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Abstract 

 This qualitative study examined how third grade teachers are teaching about 

diverse cultures in Africa, and how students in Upstate New York have learned about 

these diverse cultures. The study was conducted in two phases. Phase One included 

lesson activities taught to a classroom of fourth grade students. Phase Two included 

seven semi-structured interviews with teachers about their experiences teaching third 

grade social studies. Phase One activities comprised of students writing and discussing 

their understandings of African cultures during group discussions, engagement with 

hands-on activities, and a critical analysis of a children's book. Teachers in Phase Two 

explained their methods and rationale for teaching about diverse cultures in Africa as 

well as difficulties they have encountered in this area. Student and teacher responses were 

analyzed separately for frequency and identification of themes. Themes across Phases 

One and Two were considered together and findings were identified. Findings and 

implications offer several teaching strategies to provide students with authentic lessons 

and information about diverse cultures in Africa. Implications of this study suggest there 

are many ways to ensure students engage with meaningful material on diverse cultures in 

Africa. 
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“The continent is too large to describe. It is a veritable ocean, a separate planet, a 

varied, immensely rich cosmos. Only with the greatest simplification, for the sake 

of convenience, can we say 'Africa.' In reality, except as a geographical 

appellation, Africa does not exist.”  

(Kapuściński, 2007, foreword)   
 

Introduction 

 There are 54 countries on the continent of Africa whose climates, cultures, scenery, 

biodiversity, educational systems, policy, religions, language, beliefs about time and 

relationships, and communities vary drastically. Africa contains about 14.7% of the world’s 

population. There are over 1,500 languages spoken in Africa. In fact, one in four languages 

spoken in the world are spoken only in Africa and more people speak French in Africa than in 

France. Africa is home to many unique geographical features such as the world’s largest river 

and desert, second largest freshwater lake, and lush rainforests. Africa contains some of the 

newest nations as well as some of the very first countries to exist in the world. It is important that 

American students grow up understanding that the continent from which the human race 

descended has become one of the most diverse and misunderstood places in the Western world.  

 The research reviewed in this study focuses on the continent of Africa: what strategies 

third grade teachers in Upstate New York are using to teach students about diverse cultures in 

Africa, and what students have learned about these cultures in third grade. This study aims to 

answer the question: How do Third Grade Teachers in Upstate New York Teach Students about 

Diverse Cultures in Africa? This question is important to ask because in America, many students 

grow up learning about Africa in a sensationalized and/or oversimplified way (Merryfield, 2008). 

For example, teachers focus on tribal people living in huts, sensational stories about human 
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sacrifice, dramatic images of people starving, and misconceptions about rampant diseases. As 

teachers, it is important that we teach our students to take action to understand and engage with 

the practices and beliefs of specific cultures today. In third grade, world cultures are the major 

area of study in social studies, especially in New York State where the study takes place (The 

State Education Department, The State University of New York, 2016). 

 In teaching our students about African cultures, it is imperative that we consider the value 

of connecting content areas. The social studies content can be more accessible if it is presented 

through an English/Language Arts (ELA) lens (Dumor, 2008). As Dumor (2008) explains:  

If educators would take a cue from indigenous African cultures, they would find 

that African oral narratives (disproportionately represented in American texts by 

the animal folktale), when performed, are as much a method in teaching 

fundamental language skills as their content provides pleasure and illustrates one 

aspect of the African tradition in literature. (p. 30) 

Teaching students through speaking and listening activities, critical thinking, and media 

consumption supports a long-term, thoughtful relationship with the content (Stevens & Bean, 

2007). This study also aims to reiterate the importance of supporting learning that is meaningful, 

personal, and relevant for students. 

 This study addresses current practices and strategies for teaching third grade students 

about diverse cultures in Africa and identifies the knowledge fourth grade students have about 

these cultures. First I review the current literature on African Studies, the New York State Social 

Studies Framework, cultural competence, and strategies for teaching about Africa. Then I 

analyze data collected from lesson activities taught to fourth grade students about African 

cultures and semi-structured interviews with teachers as parts of a study conducted to determine 
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current practices for teaching about diverse cultures in Africa. Finally, I reflect on this 

information and what was learned from the study. 

Literature Review 

Introduction 

 This study aims to determine useful teaching practices to engage students while fostering 

an understanding and appreciation for the vast array of cultures that exist on the continent of 

Africa. This section will review the literature on teaching about diverse cultures in Africa in the 

United States. First, I focus on the creation of African Studies in the United States. Then I 

consider social studies curriculum in the state of New York as well as social studies curriculum 

created by school districts. Finally, I discuss global citizenship and using cultural competence as 

a means to teach students about African cultures and additional strategies to use in the classroom 

to ensure students engage with content about various cultures in Africa. 

History of African Studies in America 

 Many individuals have written about the establishment of African Studies in the United 

States (Alpers, 1995; Dressel, 1966; Dumor, 1980; Elliot, 2017; Gershenhorn, 2009; Lundy & 

Negash, 2013; Melber, 2005; Olukoshi, 2006). From its conception in the United States, African 

Studies was a small area of study dominated by white scholars who made most decisions about 

what should be taught about Africa. Professors and scholars with ties to Africa were often denied 

a voice (Gershenhorn, 2009). As a result, African Studies developed through the utilization of 

content determined by white scholars in America who, in most cases, had no direct ties to any of 

the cultures on the continent of Africa. As such, African Studies generally focused on the major 

themes of the slave trade, colonization and decolonization, and social issues (Alpers, 1995). 

After World War II, a small group of scholars, who eventually formed the African Studies 
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Association, decided African Studies should focus on the history of America’s relations with 

Africa. However, other scholars asserted it was important to remember human civilization began 

in Africa. As such, they argued that teachers and professors ought to teach about this vast 

continent considering its various cultures, dynamic background and all it has come to offer 

(Dressel, 1966). These scholars determined that African Studies and teaching about Africa 

should address false stereotypes. Today, content on the continent of Africa is taught from many 

diverse perspectives around the country. This study aims to determine how teachers in Upstate 

New York are teaching about Africa today. 

Working with a Social Studies Framework 

 Today, no nationally or state mandated social studies curriculum exists, only ELA and 

math standards and curriculum. The National Council for the Social Studies (NCSS) has created 

the National Curriculum Standards for Social Studies, but they are not mandated. Therefore, 

there are no specific requirements for social studies instruction in schools across the United 

States. New York State (NYS) has also developed social studies standards, but is it not 

mandatory that districts implement them. However, teaching social studies daily is mandatory. 

Therefore, schools across New York have either adopted the NCSS standards, the NYS social 

studies curriculum, or shaped their own curriculum based on those available. Here I discuss 

existing resources for social studies curriculum in NYS. 

 New York State Social Studies Framework for Grade 3. The NYS Social Studies 

Framework lays out standards that should be met by students in each grade level. For third grade, 

required major practices include: gathering, interpreting, and using evidence; chronological 

reasoning and causation; comparison and contextualization; geographic reasoning; economics 

and economic systems; and civic participation (The State Education Department, The University 



Teaching and learning about diverse cultures in Africa 5 

of the State of New York, 2016). Each of these practices is essential to understanding different 

cultures. Comparison and contextualization, economics and economic systems, and civic 

participation stand out as major practices because understanding each of these elements will help 

students understand what life in a country or a culture is like. The overall purpose of third grade 

social studies, as recognized by this framework, is to teach students about world cultures. 

 Not only has NYS developed a general set of social studies standards, they have also 

aligned and connected these standards to the Common Core Learning Standards (CCLS) for 

English/Language Arts (National Governors Association Center for Best Practices, Council of 

Chief State School Officers, 2010). There are Common Core reading standards for informational 

text, Common Core writing standards, and Common Core speaking and listening standards 

addressed by the suggested framework for social studies. For third grade, these standards are met 

through opportunities for developing units, research projects, and inquiries. Each subtopic laid 

out in the social studies framework is tied to a related concept in ELA. 

 The framework for third grade social studies focuses on “Communities around the 

World” (The State, 2016). Students should be taught about geography, humans, and the 

environment; time, continuity, and change; development, movement, and interaction of cultures; 

civic ideals and practices; and creation, expansion, and interaction of economic systems. This list 

is expansive and may be overwhelming for teachers, but similar to the previously mentioned 

practices, each area is essential for students to develop a complete understanding of cultures 

around the world. For this study, I wanted to know how students develop knowledge of various 

world communities through teaching about geographic features, location of the community, 

technology, human activities, transmitting cultural histories, the arts, music and dance, literature, 

families, schools, and so on, for cultures included on the continent of Africa. The framework 
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does not specify which specific world cultures should be taught. As a result, the cultures and 

time periods taught in each classroom are left to the discretion of the teacher. For example, one 

third grade teacher may choose to address ancient Egypt, while another may choose to teach 

about the Mayan civilization.  

 As teachers educate students about world cultures, it may not be possible to go into detail 

on each of the current 196 countries on Earth, but it is important to emphasize that each continent 

is home to numerous individual, diverse, and dynamic countries and cultures. This study asserts 

that no one continent can be accurately represented by any one of the countries it contains. 

Students must learn about the vast amount of cultures that compose each continent. 

 District-created social studies curricula. As stated previously, there are no nationally or 

state mandated social studies curricula; so many school districts have developed their own. This 

freedom has lead to a substantial difference in social studies teaching curricula around the state 

(not to mention around the country). This study addresses the way social studies is taught in New 

York: each district chooses or creates its own curriculum, which is either the entire framework 

discussed previously, or incorporates aspects of that framework. In creating a school-specific 

framework or curriculum for social studies education, some districts have found a freedom that 

allows them to embed social studies into ELA, or have specific time for social studies that 

involves inquiry projects. Others struggle to fit social studies in their daily schedule amongst 

required ELA and math instructional blocks. This study asserts that social studies and global 

citizenship education are vital pieces of instruction and should be taught to students from a 

young age. In addition, these areas can be taught throughout the school day, incorporating them 

into multiple areas of instruction.  
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Theoretical Approaches to Teaching about Africa and its Diverse Cultures 

 As stated previously, content related to Africa in most American classrooms has 

historically centered on the same major themes of colonization, decolonization and social issues. 

Even today teachers tend to sensationalize and oversimplify the vast, diverse continent when 

teaching about it to students (Merryfield, 2008). Many teachers are teaching about Africa as if it 

is a single country, that it is full of impoverished and uncivilized people, or that traditional 

cultural practices are pervasive in modern times (Merryfield 2008). For example, many teachers 

show outdated videos, discuss human sacrifice, or describe customs that no longer exist, which 

does a great disservice to the people in these cultures. Obviously this is not the case, but many 

students grow up with these misunderstandings or underdeveloped understandings about the 

countries and rich cultures within the continent of Africa. Often, students do not see Africa for 

the dynamic entity it is. Every culture on Earth changes constantly and we need to teach our 

students accordingly (Ladson-Billings, 2014).   

 It is important to recognize Africa as a continent that houses 54 independent countries, 

and to teach about these different countries to students as they are growing up in a global society. 

As teachers, we should be educating our students to be citizens of a world of many cultures “and 

to contribute to a world in which those cultures are preserved, valued, and built upon,” (Rodberg, 

2016, p. 67). It is imperative that we teach students to appreciate and engage with other cultures 

and that includes the cultures in Africa. 

 Cultural competence in a global society. It is becoming more important to 

communicate regularly with people from all over the world because we live in a global society 

(Tichnor-Wagner, Parkhouse, Glazier & Cain, 2016). We are placing more value on learning 

from each other as more people are immigrating to the United States than ever before (United 
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States Census Bureau, 2017). In the United States specifically, more first and second-generation 

immigrants are living here than at any time since Europeans came to settle here hundreds of 

years ago (United States Census Bureau, 2017). Engaging with the diverse cultures and people of 

Africa will help students become better global citizens. In classrooms today, our students need to 

learn about Africa as a continent full of many cultures, just as we learn about all world cultures. 

In order to teach students about these cultures, we might consider teaching cultural competence. 

Cultural competence is considered to be the shift in thinking that occurs when one moves beyond 

simply awareness and sensitivity of other cultures to take action by engaging in social and 

cultural practices of another culture (Harvard Catalyst, 2010). 

 The end goal of cultural competence is for students to develop a thoughtful, inquisitive 

ideology regarding other cultures. We want students to move beyond an ethnocentric view of the 

world and begin to acknowledge and accept that different cultures approach life in ways that may 

be similar or different to their own culture. Once students move beyond this “comparison-

centered” disposition, they will come to appreciate another culture significantly. Culture learning 

will no longer be through comparison, but through immersion and acknowledgement. 

 Substantive culture learning. Substantive culture learning is a way of teaching students 

about world cultures developed by Merryfield (2008). It involves taking an in-depth look at the 

way people in other cultures perceive various aspects of life, such as space, time, the workplace, 

roles and relationships, etc. (Merryfield, 2008). For example, understanding that time is not 

considered with the same rigidity in Ghana as in the United States, because the people are 

focused on the sincerity of interactions and exchanges with people in their lives. Substantive 

culture learning aims to take children from a superficial understanding of a culture to a more in-

depth appreciation, not unlike cultural competence.   
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 As part of substantive culture learning, teachers must identify the superficial, simplified, 

and perhaps erroneous ways first they and then their students may view other cultures. People in 

developing countries in Africa are often viewed with an “Other” mentality, meaning that they are 

seen as separate and sometimes lesser (Mayo, 2012). Acknowledging stereotypes, false 

pretenses, and perceptions of the “Other,” allows teachers and students to open their minds to 

valuing other cultures and the people who are part of them. It is recommended that students 

search for and consume primary sources when learning about Africa, or any world culture 

(Merryfield, 2010). Primary sources are important because they leave little room for 

interpretation; they are definitive, informative, and genuine. In addition to primary sources, 

Merryfield also emphasizes the importance of utilizing current materials and data. Just as our 

country has developed substantially over the last three decades, so have the countries in Africa.  

 Culturally relevant pedagogy. In American schools today, it is becoming essential to 

understand and incorporate our students’ backgrounds into the content of our lessons (Ladson-

Billings, 2014). This way, students will see a purpose in learning about world cultures and 

discussing the practices of different groups of people around the world. A great way to 

accomplish these goals is to use culturally relevant pedagogy, which is defined by Ladson-

Billings (1995) to be “a pedagogy of opposition not unlike critical pedagogy but specifically 

committed to collective, not merely individual, empowerment” (p. 160). What Ladson-Billings 

means is that students should be working together to question the way culture works and the way 

they learn. This way of teaching supports students as they come together to understand one 

another and the world around them.  

 There are three principles in culturally relevant pedagogy: academic success, cultural 

competence, and critical consciousness through challenging current social order (Ladson-
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Billings, 1995). In 2014, Ladson-Billings reflected on the aforementioned 1995 article, stating 

that it was time to update thinking. Just as the world, the status quo, cultural norms change, so 

too must our teaching (Ladson-Billings, 2014). Taking culturally relevant pedagogy a step 

further, Ladson-Billings advocates for culturally sustaining pedagogy, or teaching that is 

dynamic and takes into account multiple perspectives. Therefore, we have a fourth principle; 

critical analysis of change. Taking each principle into account ensures students are successful in 

school, in their own lives, and in the world as global citizens. 

 Culturally responsive teaching and is both applicable and valuable for students of diverse 

backgrounds as well as students who may not be from diverse backgrounds. Framing our 

teaching of African cultures around the thoughts and feelings of our students will make learning 

meaningful for them, and encourage them to care about other people around the world. 

Theoretical Framework 

 Based on a review of the literature, three main theories were chosen to frame this study. 

The major themes guiding the research and data analysis are cultural competence, critical theory, 

and global citizenship. These theories will be defined and connected for the reader, but the most 

important aspect of the theoretical framework is that it provides the background from which my 

research and methods originated. These theories ground academics and skills in a larger purpose 

of understanding our world. Similarly for this study, these theories explain the qualities one must 

possess to develop an appreciation of diverse cultures in Africa. 

Cultural Competence 

 The notion of cultural competence in the scope of education has been considered by 

many scholars, but the Harvard Catalyst (2010) define cultural competence as the act of 

engaging with aspects of a culture that foster a meaningful connection with the perspectives held 
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by those who identify as part of that culture. Cultural competence requires students to interact 

thoughtfully with aspects of other cultures. Students must learn to think beyond superficial, 

oversimplified understandings (Merryfield, 2008). Cultural education should require students to 

engage with the cultures they are studying, and to develop a meaningful understanding of 

perspectives from these cultures. Students move from cultural self-awareness, to cultural 

sensitivity, to the end goal of cultural competence. Students must be able to identify their own 

culture and their knowledge of culture. Then, teachers should foster knowledge about specific 

cultures, helping to educate students about differences and similarities. Finally, students should 

come to appreciate and even take on aspects of other cultures, to show a deep understanding 

through acknowledgement. 

 It is important to recognize that cultural competence exists on a spectrum. Students come 

into school with varying ideas about themselves, their classmates, and their fellow citizens. 

Students must learn to become culturally competent; it is not an inherent quality. They must be 

taught how to appreciate aspects of other cultures. First they must have an awareness of the 

culture, then develop sensitivity to the practices and aspects of the culture, and finally develop 

cultural competence through which beliefs and practices are celebrated.  

 The goal of this study is to determine ways to help third grade students develop cultural 

competence when studying Africa and its diverse cultures. This goal can be accomplished 

through in depth research, inquiry projects, or incorporating cultural activities and practices in 

the classroom. By completing activities and engaging in thoughtful conversations, students will 

come to understand people from other cultures and be contributing members to our global 

society. 
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Critical Theory – Resisting Stereotypes 

 Every piece of writing, image, and video we have encountered was developed from a 

unique point of view (Harshman, 2017). This reality is difficult to remember when consuming 

text of any form, and perhaps equally as difficult to teach to students, especially those as young 

as third grade. However, it is essential to teach critical thinking skills to students in order to 

develop more open minds. Students must learn to question their reality, as well as ideas they 

have been told to determine their validity (Harshman, 2017). 

 Paulo Freire has been credited with using a pedagogical approach as a means to challenge 

social oppression, which became known as critical theory (Stevens & Bean, 2007). Critical 

theory is taught to empower people to question social order, search for multiple perspectives, and 

determine agendas or purposes in situations (Stevens & Bean, 2007). Critical theory also posits 

that we construct meaning based on our experiences and understanding of the world (Stevens & 

Bean, 2007). What this means is our experiences inform our beliefs. What we see we tend to 

believe. This theory is important to understand for this study, because the perceptions students 

have about cultures in Africa are a result of the ways they have come to understand the world. 

My goal is to widen the scope of students’ understanding, to encourage them to question the way 

they think. 

 Along these lines, teachers should be aware of the stereotypes that students bring to their 

classrooms. It is important to be teaching students to resist negative stereotypes of all forms. 

Resisting stereotypes encourages students to learn about a group of people for themselves. We 

should aim to teach students to accept only understandings they have experience or supporting 

knowledge in. Even then, we must evaluate those understandings from other perspectives. 
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 Teachers should approach the teaching of Africa with an open mind, not a Western 

perspective. Using Western perspective, we tend to revert to depicting peoples in Africa as 

uncivilized and underprivileged when this is certainly not the case. We resort to this dialogue 

about the “Other,” (Mayo, 2012). We must look at various cultures in Africa as dynamic entities 

that have their own unique practices, outlooks, perspectives, and human beings. Students must be 

able to consider their preconceived notions about African cultures, and then question the origin 

and validity of these ideas.  

Global Citizenship 

 Rapoport (2009) asserts that global citizenship is a vague construct and the culmination 

of many different ideas. For my purposes, I consider global citizenship in the educational sense, 

as a way to learn about oneself as an individual that lives on planet Earth, and whose actions and 

reactions have consequences in the world. In this study, learning to be a global citizen means the 

accepting responsibility to learn about and understand people and places around the world, 

beyond politics and judgments. 

  Many schools in America today recognize the notion of global citizenship because we 

live in a globalized society (Tichnor-Wagner et. al, 2016). As a result of developing technology 

and policy, students, and all people, are more connected than ever to cultures and situations 

around the globe. It is important that we acknowledge diversity in our classrooms that has 

resulted from an increase in global migration and displacement (Tichnor-Wagner et. al, 2016). It 

is now our duty to teach students to become citizens of a globalized world, not just citizens of 

our country.  

 Global citizenship has begun to influence many national and state education standards 

(Kirby & Crawford, 2012). Traditionally, global citizenship was taught only in the upper grade 
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levels of social studies and foreign language classes (Tichnor-Wagner et. al, 2016). However, 

global citizenship requires that we begin teaching students to be world citizens from a young age 

(Tichnor-Wagner et. al, 2016). If learned early on, the notion of contributing to our global 

society and understanding people will be intrinsic in our students. In addition, global issues span 

multiple aspects of society, so social studies and global citizenship should be included in 

multiple subjects during the school day (Tichnor-Wagner et. al, 2016). 

 Teachers must learn and personify global citizenship in order to teach it to students. They 

must seek to understand their role in their community, nation, and the world. Once teachers 

recognize their importance and their role, they will be able to teach students to do the same 

(Merryfield, 2008). Tichnor-Wagner et. al (2016) have listed 12 important competencies that 

teachers must have in order to teach global competence to children: empathy and valuing 

multiple perspectives, commitment to equity worldwide, global conditions and current events, 

the ways the world is interconnected and interdependent, experiential understanding of multiple 

cultures, intercultural communication, communicating in multiple languages, creating a 

classroom environment that values diversity and global engagement, providing content-aligned 

investigations of the world, facilitating intercultural conversations, facilitating intercultural 

partnerships, and assessing students’ global competencies. This list is long, but a few of the 

values are especially important to recognize here. Experiential understanding of multiple cultures 

is essential for students to obtain, because the most meaningful learning comes from experiences. 

Students must experience other cultures to appreciate them. Intercultural communication and 

conversations are vital in today’s world. Pen pals, partnerships with classrooms, and virtual field 

trips bring students and people closer together. Valuing multiple perspectives calls upon students 

to be critical of the information they are learning. Awareness and discussion of global conditions 
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and current events helps connect students to people living in other parts of the world. We must 

expect as much from the teachers of global competence as we expect students to learn. 

Methodology 

Introduction 

 The purpose of this study is to examine the way third grade teachers are currently 

teaching students about Africa as a world culture. Due to the importance of understanding a 

situation from multiple perspectives, the study was conducted in two parts; a short series of 

lesson activities taught to fourth grade students who learned about Africa in third grade, and a 

series of seven teacher interviews. 

Methods 

 Qualitative research was chosen as the approach for this study to account for the variety 

of thoughts and opinions presented in the research. Qualitative data, by definition, involves 

“exploration of a phenomenon; relies on the views of participants; asks broad, general questions; 

collects data consisting largely of words (or text) from participants; describes and analyzes these 

words for themes; and conducts the inquiry in a subjective and reflexive manner,” (Clark & 

Creswell, 2015, p. 54). It was clear that this method of research allowed me to answer my 

research question through students’ understandings, teachers’ explanations and justifications, and 

my own reflections. Qualitative research seeks to understand the experiences of a few 

individuals, therefore my research does not seek to make sweeping generalizations about the 

topic across a large span; it focuses on the experiences and thoughts of 24 students and seven 

teachers. 

 As I began planning my research, I realized the importance of including more than one 

perspective on the topic; I wanted the perspective of learners as well as teachers. As a result, I 
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elected to separate my study into two phases. Phase One included observations of specifically 

designed lesson activities given to my class of fourth grade students. This aspect of my research 

informed observational field notes and lesson data. Observational field notes are common in 

qualitative research because they provide anecdotal information about the behaviors and 

thoughts of participants (Clark & Creswell, 2015). Phase Two was one-on-one semi-structured 

interviews with teachers who had experience teaching about Africa to third grade students. The 

purpose of the interviews was to explore the topic of teaching diverse cultures in Africa. 

 Three sources of data inform findings and conclusions; observations from lesson 

activities given to fourth grade students drawing on the content on Africa they received in third 

grade, student work and responses from three lesson activities, and semi-structured interviews 

with various third grade teachers. This approach was chosen because it provides multiple 

perspectives on what students in upstate New York are learning about diverse cultures in Africa, 

as well as what strategies are useful in teaching third grade students about diverse cultures in 

Africa. 

Phase One: Student Lesson Activities 

 Classroom observations were a valuable source of data for the research because it was 

important to capture the knowledge students developed during third grade social studies as well 

as the context of student responses. Students in this fourth grade classroom received social 

studies instruction based on elements of the NYS social studies framework as well as district-and 

teacher-created lessons and materials. The three lesson activities engaged students in meaningful 

learning about African cultures and questioned their thinking about Africa and these cultures. 

 Setting. The setting of the classroom where instruction took place was a suburban school 

district in Upstate New York. At the time of this study, the school consisted of 617 students, 306 
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male and 311 female. The students at this school are predominantly White (90.4%), with 2.6% 

multiracial, 3.2% Black or African American, 2.6% Hispanic or Latino, and 1.1% Asian or 

Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander. The school has at least five classrooms at each grade 

level, and a self-contained, 12:1:1, special education classroom at each grade level that is paired 

with a general education class. The classroom in this study was a co-taught (one general 

education teacher and one special education teacher) fourth grade classroom. This particular 

fourth grade classroom was paired with the fourth grade 12:1:1 class that contained six students. 

The setup of the lesson activities conducted for the research did not differ from a normal day for 

the students involved. 

 Participants. My own co-taught classroom of 24 fourth grade students was used for 

lesson activities and observations for the research. Of these students, six were special education 

students from the fourth grade self-contained special education class who participated in daily 

social studies lessons in this classroom. This classroom consisted of predominantly white 

students. There were two other professionals who supported me and assisted students during the 

activities.  This research took place during social studies instructional time and was chosen 

because each student in the class had one year of third grade social studies instruction including a 

unit on African cultures. A master list of participants was not kept, and all data taken from 

student work were de-identified in order to protect their anonymity.  

 Procedures. In Phase One, three lesson activities were given to 24 fourth grade students 

at an elementary school in Upstate New York toward the end of the school year. These activities 

were developed to determine what knowledge these students had received about African cultures 

in third grade, and to see how they engaged with content about African cultures. The activities 

coincided with the social studies curriculum at the end of the year, which was largely review. 
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Three lesson activities (figure 1) were completed over the course of two days in social studies 

class. A complete description of the lesson activities is included in Appendix A.  

 

Figure 1. Brief description of lesson activities. 

 The first lesson activity involved students talking and writing about what they thought of 

when they thought about Africa. It included a brainstorming activity that produced 23 student 

responses with very little repetition. 

 The second lesson activity involved several steps, and four pieces of data were produced. 

First, students wrote down what they knew about Africa on a piece of loose-leaf paper in small 

groups. Responses were discussed aloud, and the students’ notes were collected. Next, 12 

numbered pictures of various locations around Africa were posted around the room, but students 

were not given any background information about them (see Appendix B for entire collection of 

photos from the gallery walk). Students were instructed to take a piece of paper on a gallery walk 

and write the number of each picture that reminded them of Africa, including a short reason why. 

After the gallery walk, I asked a few students to share their thoughts before I provided the 

context of each picture. Figure 2 gives an example of a photo I displayed, the location, and some 

of the students’ responses to why the photo reminded them of Africa. At the end of the activity, 

the students wrote how their thoughts or opinions about Africa had changed after learning 
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Figure 2. Example of activity two data. 

about locations and situations inconsistent with their previously held beliefs. This information 

was also shared, collected, and de-identified.  

 The third activity was a more in-depth look at children’s literature based on African 

cultures. My intention for this activity was to activate students’ critical thinking skills. Students 

worked in groups of two, three, or four to analyze the writing, illustrations and/or pictures in 

children’s books for stereotypes, outdated information, or other important observations. Students 

recorded notes on paper in their groups and responses were collected and de-identified. At the 

end, students were asked to describe Africa in a few words once again, and responses were 

recorded as part of a group discussion. Phase One took a few weeks to plan, but only two days to 

carry out. 

Phase Two: Teacher Interviews 

 Semi-structured interviews were chosen as a means of collecting data for this study 

because discussing experiences with actual teachers is an authentic way of determining what 

teachers are doing to teach students about African cultures and what strategies that they have 

used which may or may not have been successful. Because third grade teachers are required to 

teach all core subjects, I was hoping they could share connections between and social studies and 

ELA within the scope of teaching world cultures in social studies.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Sokode, Togo 

•                "they have villages" 
•                     "they don't have stores like 

                      we do so they have markets" 
•                     "you buy things outside"                      

                   "not in a rush" 
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 Participants. For the semi-structured interviews, participants were recruited based on the 

following criteria: at least one year of experience teaching third grade social studies with some 

amount of content relating to Africa, and knowledge and/or use of the NYS Social Studies 

Framework. In order to recruit teachers for the interviews, I sent an email to teachers in the 

district where I was employed, as well as various districts in the surrounding areas. All 

participants teach in Upstate New York. A master list of participants was not kept, but the 

following identifying information was recorded in my notes for an overall understanding of 

participants: gender, years of experience teaching, and location (urban, rural, suburban) of the 

school where they taught about Africa in social studies (figure 3). Six of the seven participants 

were female and one was male. Three of the participants taught in suburban districts, two in 

rural, and two in urban districts. Years of experience ranged from three to over 20 years. Each 

participant was Caucasian. 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 3. Table of interview participant data. 

 Procedures. All research took place in Upstate New York. For the semi-structured 

interviews, teachers were interviewed at a place of their choosing, usually nearby their school of 

employment. Some teachers chose to be interviewed directly after  

school hours, some at public businesses near their school. I was flexible about meeting areas in 

order to meet the needs of participants. 

Teacher Gender Years Teaching School community 

R1 Female 18 Suburban 
R2 Female 13 Suburban 
R3 Female 26 Suburban 
R4 Female 17 Urban 
R5 Female 7 Urban 
R6 Female 3 Rural 
R7 Male 4 Rural 
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 The teacher interviews consisted of seven semi-structured questions, allowing room for 

clarification and discussion when appropriate. The interview questions were: 

1. Tell me about your teaching experience. 
2. How do you teach about Africa to your students in the scope of the New York 

State Social Studies Framework?  
3. Do you/how do you align these activities to the English/Language Arts 

Common Core standards? 
4. Do you assign any research or inquiry projects? Please describe them.  
5. Do you/how do you teach about multiple cultures or countries included in 

Africa?  
6. How do you compare and contrast Africa and its countries with other 

continents and cultures?  
7. Please share and describe any self-created materials you use when teaching 

your students about Africa. 
 
The participants were asked to sign a form granting or denying permission to be audio-recorded. 

In total, three of the interviews were audio-recorded. I took notes on responses during the 

interviews, and typed up more detailed notes shortly after the interviews had ended. I played 

back the three audio recordings I had taken and made additional notes two separate times: 

immediately after the interview, and two weeks after the interview. Responses were typed up in 

note form (see Appendices F, G, H, I, and J). The interviews lasted at most one hour. Over the 

course of seven months, I completed seven interviews. 

Researcher Position 

 I am a white, middle-class female born and raised in a suburban district in New York in 

the United States. My experiences learning about Africa at school growing up involved a lot of 

generalization, but I was always told that if I received an opportunity to travel there I must do it. 

During my undergraduate college experience, I became interested in experiencing other cultures. 

My final year, I participated in a student teaching program for which I lived in Ghana for three 

months. As a result of that opportunity, I learned firsthand that I was not taught enough about the 

continent of Africa and learning more about it became a passion of mine. I did not know how to 
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appreciate another culture, or understand the way people from other cultures consider different 

aspects of life (time, space, work, family, etc.). I did not feel prepared to embrace and appreciate 

the people and the culture I was immersed in while in Ghana. 

 As I began my first year teaching, I was committed to foster a significant understanding 

of world cultures in my own students. In order to do so, I wanted to learn more about Africa and 

its various cultures as well as meaningful strategies and resources to use with students. In so 

doing, it was beneficial for both teachers and students to teach these social studies in connection 

with ELA standards. I believe there are ways to ignite meaningful inquiry in students by 

connecting these subject areas when teaching about Africa. It is due to my experiences and 

desires as a beginning teacher that I chose this topic of research. 

 My role in the research, other than researcher, was an elementary teacher at a suburban 

school district in Upstate New York. I taught the students that I collected data from, and I taught 

in the same school as two of the teachers included in the interviews. All of my students 

participated in the study and I sent an email to my colleagues inviting them to participate in an 

interview. It was important that I find out what was being done in my own district of 

employment in order to inform my instruction and develop my practice, in addition to answering 

my research question. 

Data Collection 

 Data were collected from three different sources, as previously discussed. The three 

sources included observation of lesson activities completed by fourth grade students, student 

work, and interviews with teachers who have taught about Africa within third grade social 

studies curriculum. 
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 I reviewed current literature on the study of diverse cultures in Africa, strategies for 

teaching students about diverse cultures in Africa, and third grade social studies frameworks. 

This information informed me of what is currently being done in classrooms and how teachers 

and districts decide exactly what to teach their students about world cultures in third grade social 

studies. 

 During Phase One, I observed my own students’ learning throughout a series of lesson 

activities about diverse cultures in Africa. Data were collected through de-identified student 

work, written reflections and observations, and lesson plans. After each lesson, I de-identified 

student work and then copied and reviewed it. In addition, I took a few minutes following each 

lesson (or time during the lesson if possible) to jot down notes indicating significant 

understandings, connections, and the general progression of the lesson. The lesson plans were 

intentional and altered based on what was covered on the previous day. 

 For Phase Two, each interviewee made the decision of whether or not to be audio 

recorded, and I was able to record audio for three of the semi-structured interviews. Whether the 

participant was recorded or not, I took diligent notes. The interviews were conducted casually, 

inviting the interviewees to share significant teaching moments, useful strategies, and anything 

else that came up.  

 The two phases of the research join together to provide a significant amount of data about 

teaching African cultures. The lesson activities I gave the students gave me a sense of what they 

were taught in third grade. From there, I drew conclusions about how these students learned 

about African cultures in third grade. Then, as a result of completing Phase Two, I was able to 

see patterns and draw conclusions about what teachers are doing in third grade social studies 

classes to teach students about various cultures in Africa. I was able to compare data from my 
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lesson activities with what was actually being done by teachers, which enabled me to determine 

strengths, needs, and disagreements. 

Ethical Considerations 

 Before beginning my research, I completed the process of applying for and receiving 

approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the State University of New York College 

at Brockport. The process involved training courses and an application process. My data sources 

were student work and teacher interviews, neither of which was to contain identifiers, so the risk 

for participants was extremely low. Because the requirements set by the IRB are strict, I laid out 

a detailed plan for my research that I followed closely. Student identifiers were excluded from all 

data collected and interviewees signed a release form stating whether they gave permission for 

me to utilize the information learned from the interviews we had. Interviewees were audio 

recorded only if they granted permission. All records are locked securely in a filing cabinet. 

Trustworthiness 

 Data from both phases of this research were obtained utilizing consistent procedures. 

Qualitative data was used for this study because it shed the most light on the thoughts and 

experiences of the participants in each phase. The challenge with qualitative data is the 

complexity in transferring spoken words into written words without losing context. In order to 

provide as much context as possible in Phase One, I took anecdotal notes during the lesson 

activities while listening to discussions and opened up discussions to the whole class. For the 

teacher interviews, audio recordings served as a vital tool in providing the context surrounding 

teachers’ responses. When audio recordings were not taken, I typed thorough notes and paused 

between questions to add information. Each of the seven teachers came from a different 

background that informed his or her responses, but they were interviewed using the same seven 
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questions and their responses were compared utilizing the same criteria. I kept the data in context 

to the best of my ability in order to produce findings that accurately represented the 

conversations and thoughts that emerged during the activities and interviews. 

Analysis 

 For this study, I collected two sources of data over a seven-month period. The first source 

was a series of lesson activities and observations from two days of instruction with fourth grade 

students. The second source of data was semi-structured interviews with teachers who have at 

least one year of experience teaching Africa in third grade social studies. After completing the 

research and collecting data, I carefully analyzed the information I had gathered through the 

process of coding. 

 After I completed the student activities, I collected all student work, responses (including 

quotes from students), and observations. I coded the data by gathering students’ responses and 

sorting them into codes (see Appendix C), sorting those codes into categories (see Appendix D), 

and then sorting those categories into themes (see Appendix E).  

 After completing the semi-structured interviews, I typed up my notes. I was able to take 

data from my notes and sort it into tables of key responses for each question by respondent (see 

Appendices F, G, H, I, and J). I also coded responses to question two; How do you teach about 

Africa to your students in the scope of the New York State Social Studies Framework? I wanted 

to see what teachers were doing. My coding process for teacher data was not as tedious as the 

process used for Phase One data. I studied my tables searching for themes in the responses, or 

lack thereof. 

 After I completed data collection, I gathered all notes, tables, and data. Then I compared 

information from the lesson activities and semi-structured interviews side-by-side and identified 
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common themes. I determined these themes based on the information and language provided, but 

also by ideas left unelaborated or unsaid. My analysis led to several important findings to be 

discussed shortly. 

Timeline 

 The following is a timeline for the progression of research. I began the process of 

developing my research question in January of 2017. 

 

 
Findings and Discussion 

Findings 

 After coding the data and arriving at major themes, I determined the most important 

information gleaned from the research. 

 One of the dominant themes in the student data was the connection between Africa and 

animals. Connections between Africa and elephants, giraffes, lions, penguins, and many other 

animals were repeatedly written down or referred to in the lesson data. Another major theme in 

connection to Africa was geography and climate. Not many students named specific places, but 

they knew Africa contained deserts, warm weather, Egypt, sun, and beaches, for example. 

Finally, students rarely referred to current, developed, or human-related knowledge about Africa. 

Technology was mentioned, but only for its absence in connection to Africa. 

Activity Date 

Research Proposal Submitted to Institutional Review Board  
Proposal Approved 
Research Conducted 
Phase One Data Collection 
Phase Two Data Collection 
 

April, 2017 
April, 2017 
April – October, 2017 
May – June, 017 
April – October, 2017 
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 While reviewing the data, it became evident to me that there was no set way of teaching 

third grade social studies material. I had already been aware of this reality, but not to the extent 

represented by the interview data. Three of the participants taught very little about Africa 

specifically. One of the teachers did not even teach about Africa at all, though they1 used many 

excellent strategies to teach about other specific cultures. 

Stereotypes and generalizations. The knowledge presented by the students during Phase 

One of the research was centered on the beliefs that people live in villages, there is no electricity 

in Africa, you can find any animal in Africa, or that people in Africa make all of their 

belongings, including their houses. While some of this information may be true for a specific 

group of people or a specific place, students did not talk about diverse groups of people or 

mention many specific places. Based on the student data, students previously learned about 

Africa as a whole, and there are several basic generalizations that students held about the 

continent. For example, the phrases “their own,” “homemade,” or “by hand,” appeared 

frequently in written and spoken responses during lesson activities, implying that people in 

Africa are self-sufficient. Students discussed how people in Africa wash their clothes by hand, 

build their own houses, and make their own music. Students also cited a lack of technology in 

Africa. For example, one student stated confidently in a response to a picture included in the 

gallery walk that people had to wash their own clothes in Africa because there are no washing 

machines (figure 4). Students also stated that they did not know there were cities in Africa. One 

of the students wrote in a reflection, “I did not know they had cities,” after a discussion about a 

photograph of Cairo, Egypt. Many students thought that all people in Africa made their own 

homes and often lived in small villages. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 I only interviewed one male teacher in my research. Therefore, I chose to refer to all my 
interview respondents using “they” or “their” in my writing to protect his anonymity.  
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Figure 4. Picture of a woman washing clothes in a water bowl in Kukuo, Ghana 
alongside a student’s response to the photo. 

 

 Geography and climate, ecosystems, and animals. In analyzing the data, I was able to 

determine that most teachers make a point of teaching their students about Africa using 

geography and culture (figure 5). In the teacher data, teaching geography was just as popular as 

teaching culture, but it is interesting to note the difference between the teachers’ methods and 

students’ knowledge. Students discussed culture far less than geography and climate, 

ecosystems, and animals (figure 6). Along the same lines, the data collected from the lesson 

activities show these students were confident in their knowledge about geography and climate, 

ecosystems, and animals. A graph of student responses is shown in figure 6. The categories of 

geography and climate, ecosystems, and animals were mentioned most frequently (each over 50 

times), so I determined a theme in the data was their understanding of these areas, as opposed to 

culture, civilization, technology (or a lack thereof), and humans. It was interesting to see that 

culture was mentioned over 30 times by students, but students rarely wrote or spoke about 

specific people. Whenever they did, they spoke about women or girls in general, students, or 

families. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	       Kukuo, Ghana 
•    "this is because they don't 

  have washing machines" 
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Figure 5. Major responses to interview question two: How do you teach about Africa to 
your students within the scope of a third grade social studies framework? 

 

 
Figure 6. Frequency of student responses sorted by category from lesson activities one 
and two data. 
 

 Lack of time and resources. My initial finding, evident in each respondent’s interview, 

was that teachers are often lacking time and resources to teach students about diverse cultures in 

Africa or even to teach social studies in general. More than half of the teachers I interviewed 

cited a lack of time in the day. In addition, the teachers I interviewed expressed that the videos 

available in their libraries are outdated, their resources are simplistic, or that there is simply not 

enough information about specific cultures in Africa. It is true that schools tend to hold onto 
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materials long after they are relevant and long after they have served their purpose. This made 

me wonder whose job is it to purge these resources, or at least determine the context in which 

they could be most valuable. 

 Research and inquiry projects. After completing the interviews, I learned that research 

and inquiry projects are a great way to help students learn more about different cultures in 

Africa. Five out of the seven teachers I interviewed stated that they assign some type of research 

or inquiry project when teaching about Africa or culture in social studies (figure 7). My question 

about research and inquiry projects prompted various responses and provided me with a lot of 

useful information as seen in figure 7. A few of the teachers explained that these projects allow 

students to interact with a specific country or culture and teach their classmates about that 

culture. If there is a presentation aspect, the entire class receives information about the cultures 

each student researched.  

 
Figure 7. Data on teachers’ use of research/inquiry projects from interviews. 
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 Teacher reflection and global citizenship. While interviewing the teachers, it seemed 

that two important practices were often forgotten or left unmentioned. Only one of the teachers 

spoke about personal reflection and reflective practices in their interview. They mentioned 

reflecting on their own background and biases, their students’ backgrounds, and on what was 

learned in each lesson they taught. Similarly, only one respondent mentioned global citizenship 

in their interview. Based on how important global citizenship is in this study and how prevalent 

it was in the literature, I was surprised it did not come up more. I did not explicitly ask about 

reflective practices or global citizenship, but most of these teachers did not explain taking the 

time to investigate their own potential biases or limitations in teaching this subject matter. 

Discussion 

 Overall, I found that a change in the way Africa is taught in third grade social studies is 

necessary if the goal is to have students develop a thorough understanding of other cultures and 

the people who are part of those cultures. The following points identify the context of the study 

and iterate common themes found in the data (Clark & Creswell, 2015). First, students are often 

developing an understanding of diverse cultures in Africa in oversimplified or sensationalized 

ways. These students shared the idea that people in Africa are “self-sufficient” and make their 

own belongings. Second, the sound, accurate knowledge about Africa possessed by these 

students is about its geography and climate, ecosystems, and animals. Third, it is clear that many 

teachers lack relevant, meaningful resources to effectively teach about diverse cultures in Africa. 

Fourth, inquiry and research projects have proven successful means in engaging students with 

content centered on cultures in Africa. Fifth, it is not common practice for teachers to reflect on 

their own experiences and bias before or while teaching about Africa. 
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 Teaching about Africa through a stereotypical lens does a disservice to students as well as 

the multitude of cultures that exist on the continent. If students in Africa were to learn about 

America by eating fried chicken, singing Old McDonald, and watching MTV videos, they would 

not have an accurate portrayal of what it means to be American (Merryfield, 2008). Similarly, 

the bizarre, outdated traditions we hear about in Africa, or the poverty and disease we see in the 

media are not an accurate or complete depiction of life in any culture in Africa. Learning about 

people, their history, and their traditions are meaningful ways of engaging with other cultures. 

 It is clear that many teachers resort to teaching about geography and animals when 

teaching about Africa. This choice may be a result of common associations with African safaris 

and wild animals, vast deserts, and rainforests. Nevertheless, students need to learn more about 

these cultures and the people in them, not just animals and maps. Just as our society has changed 

over time, so has each culture in Africa. Teachers cannot teach meaningful lessons using 

outdated material. We must research current events, widen our viewpoint, and make learning 

more about people.  

 When teaching about culture, it is essential to have meaningful resources. Quickly 

skimming through an article, reading straight from a textbook, or coloring in maps is not enough 

when teaching students about cultures in Africa. Even worse, many teachers are using outdated 

materials with the understanding that these materials are outdated. Effectively teaching about 

culture requires teachers to do their research, see what is out there, and determine what students 

need to develop an appreciation for people in diverse cultures. 

 It is clear that assigning research or inquiry projects is an effective way of engaging 

students in learning about other cultures. When students are told to ask questions and find the 

answers to their questions, they are making meaningful connections with a culture. Interviewing 
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real people, developing research questions, determining reliable sources to answer those 

questions, and presenting about the findings connect students to the countries they are 

researching.  

 During the interviews, only one teacher mentioned the use of reflective practices. This 

teacher expressed the importance of knowing your own biases, not letting them interfere with the 

knowledge you are providing to students, and understanding students’ backgrounds to inform 

your teaching. Teaching is a very personal job and helping students grow into global citizens is a 

great responsibility. 

 Teaching students to be global citizens is becoming more important in today’s world, as 

mentioned previously. More schools than ever are including global citizenship in their practice. 

Therefore I was interested to notice that only one of the teachers I interviewed mentioned global 

citizenship. This teacher spoke of understanding multiple perspectives, critical thinking, and 

comparing and contrasting practices. These are all methods of teaching that are valuable when 

teaching students about diverse cultures in Africa. 

 What I expected and what the literature says. In this study I reviewed current 

strategies and practices used when teaching about diverse cultures in Africa as well as what 

students are learning about these cultures. I determined that teachers are using various methods 

to teach students about diverse cultures in Africa, such as research or inquiry projects, global 

citizenship, culture lessons, geography, and outdated materials.  

 Based on my data and findings, there are many ways teachers teach about Africa that 

have not proven meaningful or successful. Focusing solely on geography while teaching about 

Africa leaves culture and human beings out of the conversation. Similarly, teaching about wild 

animals blurs students’ connection to the people living on this continent. The materials available 
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in some schools seem sensational or outdated. Sensational material, whether accurate or not, 

portrays an entire continent or group of people inaccurately and may even dehumanize them 

(Merryfield, 2008). Similarly, outdated material inaccurately portray life in these countries and 

create disconnect between students and these people (Merryfield, 2008). 

 A few different strategies have proven effective in engaging students in learning about 

diverse cultures in Africa. Teaching about culture is a vital step in helping students to understand 

and appreciate other cultures and the people who are part of those cultures. Reflective practices 

call upon teachers to reflect not only on the lessons they are teaching, but also on their own 

biases, and what their students are connecting with. Finally, research and inquiry projects 

provide a means for students to learn about other cultures in a self-directed way. Students create 

their own understanding of people who are part of another culture, and are able to share that 

knowledge with their classmates. 

 My findings are consistent with the literature. Merryfield (2010) notes five principles to 

consider when teaching students about Africa, four of which align with my own findings: 

teaching perspective consciousness; teaching students to recognize stereotypes, exotica, and 

cultural universals; use of primary sources from cultures/regions under study; and knowledge of 

dynamic change and increasing global interconnectedness. We must teach students to look at 

information and situations from multiple perspectives. Students carry the generalizations they 

hear or learn, but they can be taught to resist them. I have come to realize that each of these 

principles should be standard in the classroom, but they are difficult to achieve without access to 

appropriate materials. 

 When I began this study, I was searching for strategies and practices that teachers are 

using today. I learned there is a lack of resources that are relevant, current, or even available to 
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many of these teachers about specific cultures in Africa. I also learned that students are 

frequently taught about geography and climate, animals, and ecosystems in relation to Africa. 

While it is important to know where these countries are situated, it is just as important, if not 

more important, to learn about specific cultures and the people who are part of them. 

 Unexpected results. As students completed my lesson activities, I was surprised to note 

that disease and poverty were not mentioned at all in their conversations, responses, or notes. 

However, a few teachers portrayed these thoughts during their interviews. I tried to enter into my 

research with an open mind, while acknowledging my personal connection to the topic, and I 

was pleasantly surprised to learn that these stereotypical dialogues had been left out of these 

particular students’ education thus far. I was equally surprised to hear comments about poverty 

and disease from teachers. I thought it interesting that children did not hold these connections, 

but the teachers instructing them may have. 

 I encountered difficulty in finding teachers to interview for the study. Many of the 

teachers I attempted to recruit stated that they do not teach about Africa in social studies. Their 

explanations ranged from specialization in other areas, lack of resources, having to choose what 

material to cover, or lack of knowledge. This issue is disconcerting. World cultures should be 

covered in third grade social studies, but in some classrooms many of these cultures are not even 

brought up. The most shocking comment was a few teachers’ excuse of not knowing enough 

about diverse cultures in Africa. Teachers should be learning just as much, if not more, about the 

topics they are teaching to students before they teach them. It would be valuable to provide 

teachers with the resources to first learn about and then teach these topics, and to subsequently 

interview them about any changes in knowledge, reasoning, and scheduling. 
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 When I began my research, I had every intention of speaking with teachers about how 

their social studies lessons met the NYS Social Studies Framework, but I quickly learned that 

few school districts follow them exactly. I had to elaborate on one of my questions during each 

interview to get meaningful information about the curriculum each teacher followed for social 

studies. Question two read: How do you teach about Africa to your students in the scope of the 

New York State Social Studies Framework? Though every teacher was familiar with the 

framework, few were required to follow it. I asked follow-up questions such as, what framework 

do you follow? What standards do you work toward with your students? 

 I did not expect that the teachers I interviewed would have such a variety of approaches 

to teaching about Africa. I had assumed that many districts would be similar to mine where 

social studies instruction is compartmentalized and that teachers and students had a small base of 

knowledge about cultures in Africa. What I discovered is there are many teachers who go far 

more in depth, and more still who cannot find the time to teach much of anything about Africa to 

their students. Due to the lack of mandated curriculum for social studies, I knew there would not 

be much commonality, but the degree to which the teachers I interviewed differed was much 

more than I anticipated. 

 While completing one of the interviews, I was listening to the teacher describe how their 

grade level team splits up the continents and each teacher focuses on one country from that 

continent to teach to students. In other words, one teacher taught about Japan for Asia, one 

taught about Mexico for North America, and this teacher taught about Kenya for Africa. It is 

important to teach about specific cultures, and from what this teacher said during our 

conversation, the students learn a lot of meaningful information about Kenya in this class. 

However, the thought of one country representing an entire continent is problematic. Kenya is 
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vastly different from Egypt, which is vastly different from Mali, and so on for the 51 remaining 

countries in Africa. Students should be learning specific, valuable information about multiple 

countries and cultures on each of these continents. 

 Finally, one of the teachers I interviewed stated they only taught about two specific 

countries in social studies, both in the Middle East. Neither of these countries is situated on the 

continent of Africa, so I had to decide whether I wanted to use the data from this interview. I 

chose to include the data, because this teacher mentioned many research-based strategies, created 

and utilized many of their own supplemental materials, and taught social studies within ELA 

instruction. I decided the data from this teacher’s interview was invaluable for my study. 

Implications 

 For this study, I aimed to determine current practices for engaging students in learning 

about diverse cultures in Africa. While some teachers struggle to find significant time in the day 

to teach about diverse cultures in Africa, others are engaging their students in meaningful lessons 

and projects about cultures in Africa. It is important that these teachers share what they have 

learned, what has worked, and what has not worked. Their knowledge and experiences can help 

to inspire teachers who are struggling to meet the same goals. Some of the teachers I interviewed 

utilized community resources, family connections, online resources, and more to effectively 

teach their students about cultures in Africa. Taking the time to find these resources and create 

these projects for students may seem daunting, but if information and ideas are shared, more 

meaningful learning can occur. Therefore, it seems pertinent to have a platform for teachers to 

share what works. Successful teachers should be sharing resources and strategies for teaching 

about Africa and its diverse cultures, and teachers struggling with this topic should be doing the 

research to figure out how to teach it successfully. 
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 There is more in the news today about African cultures than ever before, (Osunde, Tlou, 

& Brown, 1996). However, this information is in many cases still inaccurate, outdated, or 

sensationalized. If we want students to learn about specific cultures in Africa, we should be 

researching these countries and trying to understand current events. Teachers need to be the 

global citizens we expect children to be. Taking on other perspectives, searching for more 

information, engaging in cultural practices, and having thoughtful discussions should be regular 

practices for our teachers. It is unacceptable that many teachers “cannot find enough time in the 

day” to teach about diverse cultures. Our world is becoming smaller every day, and we need to 

teach our students how to advocate for policies and practices that benefit the people with whom 

we share our planet. 

 Based on the literature and the data, it is important for teachers to reflect on their own 

knowledge, experiences, and biases. If teachers work to understand their own point of view, they 

will be able to understand and take on other points of view, and in turn teach students to do the 

same. This practice is vital in the process of teaching global citizenship and teaching about other 

cultures (Tichnor-Wagner et. al, 2016). In addition to being reflective, teachers should also 

engage with and care about the content they are teaching to their students. It is unacceptable for a 

teacher to say they do not know how to teach about reading, but it is somehow not out of the 

norm for a teacher to say they do not know how to teach about diverse cultures in Africa. We 

need to make it unacceptable for teachers to lack the knowledge to teach about any subject or 

topic. 
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Limitations and Recommendations 

Phase One 

 Due to my position at the school where I completed my research, it made the most sense 

to work with my specific class of fourth graders. Though my research inquired about the learning 

of third graders, I worked with fourth grade students who had completed third grade social 

studies in the same school including some amount of content on Africa. If this study were 

replicated, it is my impression that observing a class of third grade students throughout an entire 

year of social studies instruction, or entire unit on Africa could produce results more directly 

related to my research question. The researcher could see firsthand what teachers are covering 

when teaching about Africa, and how the students are engaging with the content. The researcher 

may also be able to see how students’ thoughts and beliefs change over time. 

 Phase One of the study was completed on a small, specific scale. Widening the breadth of 

the study would yield more informative results. Specifically, the class used in this study was 

situated in one suburban, middle class, predominantly white district at one grade level. Most of 

the students had similar backgrounds and had been in the district for their entire education. As a 

result, my findings are specific to this small sample. It would be interesting to replicate this study 

with a lager sample size across a wider area for more informative student data.  

 One possible way to produce data from a larger sample size could be to research multiple 

third grade classrooms in various geographical locations in the United States. This method of 

research could become a comparison of various case studies and could yield substantial results. 

Another way to collect data from a larger sample size could be to study the same few students 

throughout multiple years of instruction on diverse cultures in Africa. Students learn about the 

world in various ways as they grow up, and they learn about world cultures more as they get 
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older. Following students as they grow and change in experience and thought would provide 

valuable insight into how students learn to become global citizens. 

 It is important to note that children consume just as much, if not more new information 

through the media when they are outside of school (Harshman, 2017). Conducting a study to see 

what students are learning from social media, the news, and their lived experiences would show 

what our country values about cultures in Africa, and how students are engaging with this 

information. Students could subsequently be taught about bias, critically consuming media, and 

understanding multiple perspectives. 

 This study focused specifically on how students are learning about diverse cultures in 

Africa, but the research could be completed for any other continent, or even every continent in 

the world. This research would compare what students are learning about different areas. For 

example, if this study were replicated for learning about diverse cultures in Asia, it would yield 

vastly different data, but who is to say the implications would be vastly different? Many different 

themes would be determined from data on each of the continents, but it will still be important for 

students to question the information they learn, engage with the practices of other cultures, and 

ask questions. 

Phase Two 

 My goal in recruiting teachers for interviews in Phase Two was to take the first ten 

respondents. However, it was difficult to find even seven teachers to interview. As previously 

mentioned, this difficulty resulted from specialization, lack of time, or lack of knowledge to 

teach about diverse cultures in Africa. Further research could aim to interview a larger number of 

teachers across a broader scale. My requirements for participation were clear, but could have 

been more specific. Due to an anticipated difficulty in recruiting participants, I elected to include 
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only a few broad requirements, including one year of experience teaching about Africa in third 

grade social studies. However, if a similar study were performed on a larger scale, requirements 

could be more specific to include teachers who; excel in teaching global citizenship, have 

students complete inquiry or research projects, or have been recognized for their 

accomplishments in teaching about Africa. I would like to interview teachers who already teach 

about Africa in an impactful way, who have been recognized for the work they do. This way, we 

can learn what really does work, and the circumstances behind these successes. 

Further Recommendations 

 Based on the literature and the findings from my own study, I have determined that cross-

curricular connections are vital when teaching about diverse cultures. Many teachers discussed 

the need for more time to cover social studies material. A sensible solution to this problem would 

be to teach this material in the context of reading, writing, research, and speaking and listening. 

Specifically, the strategy of storytelling is a great way to engage students in content as well as 

strengthening their speaking and listening skills (Carter-Black, 2007). Research and inquiry 

projects help students to connect ELA skills with social studies content as well. Overall, 

instilling urgency in students for learning and caring about cultures and people around the world 

is vital, and we cannot save that instruction until the last thirty minutes of the school day. We 

must incorporate global citizenship into every aspect of the school day and repeatedly urge our 

students to learn more, question more, and care more. 

 African Storytelling. Storytelling exists in every world culture in some form, but it is 

remarkable how important and prevalent storytelling is in many African cultures. A value is 

placed on traditions and roles regarding storytelling in these cultures (Carter-Black, 2007). In 

many countries, children grow up learning about the world through the eyes of an older, wiser 
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family or community member (Carter-Black, 2007). These lessons are ones they will never 

forget. A great way for teachers to acknowledge African cultures as well as improve students’ 

literacy skills is to utilize African storytelling. There are many short stories, lessons, and songs 

that can be included in lessons to help improve students’ literacy skills (Dumor, 1980).  

 Carter-Black’s research suggests that implementing multiple strategies helps students 

develop a deeper understanding of what Africa has to offer (2007). For example, storytelling is 

one specific cultural tradition from many parts of Africa that can be used to address the ELA 

Common Core Learning Standards for listening and speaking, in addition to providing 

substantial knowledge to students following the social studies framework (Dumor, 1980), 

 Utilizing props, animated body language, facial expressions, and appropriate voice are all 

important aspects of African storytelling (Carter-Black, 2007). These aspects draw in the 

audience, helping them understand and identify with the story. After seeing and hearing a story, 

students can reflect on what they have learned about the content or discuss how to read fluently 

and perform stories. As a result of engaging with the content, students’ comprehension skills, 

word reading skills, and speaking skills may be dramatically improved (Dumor, 1980).  

 In addition to the literacy knowledge storytelling can provide, there is much to be learned 

about the cultures from which these stories originate. The tradition of storytelling varies 

throughout the world, even from country to country in Africa, but oral telling of stories is a 

shared across the globe. Students will learn about language, perspectives and viewpoints of 

people from a specific culture.  

 Consistency. After interviewing seven teachers who taught social studies in seven 

distinct ways, I have identified a need for a consistent model for teaching diverse cultures around 

the world. No one country should represent an entire continent, just like no one topic should 
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represent an entire country or culture. Our goal should not be to streamline the teaching of social 

studies, but to provide valuable means to teach about diverse cultures in engaging and substantial 

ways. Having a clear set of standards to follow, drawing connections between social studies 

concepts and other subjects, or requiring the use of research-based strategies in social studies 

instruction would give teachers motivation to provide substantial, meaningful content to 

students.  

 Questions for further research. As with most research, just as this study provided 

answers to my research question, it also raised more questions. For example: How do students of 

various ages learn about diverse cultures in Africa? My study researched how one class of 

students in the fourth grade learned about cultures in Africa. I would be interested to learn how 

students’ perspectives on diverse cultures in Africa develop and change as they progress through 

school. Creating a study that tracks students’ progress across a span of time, or that compares 

student knowledge and understanding across grade levels would help to determine how students 

develop knowledge of diverse cultures over time.  

 How do students learn about diverse cultures in Africa throughout the year in third grade 

social studies instruction? Due to personal circumstances, I was able to work with fourth grade 

students after they had completed third grade. Conducting observations and interviews in an 

actual third grade classroom over the course of a school year or a unit on cultures in Africa 

would yield more immediate, authentic results. 

 What does successful teaching using global citizenship look like? What could successful 

teaching using global citizenship look like? Global citizenship came up frequently in the 

literature, but only one of the teachers mentioned it in their interview. Teaching global 

citizenship would lend itself to helping students understand various cultures around the world.  
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 If I completed this study on diverse cultures in Asia, what would come up? What would 

be the major themes covered in a unit on diverse cultures in Europe? South America? Africa is 

unique because of the vast array of cultures that exist there. However, the same is true about each 

of the continents on Earth. What do we value about Europe, Asia, North America, South 

America, and Australia enough to teach to students? 

Conclusion 

 At the end of this study, it is important to note the significance of teaching students to be 

global citizens. In order to teach global citizenship, teachers should strive to be thoughtful global 

citizens. These teachers should be reflective, utilize relevant and thoughtful resources, avoid 

generalizations or sensationalizing, and teach intentionally, using specific information.  

 Research and inquiry projects make learning meaningful for students. A few of the 

teachers in this study provided students with ample opportunity to research and inquire about 

specific countries on the continent of Africa. The experiences of developing questions, taking the 

initiative to search for answers to those questions, engaging in conversations about a culture, and 

presenting information about a culture help students develop this meaningful connection with 

another culture, and share that connection with fellow students. 

 In order for students to develop an appreciation for diverse cultures in Africa, it is 

essential for teachers to engage themselves in the content they will be teaching students. 

Teachers must become experts at every topic they teach and be willing and able to provide 

students with the means to become experts themselves. For some reason it is okay for teachers to 

say “I don’t know much about Africa,” but it is unacceptable for a teacher to say “I don’t know 

much about reading.” We need to open a dialogue that asserts it is unacceptable for teachers to 

not feel knowledgeable about the subjects and topics they are teaching. If we want students to 
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care about what happens in the world, enact global change and policy, and promote peace, we 

must teach our students to care for the human beings belonging to cultures around the world. 
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Appendix A 

Lesson Activity Descriptions 
 
What We 
Know 
Brainstorm 
and 
Introduction 

Materials:  
- Large dry erase board with a large bubble or cloud to write 

responses 
- A few markers 
- Lined paper and pencil 

Activity:  
- Teacher: “What word comes to mind when you think about 

Africa?”  
- Students are given one minute to think of their response and 

write it down  
- A few students at a time are asked up to the board to write their 

word 
- During this time, everyone else is observing and thinking about 

responses 
- Teacher reads all responses out loud 
- Teacher asks students if there are any words they agree or 

disagree with and explain why 
- Short discussion 

Closing:  
- Students use the responses on the board to lead a discussion in 

teams of three-five people about Africa 
- Students fill up a lined piece of paper with information 
- Responses are shared out loud 

 
Gallery 
Walk 

Materials:  
- 12 pictures of different places in Africa, various settings should 

be represented (cities, people, villages, towns, farms, rainforests, 
etc.) 

- Pencils 
- Paper 

Preparation:  
- The setting of each picture should be written on the back, out of 

sight, and each picture should be visibly numbered and placed 
around the room 

Activity:  
- Students are instructed to take a piece of paper and pencil to do a 

“gallery walk” around the pictures 
- Instruct students to write down the corresponding number to the 

pictures that remind them of Africa, and write a short reason why 
- After the gallery walk, the teacher should walk to each picture 

and invite a child or two to share their thoughts 
- The teacher should reveal the description of the picture and some 
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background 
- Discuss whether students are surprised by any of the pictures 
- Teacher leads a short talk on the diversity of the countries in 

Africa 
- Students are asked write how their thoughts about Africa have 

changed 
Conclusion:  

- Students will share what they wrote about changes in thoughts 
and opinions about cultures in Africa 
 

Children’s 
Book 
Analysis and 
Conclusion 

Materials:  
- Nine different children’s books (citations below) 
- Paper 
- Pencil 

Preparation:  
- The teacher should read through a children’s book about a place 

in Africa, and analyze it for stereotypes and generalizations. The 
teacher should be familiar enough with the book to model an 
analysis for children. 

- Students should be assigned to groups of 2, 3, 4, or 5. 
Activity:  

- Teacher models children’s book analysis with the book A 
Country Far Away 

- Each group is asked to browse, skim through, or read their story 
to identify any stereotypes or generalizations whether through 
pictures, words, or lack of words 

- Students write responses on a sheet of paper to help them 
contribute to a group discussion about the activity at the end 

Conclusion:  
- Students share their thoughts about Africa, whether they have 

changed and how they have changed 
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Appendix B 

Photos from Lesson Activity Two Gallery Walk 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   

 
  

 
  

   



Teaching and learning about diverse cultures in Africa 52 

Appendix C 

Student Responses from Lesson Activities in Codes 
 

Key Word Frequency Key Word Frequency 
Forest 2 Sand 15 
Rich 2 Gorilla(s) 3 
Ecosystem 2 Ape(s) 4 
Animals 10 Tree(s) 9 
Home/House 11 Bug(s) 2 
Hot 21 People 13 
Sunny/sunlight 6 Rainforest(s) 10 
Grassy 4 Dry 11 
Penguin 1 Canoe 7 
Continent 10 River 6 
Ocean(s) 5 Helping 1 
African Americans 2 Land 3 
Giraffes 10 “Not in a rush” 1 
Elephants 5 “Their own”  
Savannas 8 Bucket 1 
Desert 15 Town(s) 3 
Monkeys 9 Stand(s) 1 
Lions 7 Happy 4 
Wet 4 Washing 2 
Shade 1 Jungles 1 
Pool party 1 Clothes 3 
Lizard(s) 1 “Don’t have 

washing 
machines” 

1 

Cool 2 Play 3 
Small 2 Building(s) 1 
City(ies) 9 Sport(s) 4 
Village(s) 10 Brick(s) 1 
Kids 4 Language 1 
Warm 1 Straw 1 
Farm 1 Dirt 1 
Beach 10 Nile 1 
Home-made/hand-made 10 Women 2 
Bags 1 Girls 1 
Loud drums 2 Scarves 2 
Thirsty 1 Head 2 
Ocelot 2 Boats 1 
Spiders 1 Food 2 
Fog 1 Herbs 1 
Sun 2 Different 2 
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Tiger(s)  3 Water 1 
Great Lakes 1 Tents 1 
Egypt 1 Arts 1 
“There”  Crafts 1 
Cheetah(s) 2 Nice 1 
Music 4 Place 1 
Plants 2 Live 1 
Dress 1 Sweet 1 
Build/built 4 Welcoming 1 
Black 1 Pretty 1 
Beautiful 1 Night 1 
Jewelry 2 Lights 2 
Bead(s) 1 Vacation 2 
Zebra(s) 1 Creative 2 
Bongos 2 Fun 1 
Games 1 True 1 
Soccer 3 Big 3 
Hunt 1 Toys 1 
Meat 1 Shoes 1 
Family 2 Hear 1 
Rough 1 See 1 
Dance 3 Neck 1 
Tell 1 Popular 4  
Stories 1 Personality 1 
Ancient 1 Fancy 1 
Ox 1 Buffalos 1 
Billboard 1 Electricity 1 
Thankful 1   
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Appendix D 

Student Responses in Categories from Codes 
 

Culture  Music, stories, food, dance, clothes, language, scarves, arts, 
crafts, family, hunt, games, soccer, play, helping, sport 
 

Food Food, meat, hunt, herbs 
 

Music Loud drums, music dance, bongos 
 

Creating Arts, crafts, “make their own,” handmade 
 

Ecosystem 
 
 
  

Ecosystem, forest, sand, sunny/sunlight, grassy, oceans, 
savannas, desert, wet, shade, cool, trees, rainforests, dry, 
river, land, jungles, warm, beach, fog, sun, dirt, water, hot 
 

Animals Animals, penguin, giraffes, elephants, monkeys, lions, 
lizards, bugs, gorillas, apes, ocelot, spiders, tigers, cheetahs  
 

Civilization Towns, stands, cities, villages, farm, buildings, 
home/houses, build/built, vacation 
 

Humans People, women, girls, kids, family 
 

Technology Don’t have washing machines, lights, electricity 
 

Geography & climate Nile, Egypt, desert, oceans, rainforests, land, continent, hot, 
warm, cool, sunny, wet 
 

Describing words Welcoming, pretty, popular, beautiful, fun, creative, not in 
a rush 
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Appendix E 

Student Responses into Categories – Table and Corresponding Bar Graph 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Category Frequency  

Culture 33 

Geography & climate 78 

Ecosystems 137 

Animals 63 

Civilization 39 

Technology 11 

Humans 11 
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Appendix F 

Key Interview Responses to Question Three 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Teacher Question Three: Do you/how do you align these activities to 
English/Language Arts Common Core standards? 

R1 Uses literature and connect it to the content. 
R2 Students complete research, incorporates speaking and listening 

through student presentations, Writing (research), listening (read 
aloud) 

R3 Listening, group discussions, Digital literacy, viewing videos, 
language 

R4 Reading, readers workshop, reading material, research, 
interviewing, critical thinking, writing, drawing 

R5 Read aloud, listening skills, research, writing 
R6 Reading, research, writing/typing, creating videos/presentations, 

speaking, listening 
R7 Critical thinking, reading, written responses to text, perspective 

taking, listening, group discussions, ELA modules 
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Appendix G 

Key Interview Responses to Question Four 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Teacher Question Four: Do you assign any research or inquiry 
projects? Please describe them. 

R1 Yes – research 
Each student chooses a country to research and gives a 
presentation at the end. 

R2 Yes – research  
Each student chooses a country to research and gives a 
presentation at the end. 

R3 No 
R4 Yes – research and inquiry 

Each student interviews an immigrant about their country after 
they research that country. Eventually, they create a calendar page 
about that country and present their findings. 

R5 Yes – inquiry  
Each student completed an independent study on a country of their 
choosing. 

R6 Yes – inquiry  
Students complete a project about children’s rights and they 
choose any area to focus on. 

R7 No 
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Appendix H 

Key Interview Responses to Question Five 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Teacher Question Five: Do you/how do you teach about multiple 
cultures or countries included in Africa? 

R1 Teaches about the way habitats and living situations have 
influenced culture. 

R2 This topic comes out during research presentations. 
“How can you possibly teach them everything?” 

R3 Through geography and music. Teaches mostly about Kenya. 
R4 Teaching focuses on specific countries when teaching anything 

about Africa. 
R5 Does not teach much about this, uses scaffolding and the in-depth 

research project. 
R6 Does not teach about this much, but through geography and 

discussing continent vs. country. 
R7 Focuses on Middle East, specifically Iraq and Afghanistan 



Teaching and learning about diverse cultures in Africa 59 

Appendix I 

Key Interview Responses to Question Six 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Teacher Question Six: How do you compare and contrast Africa and its 
countries with other continents and cultures? 

R1 Great idea, too difficult to execute. 
R2 Difficult to compare/contrast except through geography. 

Discusses similarities to our country. 
R3 Teaches and asks about main takeaways in general. 

Tells students if they get chance to travel to do it and discover 
firsthand. 

R4 Has students ask interview questions about a country and the class 
compares and contrasts responses. Teaches about immigration then 
vs. now, across countries and continents. Gives a broad view of 
world cultures, leaving leeway for detours. 

R5 Relates content to kids in class and their own lived experience. 
Teaches about South Africa and compares and contrasts with 
United States 

R6 Mostly through geography and the sizes of different areas. 
 
R7 

Doesn’t want to teach a disparity. Teaches a common ground, uses 
Google maps and points out similar public places. 
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Appendix J 

Table of Key Terms in Responses to Interview Question Two 
 
 Teacher Question Two: How do you teach about Africa to your 

students within the scope of a third grade social studies 
framework? 

R1 • Geography 
• Culture 
• Research project 

R2 • Geography 
• Culture 
• Research project 

R3 Teaches only about Kenya through:  
• History 
• Economics  
• Culture 
• Government 
• Similarities to the United States 

R4 • Follows New York State social studies standards 
• Explorers 
• Culture  
• History  
• Research/inquiry project 

R5 • Research project 
• Geography 

R6 • Cultures 
• Scarcity and surplus  
• Geography 
• Research project 

R7 • Follows English Language modules aligned with Common 
Core ELA standards 

• Perspective taking 
• Geography 
• Similarities and differences 
• Economics 
• Global citizenship 


