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It's Not the Culture of Poverty, It’s the Poverty of Culture:
The Problem with Teacher Education |

GLORIA LADSON-BILLINGS
University of Wisconsin-Madison

The preparation of novice teachers is dominated by psychological notions almost to the exclu-
sion of other social science paradigms. The perspective that is least likely to be évident in
teacher preparation is that of anthropology. However, prospective and novice teachers regu-
larly and loosely use the word “culture” as an explanation for student patierns of behavior
they cannot explain. This discussion focuses on the ways prospective and novice teachers con-
struct culture simultaneously as both the problem and the answer to their struggles with sfu-
dents different from themselves. [culture of poverty, self-esteem, teacher education]

T'am one of those rare teacher educators who was trained in anthropology and edu-
cation. I benefited from the wisdom and expertise of George and Louise Spindler,
Robert Textor, and cultural anthropologists such as James Lowell Gibbs, Jane Collins,
and Renato Rosaldo. With those kinds of credentials you would think people would
be jumping up and down to include me in a teacher education program and to pick
my brain for ways to reconceptualize and redesign the preparation of teachers. I do
not want to leave the impression that my colleagues do not appreciate me. What 1 am
up against is much larger than the politics of my campus. My battle is with teacher
education writ large and the stubborn insistence on suturing the field to psychology
to the exclusion of every other social science. _

The typical preservice teacher takes a series of foundations courses in the history,
philosophy, and sociology of education. However, there is a strong concentration in
psychology that includes courses in child or adolescent development, cognition and
learning, and exceptionality (i.e., students with special needs). To understand teaching
in the United States is to understand a wholly “psychologized” field. Anthropology of
education rarely appears in preservice teacher education.

But the problem of culture in teaching is not merely one of exclusion. It is also one
of overdetermination. What I mean by this is that culture is randomly and regularly
used to explain everything. So at the same moment teacher education students learn
nothing about culture, they use jt with authority as one of the primary explanations
for everything from school failure to problems with behavior management and
discipline.

In this article ] use “critical incidents” from a series of interviews, student journals,
and electronic portfolios I have collected over the years that describe preservice and
novice teachers” understandings of their work. What I share here represents compos-
ite staternents that do not identify individual students. I want to be clear that the stu-
dents’ responses are not so much reflections on them as teachers as much as they are
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the individual. Although we are a nation of over 200 million people, we siill give
primacy to the individual. Despite the way group membership shapes and defines
much of our lives, we focus on the individual. Our national narrative suggests that
“every individual has the opportunity to be president.” But the empirical evidence
suggests that people whose net worth is less than 41 milliorn, who are of other than
European descent, who are female, and who are not college educated are unlikely to
sit in the Oval Office. -

Howevey, the individual narrative is so strong in American culture that we can
apply metaphors of self to understanding the nation. Thus, America has a self-esteem
problem. We constantly understand ourselves through the mirror of other nations.

Our supreme reliance on individuals means that we look at students as individy-
ally responsible for their success in school. We lack complex understandings of how
individual, family, community, school, and societal factors interact to create school
failure for some students. It is much easier to explain students’ failure by looking at
something internal to the students than endernic in this thing we call school culture,
Self-esteem is liberally sprinkled throughout American English. Every talk show
host, every talk show guest has uttered the word. “I overate becauge I had low self-
esteem.” “I allowed my pariner to abuse me because I had low self-esteem.” T eagerly
await the day when someone says, “1 overeat because I am surrounded by food ads

ciples by éomparhlg ourselves to totalitarian regimes.

through his own shortcomings by taking advantage of me. The society says he should
make a certain amount of money to take care of his family. He doesn’t make it and |
am. a constant reminder of his failure but I'm an okay person.”

The Culture Answer

Although T have talked about the problem of self-esteem, it is equally important to
talk about the way “culture” has become the answer to every question. Of course
“culture” is only the answer if the students in question are not white, not English-
speaking, and not native-born U.S. citizens. In a discussion with students who were
completing their fourth field experience in our program, I listened as they described
their students’ misbehavior in terms of culture, “The black kids Just talk s0 loud and |
don’t listen,” said one teacher education student. I asked her why she thought they
spoke so loudly. “I don‘t know; I just guess it's cultural then asked if she thought
they were talking loudly because they were black or because they were kids. She
paused a moment and then said, “I guess I've never thought about that.” This is an
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arranged in rows and the eight occupants are all African Ametican boys from about age
seven to ten. Each of the boys is sitting silently at a desk with his hands folded. When I ask
the principal what the students are learning in this setting, she replies, “Well, these students
need structure. They have to have it before they can learn anything.”

The reference to “these students” is not lost on me. Something about who the boys
are is enough to signal to the school—both teachers and administrators—that the stu-
dents need a different kind of educational experience. The issue is not their develop-
ment since they span a range of ages. Because “structure” is not the typical
prescription for “low self-esteem,” we are again left with “culture” as the explanation.

Critical Incident 5 ' :
Teachers from a suburban school invite me to talk with them about a “problem” they are
experiencing. They cannot get the African American and Hmong parents to come to school.
1 arrive at the meeting and begin with this question: “Suppose you arrive at school tomor-
row morning and every African American and Hmong parent in this school is here. What
would you have them do?” The teachers sit in stunned silence. [ have not given them some
handy tips or a pat explanation about the cultures of the students and their parents.

In this incident I recognize that the teachers want to reach out to the parents of stu-
dents who are not experiencing success in the school. However, the teachers have
presumed that having the parents come to the school will yield the same results as
having middle-class parents come. The complexity of this incident is that it melds
socioeconomic status with culture in an interesting way. The teachers have not con-
sidered that their own cultural patterns may not be the only patterns of interaction
that parents can have with the school. Later in our discussion I asked questions about
what efforts the school has made to be a presence in the community from which the
students come. How many school personnel have attended functions in the Hmong
or African American community? Which teachers had attended a church service in
these communities? Which teachers had attended a New Year’s event in the Hmong
community? No one could say that they had done any of those things. They
explained how busy they were and how hard they worked—things that I certainly
would not deny. But no one acknowledged that they had cultural expectations that
the parents did not meet. Instead they cloaked their cultural understandings as cor-
rect behavior without acknowledging those of the students and their parents.

What We Need to Do

I have focused on examples of the shortcomings of teacher education concerning
culture. Now it is important to look toward what we might do to correct what we are
doing. The first thing we need to do is give prospective teachers an opportunity to
interact with children and adolescents in nonschool settings; preservice teachers need
the chance to see students in places where they are likely to be experiencing success—
community and neighborhoed centers, clubs, teams, and after-school activities.
Doing this reminds me of my own experience as a graduvate student when my advis-
ers in education indicated that I could not go to the field because I had no proposal
and my advisers in anthropology indicated that I could not have a proposal because

Thad not been to the field. In teacher education, the education way—writing the pro-

posal and then going to the field—wins out.
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