueprint, schema, paradigm, or framework. Perhaps the closest is “code of behavior,” since it includes the idea of beliefs and principles (“code”) and the reference to specific actions (“behavior”). 

 Consideration of these terms can assist us in our application of the concept of cultural models to our professional work and personal lives.

Cultural models help people translate belief into behavior. Consider, for example, a culture that believes in the value of independence and self reliance. The cultural model of a good mother, then, would be someone who encourages her children to be independent. Her strategies for encouraging independence might include insistence on learning to sleep alone and promotion of self-feeding. Her behavior might include letting an infant cry at night for a prescribed period of time or remaining unperturbed as a baby demonstrated that eating a banana is at best an emerging skill. (Needless to say, an observer guided by a different set of beliefs, and, therefore, a different cultural model of “good mother” might be appalled at such ‘care giving.’)”

“We must learn to refrain from imposing our own morals and values on the people we serve. At the same time, we have a duty to educate parents about what our society expects of them.” Note the fine line that separates these two. It will require great care and caution if success is to be achieved. Understanding, cultural competence, patience, and trust will have to be developed before progress can be attained.

Quotes from the articles in Zero to Three, Volume 23, No. 5, May 2003. 

Personal Notes:

In most any discussion of difference, the usual statement is: We’re really ALL just the same – so why concentrate on differences?” The ready response has to be that it isn’t our similarities that create problems, it’s the differences – due to skin color, gender, religion, income, values, personal conduct, child-rearing practices, work ethic, and more. 

The formation of attitudes toward difference and development of language about difference comes primarily from our parents – the homes we are reared in. Very early on we learn either acceptance of difference, we fear it, or we mistrust it.

Personal Handout:

One cannot begin to learn about another culture until personal knowledge of one’s own culture is explored and understood. 

Getting to Cultural Competency

Find Out About Yourself

Develop an Increased Understanding of Your Self, Family Traditions

and Family History

Develop an Appreciation of Cultural Diversity

Develop an Understanding of Cultural Differences

Build an Awareness of Elements of Other Cultures in American Society

Demonstrate Positive Attitudes Toward Other Cultures

Feel a Sense of Personal Accomplishment in Knowing About Other Cultures

Recognize Different but Equally Successful Ways of Doing Things

Appreciate Difference as Being Worthwhile Valued, and Contributing 

Richness to All our Lives

We need to learn to say to ourselves:

“As a culturally competent person, I am capable of interacting positively and successfully with people who do NOT look like, talk like, think like, believe like, act like, live like …ME!

Prepared by Sandy DeCosta
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