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Before we explore the essence of WHAT culture is, let’s 
understand the WHY. Why do groups of people (and even 

many creatures in the animal kingdom) naturally develop unique 
cultures?

The answer revolves around two pillars: efficiency and unity. 
Culture makes being part of a social group a real team win, for 
both the individual player and the collective team.

As lone players, we enjoy the protection, opportunities, 
comfort, and efficiency that being part of a pack provides. No 
need to spend our waking hours dissecting every little behavior, 
gesture, action, and message from our group members, 
puzzling over whether we’re in danger, agreement, or have a 
good rapport. Culture removes much of the mystery from daily 
interactions, allowing us more time and energy to focus on more 
interesting things. 

Groups grow stronger and more unified because of 
culture, becoming more adaptable in the face of opportunities, 
influences, and threats.

WHY DOES  
CULTURE EXIST?

Culture is a 
group’s strategy 
for maintaining 

unity, 
responsiveness, 
and streamlined 
communication.
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HOW WE SEE THE WORLD
At the heart of it, culture is a shared set of beliefs, attitudes, 
habits, values, and practices that a group of people use as a lens 
to view the world. It’s like each of us has a unique pair of colored 
glasses that paint our understanding of the world around us. 

No matter how polarized and at-odds we might feel our 
community is, culture puts members mostly on the same page, 
sharing common values and judgements on what’s good or bad, 
worthy or unworthy, right or wrong, valuable or useless. These 
values and judgements are not written into our DNA, no matter 
how strongly we feel about them. We learn them from our earliest 
social experiences with family, friends, community, and school.

From this perspective, culture is also our group-specific oper-
ating system, the code we learn as young ones that aligns with 
our closest in-group, the people we love, and generally, other 
people in our community.

WHAT IS
CULTURE?

Culture is the 
colored glasses 

through which we 
view the world.Look out for these clues in children’s 

interactions to get insights into how culture 
shapes their reality:
•	How they ask questions 
•	How they express their likes, dislikes, love, 

and friendship
•	Their reactions to stories 
•	Their reactions to conflict
•	Their comments about family, friends,  

and strangers

Consider their language use, choice, tone, 
volume, gestures, facial expressions, and 
behaviors. Your observations of their word 
choices and sentence structure will also inform 
you of how language frames their reality.

Note: Revisit this list after completing this 
book with your four newly acquired High CQ 
strategies in mind.
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Culture doesn’t just color our worldview; it also maps out our 
path through the world.

From childhood, we are taught how to “behave appropriately” 
within our culture. A behavior seen as polite in one culture may 
be considered strange or even rude in another. It’s important to 
be aware of our own cultural framework, so we can appreciate 
and accommodate the diverse cultural norms that students 
bring into the classroom.

Our childhood lessons of “appropriate behavior” might seem 
universal, but they vary tremendously across cultures. 

In Korea, accidental bumps 
in crowded spaces are 
ignored

Unlike the American-style 
verbal apology

Finishing your plate in India 
is a compliment

While in Egypt and the 
Philippines, it might imply 
that you weren’t served 
enough

The American “please” 
and “thank you” for simple 
requests

May feel overly polite or 
sarcastic to most Chinese

HOW WE NAVIGATE 
THE WORLD

1 in 4 US  
children has 
at least one 
immigrant 

parent. (2020  
US Census)



7  |  Getting to the Core of Culture

Y ou’ve likely heard the phrase “Cultural Intelligence,” other-
wise known as “CQ,” buzzing around long before you read 

this book. But what exactly is it?
CQ is not simply about being aware of cultural differences, 

it’s about understanding, respecting, and effectively responding 
to them. It’s about being able to adapt and learn. In his lecture 
series, Customs of the World: Using Cultural Intelligence to Adapt, 
Wherever You Are, CQ expert Dr. David Livermore describes CQ as 
a measure of four key areas:

These four areas provide the framework for assessing and 
improving your CQ.

THE HIGH CQ
TEACHER

1. Drive
Your interest, drive, and 
motivation to adapt cross-
culturally.

How open and 
curious are you 
about other 
cultures?

2. Knowledge
Your understanding of how 
cultures are similar and 
different.

What behaviors, 
communication 
styles, values, and 
norms might you 
expect in different 
settings?

3. Strategy
Your thoughtful approach 
to planning, reflecting, and 
adapting your actions to 
intercultural interactions. 

How do you 
navigate cultural 
differences?

4. Action
Your ability to adapt your 
behavior appropriately in 
different cultural settings or 
when interacting with people 
from different cultures.

What tactics and 
principles do you 
employ when you 
need to adapt your 
behavior to avoid 
misunderstandings 
and to communicate 
effectively?

High CQ teachers… 
•	  pass on better 

strategies to 
prepare students for 
adult life 

•	can be more 
responsive

•	can more effectively 
collaborate with 
parents and families 
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High CQ is extremely valuable in diverse environments like 
US classrooms, where one in four children has at least one 
immigrant parent. Values and expectations can vary greatly 
across cultures. For instance, while everyone values education, 
what this entails—such as what children should learn by a 
certain age—can vary wildly across cultures. In the US, it’s the 

“three Rs”: reading, writing, arithmetic that take center stage 
for the education of young children. A teacher might, however, 
experience frustration when students new to the US school 
system appear to lack some of the “fundamentals.” But these 
very same children may be right on target with the expectations 
in the communities they come from.

Consider the indigenous Huitoto tribe from the Amazon 
rainforest. There, kids are expected to learn tribal history and 
survival skills early on. So, when three young Huitoto kids along 
with an 11-month-old baby survived 40 days alone in the jungle 
after a plane crash in 2023, it was their unique education that 
saved them. Clearly, their education served them well!

The number of 
US residents 

claiming to be 
“Multicultural” in 
the US Census 
increased by a 

whopping 276% 
between 2010 

and 2020.

In May and June of 2023, three young Huitoto 
children, carrying an 11-month-old baby, 
survived 40 days alone in the dense jungle after 
their plane crashed, killing the adult passengers 
including the children’s mother. General Pedro 
Sánchez, who led the search operation, said 
that the children’s background had been key to 
living through their ordeal. They knew “how to 
survive in the jungle,” he told NBC News, “how 
to eat, how to drink, stay against the hostile 
jungle and how to protect [themselves] from 
the rain, because 16 hours a day it’s only rain.”

https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/how-4-children-survived-40-days-jungle-plane-crash-amazon-colombia-rcna88791


DEVELOPING YOUR

CULTURAL 
INTELLIGENCE
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You’re at a party and someone abruptly stands way too close 
to you, causing you irritation at their “disrespecting” your 

personal space. When a behavior seems odd or impolite to 
us, we might think, “That person’s rude!” rather than, “Maybe 
that’s normal in their culture.” It’s a mental trap not unlike 
confirmation bias and overconfidence bias. For instance, an 
American might recoil if someone stands too close, yet in many 
Middle Eastern regions, standing close is friendly and normal. In 
fact, male friends walking hand in hand is quite normal in that 
part of the world.

In schools, Fundamental Attribution Error can 
lead to troubling misunderstandings. Consider 

this scenario: An elementary school, teacher 
seeing bruises on a young Vietnamese student’s 
neck and back assumes the child has suffered 
abuse, triggering an upsetting investigation of 
the child’s unsuspecting parents. The reality? 
The marks were harmless and resulted from 

traditional cupping therapy used by the parents 
to treat their child’s seasonal cold.

Regrettably, such misinterpretations are common. They cause 
distress to families and educators. But we have a powerful tool 
we can use to counteract this dangerous bias.

Let’s take a look at our first high CQ strategy!

CORRECTING THE BIGGEST ERROR IN 

CROSS-CULTURAL 
COMMUNICATION

Fundamental 
Attribution 

Error is most 
common in 

situations where 
our culturally 
programmed 
expectations, 
actions, and 
reactions are 

automatic.
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When behavior or conversations  
take an unexpected turn,  

ask yourself: “I wonder why?”

“I wonder why?” sounds childishly simple, but it’s a profoundly 
transformative tool in our CQ toolkit.
Ever found yourself scratching your head at someone’s 

actions? Maybe even feeling a bit miffed? That’s the perfect time 
to ask, “I wonder why that happened?” 

When unexpected behaviors pop up, our knee-jerk reaction 
might be to think, “How rude!” But if untested, it’s a path that 
leads straight to the trap of fundamental attribution error (FAE), 
where we blame people’s character for our discomfort rather 
than dig for cultural reasons driving their actions.

When a behavior seems puzzling, take a moment and ponder, 
‘Hmm, I wonder why they did that?’ This approach pushes the 
pause button on emotional reflexes and engages our curiosity.

The “I Wonder Why?” strategy is an internal reflection, a 
conversation starter, an inquiry tool. It’s about exploring before 
exploding, understanding before judging.

The “I wonder why?” strategy is a magnifying glass, revealing 
cultural nuances you might have missed. It’s not just about 
preventing misunderstandings—it’s about expecting them and 
having an automated behavior in place to clear them up. In short, 
it’s about trading in harmful hasty judgments for the joy  
of discovery.

EMBRACING CURIOSITY–

“I WONDER WHY?”

Remember the teacher who jumped to 
conclusions when seeing bruises on a child? 
Instead of immediately assuming the worst, 
a culturally intelligent teacher might think, 
“I wonder why the child has those bruises?” 
Pausing and questioning is the key that 
unlocks more context, more understanding, 
and more compassion. In this case, it’s also 
an opportunity to learn about a traditional 
healing method rather than automatically 
suspecting harm.

Asking “I 
wonder why 

that happened?” 
bypasses our 

automatic 
emotional 

response and 
engages our 

critical thinking.
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Culture defines how people in a community connect, show 
respect, express feelings, and navigate tricky situations. The 

most common types of interactions heavily rely on these cultural 
expectations, making them worth our curiosity and attention. 

•	 Smiling at Strangers: Flash those pearly whites as you 
walk by someone in the US, and you’re friendly. Do it in 
Russia, and you might be considered a bit odd!

•	 Queuing Etiquette: In Britain, orderly lines are the norm. 
In China, a more fluid approach to queuing might leave you 
wondering if you’re in a line or a mob.

•	 Taboo Questions: Asking someone about their salary 
might be normal and shows interest in some cultures, but 
in the US, it’s an unwelcome ‘personal’ question.

Now, turn that curiosity towards your students and their 
families. Where did they grow up? What cultural norms do they 
follow?

Our next High CQ strategy will allow you to access essential 
knowledge swiftly, without having to dedicate an unreasonable 
amount of time studying and reading up on culture.

UNDERSTANDING CULTURE  

FUNDAMENTALS
When reflecting 

on your own 
culture, consider 
the rules, norms, 
or expectations 
that you often 

follow without a 
second thought.
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Learn about the cultures represented in the classroom, 
including etiquette around names, words, and greetings.

Enhancing your CQ isn’t about developing your ability to 
spout surface trivia on ‘World Culture Day’ (May 21). It involves 
delving deep into the dynamics that govern our interactions and 
then using this knowledge to form meaningful connections with 
your students and their families.

Just as you don’t need every single piece of a puzzle to make 
out the picture, you don’t need to be a complete expert in a 
culture to navigate your interactions with high-CQ. However, 
there are a few key areas where a little focus can go a long way 
in helping you navigate cross-cultural interactions.

For this strategy, we are going to focus on these three areas:

1.	 Home in on Common Interactions: Start with everyday 
situations. Understand the norms for names, greetings, 
and common phrases. 

2.	 Unlock the Dimensions of Culture: This isn’t about 
length, width, or depth. It’s about figuring out the cultural 
principles that steer behavior.

3.	 Identify Different Cultural Approaches to Time: How 
cultures view time is an important concept that helps 
explain some key behaviors and perspectives you may 
encounter in the course of your work.

GROWING KNOWLEDGE–

LEARNING THE BASICS
Cultures 

aren’t cookie-
cutter! Beware 

of blanket 
statements. A 

tidbit about one 
culture doesn’t 

apply universally 
to everyone from 

that culture.
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HOME IN ON COMMON INTERACTIONS
How do you greet a stranger? How do you address an older 
person or a child? How do children address teachers? How do 
parents address their child’s teacher? Body language, eye contact, 
physical contact, personal space boundaries, greeting rituals 
and other automatic behaviors can vary widely across cultures. 
Learning how common interactions are typically handled in 
another culture is a quick way to ease tension, build rapport, and 
generate a lot of good will with people from that culture. This is 
especially true for social introductions and meetings.

What might be some interactions as a teacher that you would 
navigate more easily if you knew a few common expectations 
around greeting, addressing, and conversing with individuals 
from a specific culture?

•	 Meeting students’ parents for the first time
•	 Introducing new students to the class
•	 Updating parents through ongoing messaging 

Every culture’s approach to  
interactions is unique.

Physicality: In 
Thailand, touching 
the head of a child is 
taboo. Respecting this 
norm can help avoid 
a faux pas that might 
damage rapport with 
Thai families.

Age Dynamics: In the 
US, it’s not uncommon 
for kids to interrupt 
adults. But in many 
cultures, such as 
Middle Eastern, 
Hispanic, Native 
American, Asian, 
and European, this 
behavior is seen as 
inappropriate. 

Addressing Names: 
It’s important to 
inquire how adults 
wish to be addressed. 
What might be friendly 
in one culture could 
be a faux pas in 
another. For instance, 
the American habit of 
using first names can 
feel overly informal to 
people from certain 
cultures.
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HOME IN ON COMMON INTERACTIONS
What’s in a name? Here’s your step-by-step guide to engaging 
with names like a pro:

1.	 Ask for Preference: Ask the parents of students how they 
prefer their child to be addressed or their name to be 
pronounced.

2.	 Understand the Meaning: Have you ever asked about 
the story behind a name? Try it, and you’ll likely see your 
connection with the child and their family grow deeper. 

3.	 Pronounce Correctly: Don’t wing it! Write it phonetically 
or record the pronunciation on your smartphone.

4.	 Respect Nicknames: If “Hiu Lai” prefers “Lily,” make sure 
the parents know it’s her choice.

An approach of respect, interest, and openness can help you 
make a great first impression, build rapid rapport, and avoid 
harmful faux pas.

Respecting 
Names:

Ask, don’t 
assume

Embrace the 
story behind a 

name.

Get the  
pronunciation 

right.



UNLOCK THE DIMENSIONS OF CULTURE
Cultural dimensions are aspects of culture that can be measured 
relative to other cultures and are a useful framework for 
understanding cultural differences and similarities.

We’ll be focusing on the two most influential dimensions in 
more detail:

1.	 Individualism vs. Collectivism: Are personal interests or 
group interests prioritized?

2.	 High Context vs. Low Context Communication: 
Do people rely more on indirect cues or explicit 
communication?

Note that these classifications aren’t labels to slap on people. 
Cultural dimensions are tools to help us understand general 
traits, not a means to categorize or stereotype individuals. 

During those moments when you engage the “I wonder why?” 
strategy, especially when interacting with cultures you have little 
experience with, knowledge of cultural dimensions can give you 
a place to start from. 

“That group of Puerto Rican 
students talking loudly over each 

other seems aggressive to 
me. I wonder why? Perhaps 

Puerto Rican children 
are more emotionally 

expressive than what 
I’m used to.”

Some examples of cultural 
dimensions include:
1.	 Individualism vs. 

Collectivism: Does a 
culture emphasizes 
personal goals or the 
interests of the group?

2.	 Context (High-Context 
vs. Low-Context): Ever 
notice how some people 
convey a lot without 
speaking much? In high-
context cultures, reading 
between the lines is 
important. In low-context 
cultures, people prefer 
to keep communication 
direct.

3.	 Power Distance: In some 
place, a big gap between 
the powerful and the less 
powerful is the norm, 
while in others, power is 
more equally shared.

4.	 Uncertainty Avoidance: 
How do you deal with the 
unknown? Some cultures 
embrace it; others prefer 
to keep things predictable 
and under control.

5.	 Competitiveness: 
Some cultures prioritize 
achievement and 
assertiveness, while others 
prioritize cooperation.

6.	 Long-term vs. Short-
term Orientation: Are 
you a planner, thinking 
years ahead? Or do you 
focus on the short-term? 
Different cultures lean in 
different directions here.

7.	 Emotional Expression: 
Some cultures encourage 
affective communication 
– showing emotions 
outwardly – while others 
are less outwardly 
emotive. 
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UNLOCK THE DIMENSIONS OF CULTURE
Individualism vs. Collectivism

At the most basic level, cultures tend to lean towards personal 
interests or group harmony, while still valuing both.

Individualistic cultures (think Sweden or the US) encourage 
personal achievements and value individual choice for important 
decisions. Kids often fly the nest early with dreams to make it on 
their own.

Collectivistic cultures (like Mexican or Native American 
cultures) prioritize group harmony and value family input and 
direction for important decisions affecting family members. Kids 
stay home longer, enjoying the guidance and support of the family.

Table 1: Individualism vs. Collectivism
 

Aspect Individualism Collectivism

Definition Emphasizes 
individual autonomy

Prioritizes the  
group’s welfare

Judgment of Behavior Focuses on the 
individual

Evaluates behavior  
of the group

Leaving Home Children tend to leave 
home earlier

Children tend to  
stay dependent on 

adults for longer

Decision-Making Personal decision-
making is valued

Collective decision-
making is valued

Cultural Examples Germany, US, Canada, 
Australia

Mexico, Russia, 
Afghanistan, 

indigenous Mayan 
groups

Educational Approach

Emphasizes 
independence 
and individual 
achievements

Values collaborative 
learning and  

group activities

Family Structure Nuclear family is 
common

Extended family 
involvement in child-
rearing is common

Group Cohesion Lower emphasis on 
group identity

Strong sense of 
group identity and 
interdependence

Value of 
Independence Highly valued Not as relevant

While most English speakers in the US lean strongly towards 
individualism, you may be surprised to know that around 70% of 
the world’s cultures are collectivistic. Interestingly, Deaf culture 
within the US Deaf community is often described as collectivistic, 
characterized by a strong sense of group identity.

70% of  
the world’s 
population 

identify with 
collectivist 
cultures.

“Deaf” or “deaf” 
Deaf culture refers 

to the culture of 
those who identify as 
members of the Deaf 
community. The word 

“Deaf” often capitalized 
when it describes 
people or things 

associated with Deaf 
culture – “Deaf hug,” 

“Deaf community,” “I’m 
Deaf.” When “deaf” 
is not capitalized, 

it’s referring to the 
condition of not 

hearing. Not all deaf 
students identify as 

Deaf or with Deaf 
culture, but those who 
do are members of the 

Deaf community.



Ready for a cultural experiment? Picture this: a classroom in  
 Japan Town, San Francisco, filled with a mix of 7 to 9-year-

old kids of Asian (Chinese and Japanese) and Anglo-American 
backgrounds. The room is buzzing with puzzles and colored 
markers scattered everywhere! This is the classroom where 
psychologist Sheena Iyengar from Columbia Business School 
wanted to see how culture affects choice and motivation in 
young students. 

Sheena divided the kids into three groups. One by one, each 
group entered the classroom, where a stranger, “Ms. Smith,” 
explained they were to complete as many word puzzles as 
possible during the lesson. 

The more individualistic Anglo kids completed one-third more 
puzzles when the choice was theirs. Some were miffed that 
they’re mom had decided for them.

The more collectivistic Asian students completed more 
puzzles when they thought their mothers, someone they trusted, 
had made the decisions.

What’s the lesson? Where students lie on the individualist vs. 
collectivist scale shapes decision-making, motivation, and in this 
case, puzzle-completion rate!

How might your students in your classroom have responded 
to this experiment?

Group 1: The kids were free to choose their 
own puzzles and markers. The Anglo kids, happy to 
have chosen their puzzles and markers, completed more 
puzzles than the other students.

Group 2: Ms. Smith “chose” puzzles and 
markers for the kids, being careful to replicate the 
exact choices of the first group for comparison. Both 
Asian and Anglo kids completed fewer puzzles this time.

Group 3: Ms. Smith told the kids that their 
mothers had chosen which puzzles and markers 
they were to use for this exercise. Asian students 
thrived, completing many more puzzles, while the Anglo 
students, appalled that their mothers had made the 
decisions for them, completed far fewer puzzles.

UNLOCK THE DIMENSIONS OF CULTURE
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UNLOCK THE DIMENSIONS OF CULTURE
High vs. Low-Context Communication

High Context: Rich in shared cues; often, a knowing smile  
says it all. 
Low Context: Explicit. Direct.

Bridging the gap between high and low-context communication 
styles can help build stronger relationships with students and their 
families, leading to better student outcomes in class.  

Table 2: High-Context vs. Low-Context Communication 

Aspect High-Context 
Communication

Low-Context 
Communication

Verbal Message Style Indirect, talks  
around the point

Direct, to the point 
(literal meaning)

Nonverbal Elements
Heavy use of 

nonverbal cues (tone, 
gestures, etc.)

Nonverbal cues are 
less prominent in 

conveying meaning

Conflict Expression
Conflict expressed 
indirectly, saving  

face is crucial

Conflict is addressed 
more directly,  

less emphasis on 
saving face

Solution-Oriented 
Approach

Looks for personal 
solutions

Looks for rational 
solutions, not 
personal ones

Disagreement 
Handling

Disagreement is 
personalized; person 
and ideas are linked

Disagreement is  
less personalized; 

ideas separate from 
the person

Cultural Examples Japan, China, Haiti, 
Deaf culture *

US, UK, Norway, 
Australia, Sweden

Communication 
Preferences

Values implicit 
communication  

and reading between 
the lines

Values explicit 
communication and 

clear instructions

Perception of 
Misunderstandings Fault of the listener Fault of the speaker

Focus on Harmony
Emphasis on 

maintaining harmony 
in interactions

Task-centered focus; 
emphasis on task 

completion

*Deaf culture refers to the culture of those who identify as members of the Deaf 
community. Note, Deaf is capitalized to distinguish between the condition of being 
deaf and Deaf as a cultural affiliation.

Some cultures prefer direct communication, 
others indirect, to maintain harmony and 
politeness. In Japan, a person may show 
disagreement in conversation by simply 

smiling and not actively agreeing.

Collectivistic 
cultures prefer 

high-context 
communication, 

while the 
individualistic 

cultures of 
English-dominant 

countries 
depend more 

on low-context 
communication.

Here’s how to ace 
cross-cultural 
communication:
•	Allow more time 

for parent-teacher 
meetings: Build the 
context.

•	Be curious: Build trust.
•	Resist being directly 

critical: Listen.
•	Look for common 

ground: Build 
harmony.

•	Stay in regular 
communication with 
families: Reduce 
friction.



20  |  The Teacher’s Compact Guide to Cultural Intelligence

IDENTIFY DIFFERENT CULTURAL  
APPROACHES TO TIME

Identify Different Cultural Approaches to Time
Ever been puzzled when some parents arrive punctually for 
parent-teacher meetings, while others seem to wander in 
seemingly whenever they please? Well, it may be a feature of 
their culture. 

Clock Time (Punctuality = Respect)
In countries like the US, England, and Germany, people live by 
the the clock. In these places, being on time is a golden rule.

Event Time (Presence > Punctuality)
In many cultures, being present matters more than on time. 
A meeting begins when everyone’s ready, not when the clock 
strikes a specific time. Most cultures run on event time, but as 
the world becomes closer, there is a global trend towards a more 
clock time approach.

How can we apply these cultural approaches to time in our 
classrooms?

•	 Build in Extra Time: Schedule meetings with a time buffer 
to accommodate those who operate on event time.

•	 Explain Classroom Expectations: Let parents know how 
students being punctual is a win-win for everyone.

•	 Promote Understanding: If someone’s late, be 
empathetic. They’re not ignoring the clock; they’re honoring 
relationships.

Most of the 
world runs on 

Event Time, 
though Clock 

Time is becoming 
more popular 

due to its focus 
on efficiency.



CULTURAL INTELLIGENCE

IN THE 
CLASSROOM
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Whether in a nation, tribe, company,  
school, or classroom, culture fosters cohesion, 

ease, and efficiency within a group.

As a teacher, you’re not just an instructor but a cultural 
maestro. You integrate rules, principles, and routines to 

cultivate a class culture that imbues a sense of predictability, 
unity, and belonging.

Just like glue, class rules help to bind the class together. 
Young children are inherently primed and eager, often 
unconsciously, to learn cultural norms and protocols – be they 
related to family, school, or class culture. The moment they 
step into your classroom, students know what’s in store. They 
know when it’s time to begin a lesson or clean up, and how to 
appropriately interact with you or other students. 

By adopting behaviors and communication techniques 
that enhance cross-cultural understanding, you can foster a 
classroom culture where everyone has an opportunity to shine.

In an inclusive, 
high-CQ classroom, 
the teacher makes 
clear…
•	 What we do – 

behaviors
•	 What we expect – 

expectations
•	 How we 

communicate – 
protocols

•	 What these mean 
in terms of values, 
outcomes, and 
relationships

CULTURAL INTELLIGENCE

IN THE CLASSROOM
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FOSTER AN INCLUSIVE

CLASSROOM CULTURE

Cultivate a classroom culture that is accepting of diversity, open to varied 
communication styles, and transparent about expectations and outcomes.

Fostering an inclusive classroom culture isn’t just 
about making children feel welcome. It’s about 

building a framework for success.
The classroom serves as a primer where students 

learn to navigate various cultural scenarios. It 
introduces them to both the dominant local culture 
and the diversity of their peers and helping them to 
better interpret the world around them.

Imagine students in your classroom viewing the 
world through a multicultural lens, better grasping 
varied social interactions and experiences, and being  

 
better equipped to set more informed future goals. 
These cultural learnings help shape their dreams and 
aspirations, thus your efforts in the classroom hold 
particular power. 

Crafting an inclusive classroom culture gives stu-
dents the opportunity to experience and understand 
different communication styles, accept and appreci-
ate diversity, and establish more informed expecta-
tions about the world around them.
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BUILDING A UNIFORM YET FLEXIBLE 
COMMUNICATION CULTURE

Crafting a vibrant and adaptable communication culture within 
your classroom is an art. Experienced teachers understand the 
value of setting uniform protocols, classroom rules, yet ensuring 
they remain flexible enough to honor the rich cultural diversity 
of the students. Deaf students, for example, benefit greatly from 
semi-circular or u-shaped seating arrangements that allow for 
easy viewing of anyone in the room.  

The classroom culture isn’t just confined to those four walls; 
it should resonate with parents and family members too. They 
can be helpful in suggesting books, and other items, that may be 
valuable additions to the class library.

In an inclusive 
classroom, every 
student feels valued 
and respected, with 
diversity taking 
center stage. Here 
are a few tips:
•	 Acknowledge and 

respect cultural 
holidays: Celebrate 
diversity through the 
inclusion of various 
cultural holidays and 
celebrations.

•	 Engage with 
culturally-
responsive 
teaching: Use 
materials that reflect 
your students’ 
backgrounds, while 
avoiding tokenism. 
(The more variety 
the better.)

•	 Promote cultural 
exchange: 
Encourage cultural 
sharing and organize 
activities and events 
like multicultural 
fairs that allow for 
sharing.
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ENGAGING WITH PARENTS AND  
FAMILY MEMBERS

•	 Understanding Different Cultural Expectations: Initiate 
a dialogue by inquiring about their expectations. How are 
classrooms and education different in the US compared to 
their country of origin?

•	 Recognizing and Incorporating Cultural Celebrations: 
Incorporate cultural holidays into the curriculum.

•	 Avoiding Slang and Idiomatic Expressions: Use clear 
English to ensure your message is universally understood.

•	 Encouraging Open Communication: Make sure parents 
comprehend and feel comfortable asking questions. Be 
mindful that a nod from a parent doesn’t always indicate 
full understanding. Always clarify by asking open-ended 
questions. To maximize parent comfort, consider using 
an interpreter, remotely or in person, so parents can 
participate comfortably in their preferred language.

•	 Supporting Parents’ Involvement in Education: Some 
parents might feel inclined to defer to you as the teacher, 
viewing you as an authority figure. Make parents feel 
comfortable through your willingness to detail how your 
classroom functions. Emphasize that their involvement is 
not only valued by you but also pivotal to their children’s 
success in the US education system. 

Your relationship with parents is like a partnership where 
understanding, patience, and open-mindedness lead to an 
inclusive and effective learning environment.
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Language and culture are inseparably intertwined. They 
interact and influence each other profoundly. Often, cultural 

misunderstandings stem from linguistic differences, and the 
reverse is also true.

Engaging with someone who speaks a different language can 
feel like you’re both trying to dance together, but with distinctly 
different rhythms. 

Here are some tips to help make that dance a bit smoother:

CONNECTING ACCROSS  

LANGUAGE AND 
CULTURE

Slow Down
Rushing won’t get 
you anywhere. Speak 
slowly and clearly and 
nix the jargon and 
slang.

Visual Aids
Pictures, diagrams, and  
gestures can be like a  
universal language. These visual 
guides are like the arrows on the 
dance floor, leading everyone in the 
right direction.

Check for Understanding
Rather than resorting to the usual, 
“Do you understand?”, dig deeper. 
Ask them to express themselves in 
their own way or ask open-ended  
             questions that promote  
                conversation. It’s like  
                pausing during a dance  
                to make sure everyone’s  
              on beat.

Rely on Expert  
Language Resources
Whether it’s sign language  
interpreters or expertly  
translated materials, these  
resources are like our dance 
instructors guiding us in the right 
steps. Trusting experts in language 
can turn what seems like chaos into 
a harmonious performance.
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Learn to work with professional interpreters and translated 
materials.

WRITING FOR UNDERSTANDING
Have you ever grappled with an instruction manual that felt like 
it was penned in an alien language? Sometimes we’re guilty of 
doing just that with our written communication to those with 
limited English proficiency. Crafting content that is clear across 
languages requires thoughtful consideration.

Large districts often have staff translators and 
interpreters available during school hours. 

They also provide teachers access to outside 
services, especially for rarer languages, that can 
provide same-day turnaround on emails, flyers, 

newsletters, and electronic messaging.

RELY ON EXPERT

LANGUAGE RESOURCES
Keep it Short  
and Sweet
Your written words 
should be concise 

and specific.

Avoid Slang  
and Figurative 
Language
They’re fun, but 

idioms, slang expressions, 
and culturally bound allegory 
can become obscure 
obstacles to someone new to 
the language.

Make It Relevant
Address topics  
that resonate  
with and matter to 

your readers.

Spread Positivity
An uplifting note 
about the student 
can make a world 

of difference! 

Ensure Tech 
Compatibility
While crafting tech-
savvy messages, 

remember that not all 
families, including some 
immigrants, may be 
familiar with the apps and 
technologies prevalent in 
today’s US schools.

Professional 
Translations
When it comes to 
official documents 

and the like, it’s best to trust 
the experts.
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GETTING THE MOST FROM WORKING  
WITH INTERPRETERS
Imagine being in at an important meeting where everyone’s 
talking in a language you don’t understand, and then an 
interpreter walks in and brings the conversation to life - giving 
you access to all those voices around you.

Qualified interpreters aren’t just bilingual; they’re bicultural. 
They’re the bridge between language and culture, following 
ethical principles such as confidentiality, accuracy, and respect. 
Many times, they may have just the right tips to help you 
enhance your cross-cultural communication with your student or 
student’s parents.

Holding a driver’s license doesn’t make one an 
expert mechanic, just as being bilingual doesn’t 
automatically qualify someone as an interpreter.

When should you call an interpreter?  
Consider these scenarios:
•	 Parent-student-teacher conferences
•	 School board meetings
•	 Graduation ceremonies

How can you work with an interpreter?
Interpreters can assist in facilitating communication, whether 
in-person, via video connection, or over the phone. Pre-schedule 
in-person or video interpreters for meetings and events. Opt for 
on-demand video or phone interpreters when immediacy is crucial.

1. In-person  Deep or complex conversations 
deserve face-to-face interaction. Best for IEP 
meetings and in-class sign language interpreting.

2. Video  Equally as good as in-person 
interpreting in many cases. Best when an in-person 
interpreter for a particular language is not available.

3. Phone  Quick, easy, and efficient, but 
typically less effective than the other options. Best 
for last-minute needs and phone calls to parents.

Examples of situations 
requiring the aid of 
interpreters:
•	 Parent-student-

teacher conferences
•	 SST (Student Study 

Team)
•	 504 Plan
•	 IEP (Individualized 

Education Plan)
•	 SARB (School 

Attendance Review 
Board)

•	 Suspension/
Expulsion

•	 Board meetings
•	 Disciplinary 

Hearings
•	 Back to School 

Nights
•	 Graduation 

ceremonies
•	 Press conferences
•	 Media conferences
•	 ELAC (English 

Learner Advisory 
Committee)

•	 DELAC (District 
English Learner 
Advisory Committee) 

•	 Classroom – 
Sign language 
interpreters
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Want to get the most from working with an interpreter? Plan, 
Focus, Speak, and Reflect. That’s the formula!

BEFORE:
•	 Plan the space - where will everyone be sitting or standing?
•	 Set expectations with the interpreter – what are you hoping to 

accomplish with the meeting?

DURING:
•	 Direct your attention towards your guests, addressing them 

directly rather than the interpreter.
•	 Speak naturally and in complete thoughts.

AFTER:
•	 When suitable, seek feedback from the interpreter to improve 

your culture-specific communication skills.

All US K-12 school districts offer access to interpreters, 
whether in-person or remotely, and provide access to document 
translation services. Learn how to request language services by 
asking your school administrators.

Because of 
US legislation 
ensuring fair 

accommodations 
for deaf and 

hard-of-hearing 
students, 

sign language 
interpreters 

work alongside 
teachers in many 
classrooms and 
are a part of the 

educational team.



WORKING WITH
DEAF AND HARD-

OF-HEARING
STUDENTS
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Students who are deaf and hard-of-hearing (D/HH) bring 
depth, color, and perspective to the classroom, enriching the 

experience for all students.
What is Deaf culture in a nutshell? Deaf culture is 

characterized by rich traditions, values, and norms. It is 
grounded in collectivistic perspectives and a high-context 
communication style, all born from the shared experiences of 
Deaf individuals. 

What is sign language? It’s more than just a means of 
communication; it’s the heartbeat of the Deaf community. There 
are hundreds of unique sign languages which are not simply 
ways of coding spoken languages, they are unique languages 
with their own vocabulary, syntax, and structure. And a quick 
head’s up – many in the Deaf community see their hearing loss 
not as a “disability,” but as a unique lens through which they 
view life.

CLASSROOM SETUP
How can you optimize your classroom for D/HH students and 
hearing students alike? Think of your classroom as a stage. 
Lighting, seating, sound – everything needs to be just right for 
the performance (i.e., learning) to shine!

•	 Visual Accessibility: Ensure there is good lighting and an 
unobstructed view for students. Whether it’s seeing your 
expressions or catching the details on a slide, visual cues are 
crucial for Deaf students.

•	 Seating Arrangements: Picture a theatre. Where would 
you seat someone who reads lips? Front row, center! And for 
group tasks, think of a roundtable meeting – circles or semi-
circles are best. 

•	 Avoiding Background Noise: Ever tried chatting in a bustling 
café? Distracting, right? Reduce background noise and you 
make clear who should have everyone’s attention. It’s best for 
everyone, not just D/HH students.

Many Deaf 
individuals 

don’t view their 
hearing loss as a 
disability but as a 
different human 

experience!
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QUICK COMMUNICATION TIPS
•	 Coordinate with Interpreters: D/HH students are likely to 

have interpreters in the classroom. They’re on your team to 
provide access. 

•	 Face the Student: This is especially helpful to students who 
rely on lip-reading, a technique they may use to supplement 
other communication methods.

•	 Speak Clearly, Not Loudly: Clear enunciation and a 
moderate pace is optimal.

•	 Visual Cues: Point to objects, pictures, people as you talk 
about them. This technique is called indexing.

•	 Visual Aids: Who doesn’t appreciate a clear infographic or 
relevant meme? 

•	 Repeat or Rephrase: If at first you don’t succeed, rephrase 
and try again.

•	 Check for Understanding: A nod’s good. A explain-back or 
summary is better.

•	 Learn Basic Sign Language: What better way to show your 
commitment to D/HH students.

•	 Feedback from Students: They’re the real experts. Regular 
check-ins can help iron out any wrinkles in your strategies.

FOSTERING INCLUSION IN THE CLASSROOM
Keep in mind, a classroom is not just for learning; it’s also for 
fostering a sense of belonging.

•	 Peer Education: Imagine if everyone could sign a few key 
expressions! Learning together promotes understanding.

•	 Group Work: Because teamwork makes the dream work.
•	 Mind Social Dynamics: Remember, every whispered joke 

or sidebar chat might exclude someone. Keep the classroom 
culture inclusive.

Every D/HH student, like all students, is wonderfully unique. 
It’s not just about adjusting; it’s about enriching everyone’s 
experience. When you make your classroom a haven of 
respect and understanding, you’re crafting a future filled with 
empathetic, lifelong learners.

Pro tip: Never say “never mind” when  
a student who is deaf or hard-of-hearing asks  

you to repeat a point they missed. This is 
considered exceptionally rude.

In secondary 
schools, some 
students have 

note-takers who 
allow them to 
focus visually 
on the lesson. 

When you 
“listen” through 
your eyes, you 

can’t focus 
on the lesson 

and take notes 
simultaneously.

Watch this  
3-minute video by 

Cody Francisco 
to learn some 

surprising ways  
Deaf culture has 

impacted the 
broader US culture 

over the years

https://www.masterword.com/team/m-cody-francisco-cdi/
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Congratulations on taking steps to sharpen your 
cultural intelligence! This guide was crafted to 

not only foster your personal growth but also serve 
as a catalyst for introspection, meaningful action, 
and to help you to tap into the potential of every 
student in your diverse classroom. 

We hope the insights and strategies in this quick 
guide prove beneficial to you both in the classroom 
and in life. 

For more insights and other learning 
opportunities, connect with MasterWord on social 
media and explore the MasterWord Institute at  
www.MasterWord.Institute.

“In diversity there is beauty and there is strength. 
– Maya Angelou

INTELLIGENCE
THAT GROWS

http://www.masterword.institute/


CROSS-CULTURAL SOLUTIONS

Connecting People Across Language and Culture®

Discover how MasterWord can help you set up clear and dependable channels of  
communication with 30 years of experience in language access.

MasterWord delivers exceptional language access across 350+ languages, including American Sign Language 
and rare and indigenous languages. Supporting US school districts and educational institutions nationwide 

with three decades of experience in document translation, in-person interpretating and remote interpreting, 
MasterWord is your partner for electronic messaging, IEPs, PTA meetings, and parent-teacher-student 

conferences. Compliant with Section 504, IDEA, ADA, and Title VI.

1.281.589.0810  |  masterword@masterword.com  |  www.masterword.com 

Explore additional tools and resources on cultural intelligence at the MasterWord Institute

www.MasterWord.Institute 

REFERENCES

•	 Brislin, R. W. (1996). Intercultural Interactions: A Practical Guide 
(Second ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA, USA: Sage Publications.

•	 Dyne, S. A. (Ed.). (2008). Handbook of Cultural Intelligence: Theory, 
Measurement, and Applications. New York, NY, USA: Armonk.

•	 Finn-Stevenson, M., & Zigler, E. (2019). Schools of the 21st Century. 
Schools of the 21st Century.

•	 Foley, R. (2014, May 13). The Cultural Competency Toolkit. MWS 
Workshops and Seminars. Houston, Texas, USA: MasterWord 
Services.

•	 Foley, R. (2023) Unlocking Cultural Intelligence: A Toolkit for 
Educators. MasterWord Institute, https://masterword.institute/
product/unlocking-cultural-intelligence-a-toolkit-for-educators/

•	 Fontes, L. A. (2008). Interviewing Clients across Cultures: A 
Practitioner’s Guide. New York, NY: The Guildford Press.

•	 Goleman, D. (1998). Working with Emotional Intelligence. New York, 
NY, USA: Bantam Dell.

•	 Gropper, R. C. (1996). Culture and the Clinical Encounter: An 
Intercultural Sensitizer for the Health Professions. Yarmouth, MN, 
USA: Intercultural Press, Inc.

•	 Hall, E. T. (1959). The Silent Language. Garden City, NY, USA: 
Doubleday.

•	 Iyengar, Sheena. (2010). The art of choosing. New York, NY: Twelve
•	 Livermore, D. A. (2013). Customs of the World: Using Cultural 

Intelligence to Adapt, Wherever You Are. The Great Courses,  
https://www.thegreatcourses.com/courses/customs-of-the-world-
using-cultural-intelligence-to-adapt-wherever-you-are

•	 Livermore, D. A. (2010). Leading with Cultural Intelligence: The New 
Secret to Success. New York, NY, USA: AMACOM.

•	 de Melendez, W., & Beck, V. (2024). Teaching Young Children in 
Multicultural Classrooms: Issues, Concepts, and Strategies (6th ed.). 
Cengage Learning, Inc.

•	 Siebach, G. et al. (2023). Interpreting in Education K-12. MasterWord 
Institute, https://masterword.institute/product/educational-
interpreter-training/

•	 The Culture Factor Group (n.d.). COUNTRY COMPARISON TOOL . 
Retrieved October 2, 2023, from https://www.hofstede insights.com/

Staff Testing 
&Training

Onsite 
Interpreting

Virtual 
meetings

On-Demand 
Video and Audio 

Interpreting



The Teacher’s Compact Guide  
to Cultural Intelligence

Ryan Foley
Copyright © 2024 MasterWord Services, Inc.

www.masterword.com
www.masterword.institute

http://www.masterword.com
http://www.masterword.institute

