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How to Avoid Teaching Your
Kid Cultural Appropriation

It’s not always easy but these three suggestions will help

PUBLISHED ON: AUGUST 30, 2017

BY GEMMA ALEXANDER

 

PHOTO: Art from John Muir Elementary Photo credit: Julie Trout

A friend of mine recently attended her daughter’s school choir. It
wasn’t what she expected.

“My reaction: disbelief and outrage as [the students, all white]
started bee-bopping on a shoe box talking about folk music down
South,” she told me. “Did [the teacher in charge of the production]
understand the struggle of poor black people and where that music
came from?”
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It sure didn’t seem like it, she says. “I’m a single black mother. If
[the teacher] cared so deeply about our culture, why not teach ‘Lift
Every Voice and Sing’ [editor’s note: This song is often referred to
as the ‘Black American National Anthem’].”

The final straw? “I gave into my despair when they started singing
‘Hawaiian Roller Coaster Ride.’ Clearly no culture was safe.”

Understanding appropriation and art
Many of us grew up learning about multiculturalism. Adults
encouraged us to sample the creative output of a variety of cultures
through songs, clothes and food. Now grown-ups ourselves, we
often think doing so is the best strategy for our own kids.
Reconsider that, says LeiLani Nishime, associate professor of
communications at the University of Washington.

Such an approach “celebrates culture without acknowledging the
history of oppression,” says Nishime, author of Undercover Asian:
Multiracial Asian Americans in Visual Culture. Celebrating a
tradition without the context of the tradition’s culture of origin can
become self-congratulatory, she explains; participants can feel
virtuous without much effort. “It makes it easier not to address
underlying inequalities,” says Nishime. 

There’s a term for this kind of behavior: cultural appropriation, or
when one culture takes elements from another without consent or
acknowledgement. You may have heard the term used in reference
to mainstream news such as the Boston Museum of Fine Arts
“Kimono Wednesday” or festival-goers’ clothing choices. More
locally, you might have seen Seattle Opera’s education events

http://www.press.uillinois.edu/books/catalog/67sde4kc9780252038075.html
http://www.latimes.com/entertainment/arts/culture/la-et-cm-mfa-boston-kimono-20150708-story.html
https://www.vice.com/en_us/article/9bgxd3/we-spoke-to-some-people-with-culturally-offensive-outfits-at-coachella
http://www.seattletimes.com/entertainment/classical-music/cultural-controversy-swirls-around-seattle-operas-madame-butterfly/
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surrounding issues of appropriation in “Madama Butterfly.” 

“When you talk about cultural appropriation you also have to talk
about context,” says Nishime. Who has the power in this situation?
What’s the history here?

Asking these questions is particularly important when it comes to
exposing your child to art, one of the main ways we encounter
cultures outside our own and a key factor in developing such vital
qualities as critical thinking and empathy.

But how do you do it responsibly while being mindful of what gets
through to your kid?

“There’s not an easy solution, and you have to keep making
mistakes,” says Nishime, who has two children, ages 12 and 15.
“It’s going to be awkward. You’ll be told you’re doing it wrong, but
don’t be scared off. You make mistakes and learn better ways of
doing things as you go along.”

Step back, listen, look in the mirror
Such was Julie Trout’s experience. Trout, who is white, teaches art
at John Muir Elementary School. She often struggles with questions
of culture in art and how to competently explain and acknowledge
the culture responsible for it. Her solution? Try.

“Be a mindful listener and student of cultures other than your own,”
she says. “One of the important things with [being] culturally
competent is finding authentic connections where you are engaging
with communities and they have active involvement.”

https://www.arteducators.org/advocacy/articles/116-10-lessons-the-arts-teach
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First, acknowledge privilege’s many layers — race, class and
language, to name a few. Our individual privilege makes it easier to
ignore others’ perspectives.“Avoid jumping right in, even with the
best of intentions,” says Trout, who is a member of the Social
Equality Educators group and team lead for the Creative Advantage
Arts partnership between Seattle Public Schools and the City of
Seattle. In her work, Trout reminds herself of three steps.

Step back. Pause and consider the situation at hand. You’re
aiming to gain perspective and consider context. For example,
when Trout teaches her students about portraiture, she
doesn't default to oft-used (and predominately white)
European artists. “My curriculum starts with artists of color,”
she says. “I use resources that reflect the global world.” Be
mindful about which artists, writers and musicians you present
to your family. Who are you missing out on?

1

Listen. Appropriating culture often involves representing or
speaking for someone else so speak for yourself and only
yourself. “When you’re in a position of privilege, you’re used to
being able to talk and may feel the need to constantly
contribute,” Trout says. “You have to try to authentically
listen.” 

Go to the source, adds Nishime. When telling the story of a
culture, the people of that culture should be involved in the

2

http://socialequalityeducators.org/
http://www.creativeadvantageseattle.org/
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telling. “Be aware of who is making and selling the art and
where the money goes,” she says. “Look for events put on by
the groups that are represented. The more grassroots the
organization, the more authentic the experience is likely to
be.” 

Listen to your kids, too. “With my son, when we go to an
exhibition, I’ll tell him to spend 30 seconds at each painting,
then meet me in the middle. Then I’ll ask him what his favorite
was and ask him to show it to me and tell me about it,” says
Trout. “When we talk about art, I try to avoid value judgements
that create labels. Instead of guiding kids’ perception, ask
questions about what they see.”

Look in the mirror. “[This] is a reminder to look at our own
privilege and the resources we take up,” Trout says. “It’s about
checking myself, especially when I’m charged with leadership,
to be conscious of whose narratives I’m celebrating.”

How, for example, are the events you attend making sure
people of different incomes can also go? Is childcare
provided? What about reduced or free tickets? What about
language, accessibility and other experiences that aren’t
yours? This applies to events you host yourself, at school,
home or work.

“Seek out resources to enable people to participate,” Trout
says. "Work to get under-represented groups involved in
planning and organizing.”

3



10/5/2017 Evernote Web

https://www.evernote.com/Home.action?login=true#b=a7c3a155-0003-4622-a480-a7a1ea0cc19c&st=p&n=b6fd4572-69ce-427e-a184-bcae5faf5ab8 6/12

For example, to appreciate Native American culture, instead of
Edward Curtis’ doctored historical portraits of Native
Americans, seek out Matika Wilbur’s Project 562 that captures
modern Natives as they wish to present themselves, or visit
Louie Gong’s gallery at Pike Place Market which presents “art
by inspired Natives, not Native-inspired art.”

The reward, Trout says, is well worth any extra effort. 

“You have to work to become comfortable leaning in to the
possibility of discomfort, but you get the honor of being around
so many other cultures and ways of being,” Trout says. “It
opens up the world.”

READ NEXT

When the White House Says C*ck

'Game of Thrones': What to Recommend When Your...

Is There Such a Thing as Good Tech Play?

http://nativeappropriations.com/2011/02/smiling-indians-and-edward-s-curtis.html
http://www.matikawilbur.com/blog/
https://eighthgeneration.com/
http://www.parentmap.com/article/talking-kids-white-house-profanity
http://www.parentmap.com/article/talking-kids-white-house-profanity
http://www.parentmap.com/article/game-thrones-premiere-kid-shows
http://www.parentmap.com/article/game-thrones-premiere-kid-shows
http://www.parentmap.com/article/good-tech-screen-time-play
http://www.parentmap.com/article/good-tech-screen-time-play


10/5/2017 Evernote Web

https://www.evernote.com/Home.action?login=true#b=a7c3a155-0003-4622-a480-a7a1ea0cc19c&st=p&n=b6fd4572-69ce-427e-a184-bcae5faf5ab8 7/12

RELATED TOPICS

Share this article with your friends!

ART MULTICULTURAL RACE AND RACISM

ABOUT AUTHOR

http://www.parentmap.com/#facebook
http://www.parentmap.com/#twitter
http://www.parentmap.com/#pinterest
http://www.parentmap.com/#email
https://www.addtoany.com/share#url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.parentmap.com%2Farticle%2Fhow-avoid-teaching-cultural-appropriation&title=How%20to%20Avoid%20Teaching%20Your%20Kid%20Cultural%20Appropriation
http://www.parentmap.com/art
http://www.parentmap.com/taxonomy/term/883
http://www.parentmap.com/taxonomy/term/753


10/5/2017 Evernote Web

https://www.evernote.com/Home.action?login=true#b=a7c3a155-0003-4622-a480-a7a1ea0cc19c&st=p&n=b6fd4572-69ce-427e-a184-bcae5faf5ab8 8/12

HIDE COMMENTS

BY GEMMA ALEXANDER
Gemma Alexander is a Seattle-based freelance writer with two daughters.
When she is not writing for ParentMap, she blogs about books and travel
and spends too much time on Twitter.

Too Young to Vote: Local Teens Seek Change With...

How to Take Your Kid to a Political March, Parade or Other Large...

OTHER ARTICLES BY THIS AUTHOR 

LEAVE A COMMENT

http://www.parentmap.com/article/how-avoid-teaching-cultural-appropriation#fb-comments-wrapper
http://www.parentmap.com/author/gemma-alexander
http://www.gemmadeealexander.wordpress.com/
http://www.parentmap.com/article/student-activist-seattle-youth-marches
http://www.parentmap.com/article/how-kids-political-marches-crowd
http://www.parentmap.com/author/gemma-alexander


10/5/2017 Evernote Web

https://www.evernote.com/Home.action?login=true#b=a7c3a155-0003-4622-a480-a7a1ea0cc19c&st=p&n=b6fd4572-69ce-427e-a184-bcae5faf5ab8 9/12

Get the latest adventures, tips, tools, getaways and giveaways delivered to
your inbox.

CHOOSE YOUR REGION

1 Hike Lake Union for Bridges, Boats, Seaplanes, Parks and a
Troll

2 Get Your Organic… Echos? Here’s What’s Cheaper at

 
 

SIGN UP

Seattle AreaEastside
South SoundNorth Sound

National

POPULAR NOW

http://www.parentmap.com/article/hike-lake-union-bridges-boats-parks-and-troll
http://www.parentmap.com/article/hike-lake-union-bridges-boats-parks-and-troll
http://www.parentmap.com/article/get-your-organic-echos-heres-whats-cheaper-amazons-whole-foods
http://www.parentmap.com/article/get-your-organic-echos-heres-whats-cheaper-amazons-whole-foods


10/5/2017 Evernote Web

https://www.evernote.com/Home.action?login=true#b=a7c3a155-0003-4622-a480-a7a1ea0cc19c&st=p&n=b6fd4572-69ce-427e-a184-bcae5faf5ab8 10/12

2 g p
Amazon’s Whole Foods

3 This Mom Has a "Warning" for Her Child's Teacher

4 On My Baby’s First Day of Kindergarten

5 8 Questions to Get Your Kids Talking About School

HAPPENING

http://www.parentmap.com/article/get-your-organic-echos-heres-whats-cheaper-amazons-whole-foods
http://www.parentmap.com/article/get-your-organic-echos-heres-whats-cheaper-amazons-whole-foods
http://www.parentmap.com/article/mom-warns-childs-teacher
http://www.parentmap.com/article/mom-warns-childs-teacher
http://www.parentmap.com/article/my-babys-first-day-kindergarten
http://www.parentmap.com/article/my-babys-first-day-kindergarten
http://www.parentmap.com/article/best-after-school-education-questions
http://www.parentmap.com/article/best-after-school-education-questions


10/5/2017 Evernote Web

https://www.evernote.com/Home.action?login=true#b=a7c3a155-0003-4622-a480-a7a1ea0cc19c&st=p&n=b6fd4572-69ce-427e-a184-bcae5faf5ab8 11/12

AUG
30

AUG
30

AUG
30

AUG
30

AUG
31

Toddler Tales & Trails

The Evergreen State Fair

Jetty Island - Last Week!

Summer Storytime at the Cabin

Jetty Island - Last Week!

VIEW FULL CALENDAR

http://www.parentmap.com/calendar/33749
http://www.parentmap.com/calendar/evergreen-state-fair
http://www.parentmap.com/calendar/26949
http://www.parentmap.com/calendar/32804
http://www.parentmap.com/calendar/26949
http://www.parentmap.com/calendar


10/5/2017 Evernote Web

https://www.evernote.com/Home.action?login=true#b=a7c3a155-0003-4622-a480-a7a1ea0cc19c&st=p&n=b6fd4572-69ce-427e-a184-bcae5faf5ab8 12/12


