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Religious organizations are important community
centres and are integral to supporting intergenerational
learning experiences within communities of colour. The
intergenerational opportunities afforded by religious
organizations marshal literacy assets and community
cultural wealth for children of colour. As a result,
religiosity is related to academic success for these
marginalized children (Antrop-Gonzalez, Velez, &
Garrett, 2005; Barrett, 2010; Donahue & Benson, 1995;
Jeynes, 2003). However, despite research indicating the
importance of religious networks for children of colour,
there is a paucity of research and scarce attention toward
religious organizations’ contributions to the lives of
marginalized children. Communities that identify with
religion are underpinned by value and belief systems,
framing cultural perspectives. The lack of attention given
to religiosity by educational institutions is a problem,
because religion, for many children of colour, is an
intricate part of their culture (Dallavis, 2011; Skerrett,
Key words: language and literacy; intergenerational
2016) and is an intersection whereby older members
learning; cultural responsivity
can transmit and share the cultural values unique to
the community (Glanville, Sikkink, & Hernández,
2008; Muller & Ellison, 2001). Intergenerational social networks are the building blocks of community. Thus,
intergenerational experiences for many children of colour cultivate ways of knowing while transmitting values,
meanings, and symbols that are situated in shared experiences extending through generations (Gee, 2004).
Children are provided a wealth of assets when they engage in meaning making with older generations.
Religious organizations within communities
of colour have traditionally been ignored
by educational institutions, even though
they provide community cultural wealth
and literacy assets. While churches are often
considered as having nothing to do with school,
intergenerational experiences fostered by
religious networks positively influence academic
achievement and should be considered. In an
effort to confront the minority deficit myth
and promote a responsive pedagogy, this
literature-based position paper promotes the
acknowledgment of religion’s role in the cultural
makeup of many children of colour, and the
recognition of the intergenerational assets within
marginalized religious social networks.

As collaborating academic researchers within early childhood and cultural studies, we underscore that many recent
North American publications may be overlooking cultural factors in their research, which can have the effect of
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positioning children of colour within a deficit frame. We believe this positioning wrongfully sketches children of
colour in need of remediation that has dire academic effects. In response, we take an intergenerational perspective
to illuminate the many benefits North American children of colour acquire from their religious social networks:
namely, forged relational bonds and rich language and literacy practices. We argue that acknowledgement of
religiosity as a component of culture for children of colour contributes to the body of literature detailing the cultural
wealth of marginalized communities and, subsequently, combats negative perspectives of difference, relegating
minority children to substandard status. We advocate that a culturally responsive pedagogy, as a result, should
include consideration of the religious cultures of children of colour, recognizing how religious networks function
as intergenerational spaces that contribute toward the academic welfare of marginalized children throughout
North America.

Confronting the deficit view of religious children of colour
Considering religion as an intricate part of cultural identity for children of colour within educational studies
takes a perspective of acceptance, of which community cultural wealth theory (Yosso, 2005) frames our argument.
Community cultural wealth theory emphasizes the cultural capital found within communities of colour that is
often unrecognized by dominant White culture. This theory posits that culture provides advantages that people
use to achieve desired ends; thus, it is a socialization process whereby communities enculturate members with, not
just relevant skills, but also values, norms, and perspectives, or a lens to understand the world. Emphasized by Tara
Yosso’s (2005) framework is an asset-based approach that focuses on the knowledge, skills, abilities, and contacts
found specifically within communities of colour that have heretofore been misunderstood or classified as deficient
by dominant White culture. As such, intergenerational learning experiences are valued within this framework
and seen as an important cultural resource for children of colour. Valuing the cultural wealth of marginalized
communities directly rejects and combats the presumption that minority children are intrinsically disadvantaged
by a lack of culture: the “deficit view.”
Unfortunately, the deficit perspectives of students of colour can still be found within education (Bartolomé & Trueba,
2000; Gregory & Williams, 2000; Pérez & Taylor, 2016). The deficit-based myth concerning students of colour is so
persistent that it has “the longest history of any explanatory model for understanding the achievement of low-status
students discussed in the education literature, and is deeply imprinted in our individual and collective psyches”
(Trueba & Bartolomé, 1997, p. 3). This suggests that many privileged members of the academic community, who
come from the dominant culture, have ascribed certain characteristics to marginalized groups which have become
ossified over time. Further, these negative stereotypes are perpetuated precisely because the cultures of marginalized
communities are so often misunderstood, overlooked, and, worse, dismissed altogether. As an example, Ginwright
and Cammarota (2007) point out that educational studies are dominated by researchers focusing on perceived
“delinquent” behaviour of Latino and African American students. Hill (2003) points out that a myriad of studies
try to link the failures of minority students to dysfunctional communities of colour, portraying families of colour
as disorganized, pathological, and disintegrated. Most notably, the dismissal of cultural differences has buttressed
language deficit views that have implications for children’s literacy and academic success. For example, much
research in early childhood studies has focused on language gaps between socioeconomic groups (SES). Low SES
children, of which a large majority are children of colour, consistently are shown as lagging behind more affluent
peers in standardized tests of language skills. Therefore, the preponderance of children of colour entering school at
a disadvantage dominates perspectives and consequently erases the advantages and strengths in language children
of colour bring to the classroom. Taken together, children of colour enter school systems dominated with White
perspectives that, at best, overlook them and, at worst, silence them. The erasure of children’s culture within school
systems serving students of colour extends to the erasure of religion from educational consideration.
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In contrast to negative stereotypes that dismiss cultural difference, understanding the importance of intergenerational
experiences underscores the community assets of marginalized cultures, of which religion is one. Religion is a
strong pervasive force in many communities of colour. Reports of religion’s importance as a function of race has
shown that people of colour place a higher value on religion and report higher church rate attendance relative to
their White counterparts (Pew Research Center, 2009, 2014). More specifically, a plethora of research describes
the strong spiritual and religious orientation of African American families as a unique strength of this community
(Al-Fadhli & Kersen, 2010; Barrett, 2010; Freeman, 1986). Likewise, religiosity is a powerful asset within Latino
communities, with more than 80% of Latino families considering themselves to be a part of a religious group, and
more than half of Latinos perceiving a great deal of guidance from their religion (Espinosa, Elizondo, & Miranda,
2003; Pew Research Center, 2014). Moreover, recent research has suggested a rise in pronounced religious identities
and an increase in religious vigour among younger generations of children of colour (Platt, 2014; Skerrett, 2016).
However, religion has largely been dismissed in considerations of students’ culture within school systems. The
dismissal, we argue, is systematic of dominant deficit views in that religion’s importance to communities of colour
is not understood, therefore, not seen and thereby erased by dominant White perspectives. In this way, silencing
beliefs and values so integral to the lives of many children of colour can be a form of institutional racism (Jeynes,
2010) perpetuated precisely because of the location of religious communities within communities of colour
(Irizarry & Antrop-González, 2007). In an effort to bring to the forefront the underrecognized educational assets
provided by religious communities, the following sections detail the role of intergenerational relationships within
African American and Latino churches as providing (1) social assets that function as a bulwark for resiliency and
(2) language and literacy assets that reveal rich language uses connected to communities’ values.

Community cultural wealth acquired through intergenerational church relationships
Intergenerational relationships have been shown to provide important social resources to children of colour, and
they are an important mechanism in acquiring cultural capital (Barrett, 2000; Irizarry & Antrop-González, 2007,
Liou, Antrop-González, & Cooper, 2009; Rendón, Nora, & Kanagala, 2014). Additionally, research specifically
underscores religious networks as fostering meaningful intergenerational experiences (Antrop-Gonzalez et al.,
2005; Barrett, 2000; Coleman, 1988; Glanville et al., 2008; Muller & Ellison, 2001). Church networks are one of
the few opportunities children of colour have to interact with adult members outside of their family; thus, the
transmittal of culture extends to the social group (Glanville et al., 2008). Churches act as a socialization agent that
actively seek to form intergenerational bonds where community elders are dedicated to the social development
of children (Glanville et al., 2008). As a result, intergenerational contact becomes a meaningful source of
socioemotional strength for children that allows them to gain access to advice, resources, and other services
that provide information, motivation, and support, which is related to positive educational outcomes (AntropGonzalez et al., 2005).
One positive manifestation of social development attributed to church networks is the mentor-mentee relationship.
Research has shown that church networks strive to foster the growth of youth, thus providing a safe haven for
children to go to when in need. Within this spirit of nurturing and support, mutual trust between young and
old community members foments strong liaisons. These mentoring relationships allow children to interact with
ideas and share experiences that promote individual and collective achievement (Ginwright & Cammarota, 2007)
while bolstering self-esteem “through positive reflected appraisals” that influence how children perceive outside
opinions about themselves (Muller & Ellison, 2001, p. 159). When children perceive themselves as accepted and
seen in a positive light by their mentors and social circles, like church communities, positive social development
occurs as a result (Muller & Ellison, 2001).

NOVEMBER 2019

73

Vol. 44 No. 5

JOURNAL OF CHILDHOOD STUDIES

ARTICLES FROM RESEARCH

Socio-religious support is a crucial dimension of academic success for minority children, specifically in urban
areas. Tribulations associated with urban settings are mainly the result of oppressive forces of poverty. Children
of colour in urban communities, as a result, face an onslaught of personal challenges, whereby community
churches become increasingly significant in their role of providing meaningful support for children (Jeynes, 2003;
Regnerus & Elder, 2003). As a result, religiosity is especially influential for children of colour, providing many
poor, marginalized children with caring adult support to nurture children and provide scaffolds toward healthy
development necessary to academic achievement. Religious communities provide assets for minority children that
are not always accumulated through formal education but “are developed strengths through lived experiences,
cultural traditions and life challenges which help them” to excel in education (Rendón et al., 2014, p. 4). Support for
this comes from qualitative studies showing children of colour continually describe intergenerational experiences
as meaningful and connect their relationships within their religious communities to their academic success
(Antrop-Gonzalez et al., 2005; Irizarry & Antrop-González, 2007, Liou et al., 2009; Rendón et al., 2008). Further,
studies have found that participation within church networks transpires into higher GPA scores, lower dropout
rates, and avoidance of negative behaviours like substance abuse, truancy, gang activity, and suicide (Barrett, 2010;
Glanville et al., 2008; Jeynes, 2010; Muller & Ellison, 2001). Most notably, William Jeynes (2010), in his seminal
meta-analysis, examined marginalized student religiosity and its relationship to reducing the achievement gap.
The results showed that religious involvement had the highest effect on reducing the minority achievement gap
compared to other variables such as family factors, classroom structure, and improved curriculum.
Taken together, highlighting the intergenerational relationships formed within religious churches of colour reveals
religiosity as a unique construct in the lives of many marginalized children, providing children a pathway of
resiliency to fight oppression. Marginalized community churches provide opportunities for relationship building
between younger and older community members that promote interactions that have socioemotional benefits
for many marginalized children. The intergenerational social dynamics within religious communities provide
essential resources that are used by children of colour for academic achievement. However, we further argue that
intergenerational interactions specifically relating to transmittal of culture, as in religious interactions, also entail
the transmittal of language uses and practices that underpin marginalized students’ literacy assets.

Intergenerational learning providing literacy assets
The cultural wealth coming from communities of colour also extends to their rich language experiences whereby
younger children are enculturated into language uses and purposes of the community. Children’s home language is
a vital bridge to school language. Specifically, language underpins literacy; thus, language is a crucial contributor of
learning how to read and write (Dickinson, Golinkoff, & Hirsh-Pasek, 2010; Muter, Hulme, Snowling, & Stevenson,
2004). The problem is a juxtaposition between marginalized children’s home language and the language of school,
which has contributed to deficit notions of language and, by extension, literacy achievement attributed to minority
students.
Traditionally, language and literacy development for young children has been viewed in terms of “skills,” creating
a “skills focus” pedagogy. Under this frame, children of colour and those coming from low socioeconomic (SES)
backgrounds consistently are shown to lag behind their White and more affluent peers in skill acquisition,
perpetuating notions of deficiency that help to marginalize these groups of children. However, understanding
language and literacy in terms of “events” and their “practices” (Gee, 2001; Street, 2003) can lead to a better
understanding of language as being socially constructed.
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Language and culture
Language is communication and communicative events build children’s “ways of knowing” (Heath, 1983). Literacy
practices, resulting from events that include reading and writing, reflect cultural perspectives and values embedded
within language. Children learn language through exchanges with more expert language users (Vygotsky, 1978).
James Paul Gee (2000) explains that language is acculturated and nourished through a type of apprenticeship
whereby young children try out language within contexts to learn uses and purposes through feedback and
exchanges with more expert language users. According to Gee (2000), the language of a child’s home is considered
their primary discourse, underscoring that language uses are situated. Language practices of communities reveal
the valued ways in which members communicate and, therefore, are inextricably tied to identity and a child’s sense
of self. We contend that community events for children of colour are intergenerational social spaces that transmit
cultural language practices. Additionally, because of the pervasive force of religion in communities of colour, which
is committed to socialization of children (Antrop-Gonzalez et al., 2005; Donahue & Benson, 1995; Jeynes, 2003;
Sikkink & Hernández, 2003; Skerrett, 2016), community churches, in particular, are intergenerational learning
spaces whereby older members of the community help to nurture language and literacy practices containing a
community’s historicity.
Language and ways of knowing
A small but important body of research exploring language practices of diverse communities has detailed distinct
language uses that directly reflect communities’ values, beliefs, and expectations (Gee, 2004; Heath, 1983; Labov,
1972; Michaels, 1981; Smitherman, 1977). Importantly, the language uses also have been traced to religious
traditions and practices interwoven into a community’s cultural fabric. For example, in her seminal study, Shirley
Brice Heath (1983) found that African American children coming from Trackton, an impoverished town in North
Carolina, tended to tell stories that did not fit expected structures and norms of having a beginning, middle, and
end, clearly relaying a theme or message. In contrast, Heath found that children of colour in this neighbourhood
tended to tell stories that were open in the sense of inviting various interpretations, feedback, or collaboration to
complete the story. Heath surmised that many children in Trackton had to “come to know” in order to participate in
community conversations. As such, “to know” often meant to figure out the world by seeing through comparison,
acknowledging the complexity of life experiences and life’s divergent truths. The most common type of question
issued to a child in Trackton, Heath noted, was an analogy, which elicits metaphoric responses. Children, through
this type of questioning, were used to telling or showing in ways that invited multiple interpretations. The learned
use of language and literacy was traced specifically to Trackton’s church, in which older members delivered
open sermons and younger members’ impromptu responses reflected their “knowing,” honouring the verbal
adroitness within orality (Delpit, 1995). Hymns that included repetitions, rhymes, and figurative language were
distinct language features. Gee (2004) also noted ways of language use having distinct linguistic features for the
African American community. He traced the usage of high-level poetic devices, commonly found in the psalms,
in African American children’s storytelling practices, such as the use of stanza organization with repetitions and
parallelism. Other researchers have similarly found differences in language practices attributed to cultural values
of a community (Cazden, 1988; Labov, 1972; Michaels, 1981; Smitherman, 1977). These studies illuminate that
language practices relate to how marginalized communities use, interpret, and understand the world around them.
Put more precisely, using the words of a participant in Heath’s (1983) study in relation to how children come to use
language, the children “just got to know.” And so knowing and language are intimately connected. Moreover, the
studies reveal that children of colour possess unique, rich, and varied language practices, beautifully sophisticated
in relaying underlying values of the cultural community. Other research has supported rich language uses by both
Latino and African American children, especially within contexts more reflective of their home language, such as
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in oral narratives (Craig & Washington, 2002; Lee, Kang, Jeong, Lopez, & Fernandez, 2010; Morales & Lee, 2015).
Taken together, the home language children hear from their infancy swaddles the child’s knowing, sense of self,
and sense of relation to others. It is a language of love and nurturing that surrounds the child’s identity. Thus, the
home language discourse is the language of acceptance.
Language and difference
However, the language uses of marginalized communities diverge from more mainstream language uses of the
dominant culture. Consequently, these cultural values laced in language have direct implications to the struggles
of marginalized children within an educational system that misunderstands and devalues the language practices
of marginalized children’s homes (Cazden, 1988; Delpit, 1995; Heath, 1983; Michaels, 1981). As such, instead of
seeing the strengths and richness of these children’s language practices, schools tend to see the home language
of minority children as deficient and in need of remediation. A child’s language of acceptance in the home is
morphed into a language of rejection within the schools. Poor children and children of colour possess rich
language and literacy traditions, yet their distinct language practices and ways of knowing do not match up with
school language discourse. The result is a tottering bridge between home language and school literacy because
marginalized children’s language does not pay off in the school system, which regards differences from dominant
White language practices as substandard (Gee, 2004).
Language to early literacy: Disconnect in the classroom
Unfortunately, misunderstanding language differences of the home transpires into a variety of negative effects
in the classroom. Sarah Michaels’ (1981) qualitative research detailed that many White teachers misunderstood
their African American students’ language. Analysis of children’s storytelling revealed differences in narrative
discourse styles between African American and White students. White children typically told stories reflective of
school language expectations of stories (e.g., having a beginning, middle, and end, centering the point of a story);
however, African American children typically told more episodic narratives (e.g., shifting through interrelated
and descriptive scenes). Specifically, she found that White teachers often interrupted, corrected, and judged their
African American students’ stories as deficient. Her findings aligned with other research showing dismissal and
rejection of African American children’s language practices (Gee, 2004; Heath, 1983). Additionally, Courtney
Cazden (1988) reported differences in teacher judgments based on race. When Black and White teachers were
asked to assess the quality of oral narrative skill in transcripts of children’s sharing time presentations, White
teachers were more likely to judge Black children’s stories as “terrible” and “incoherent.” However, Black teachers
in this study did not perceive Black children’s narrative accounts in the same way. In fact, Black teachers believed
that the same stories rated as terrible by White teachers were exceptional, with “lots of details and description.”
The consequence of misperceiving the language of minority children is denigrating their language of home. As
such, language development for marginalized children has been stifled precisely because of teacher misjudgment
of language capacity and a disregard for the home language of minority children (Fogel & Ehri, 2008). A further
problem with not acknowledging home language practices is the corrosion of children’s self-worth and selfefficacy in the classroom because minority children are constantly being shown that their language is inferior,
misunderstood, and a reflection of their worth as a student (Delpit, 1995; Gee, 2004). Children whose community
language gets reflected as deficient and wrong deal with a myriad of consequences in the classroom that disrupt
overall development.
Young children’s early cognitive, language, social, and emotional growth are foundational systems that help set
the stage for children to be ready to read and write, and these systems are interconnected (Dickinson et al., 2010).
Considering that marginalized children are often implicitly silenced in the classroom, it seems plausible that
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minority children may not be experiencing healthy interactions using language that can foster cognitive, emotional,
and social growth. The negative consequences to misperceiving language ability include limiting language
experiences and limiting engagement in cognitively challenging interactions with supportive adults (Johanson,
Justice, & Logan, 2016). Some research in support of this supposition is work done by Cabell et al. (2011) which
found that the amount of responsive strategies by the teacher, defined as quality interactions that support language
development (e.g., feedback loops) along with emotional and social supports (e.g., maintaining eye contact and
being warm and encouraging) related to language growth only for children who tested higher in language skill
ability. The authors concluded that child language ability may be a moderator of teacher input. Put another way, if
teachers perceive that children are language deficient, the engagement with the child may be moderated. Teachers
may be less inclined to engage in conceptually rich feedback loops if they feel as if their students are inadequate to
perform this task. This avoidance on the part of the teacher has ramifications for all early systems of development
of the child that are tied to communicative acts, which shape emotional and social growth along with language
development. A further example of teachers’ perceptions of ability level affecting teacher behaviours comes
from work done by Farrow, Wasik, and Hindman (in press). Exploring teachers’ complexity of speech to at-risk
children in high-poverty schools, the authors found that minority teachers tended to speak using more complex
sentences to children in poverty than did White teachers. The authors surmised that because the majority of the
children in their sample were African Americans, White teachers may have felt they needed to speak using simpler
sentences, misjudging child language ability due to cultural differences, whereas minority teachers, mostly African
Americans, did not see the need to speak more simply. Of importance, the researchers also found that the level of
complexity of teacher speech uniquely contributed to child vocabulary outcomes. What these studies show is that
misjudging child language ability can have negative impacts on minority children’s overall development directly
related to achievement in school.
Intergenerational literacy assets of marginalized communities
Although, there is a dearth of research devoted to exploring how marginalized communities’ intergenerational
language practices support critical developmental systems in young children, some research suggests that
marginalized communities do support the emotional and social growth of children through literacy practices,
specifically the often overlooked literacy practices grounded in a religious or spiritual orientation. As an example,
Cassandra Chaney’s (2014) research identified the cultural institution of the African American church and the
spiritual and religious orientation of African Americans to be an underlying positive influence in nurturing the
emotional and social growth of African American children. Additionally, research has identified intergenerational
events provided by the church specific to literacy development, namely, exchanging religious ideas regarding books
read, bible reading, reciting prayers, and collaborative writing of sermons and other speeches to the community
(Chaney, 2014; Heath, 1983). The literacy events of the church permeate to the homes of minority families; thus,
the church nurtures literacy interconnected to emotional and social growth (Chaney, 2014). In regards to early
childhood specifically, qualitative studies have substantiated that religious practices support preschoolers’ literacy
experiences (Johnson, 2010; Kelly, Jarrett, & Williams-Wheeler, 2016; Teale, 1986). For example, Kelly et al. (2016)
found that nighttime prayer was a substantial literacy event in African American homes across SES levels, indicating
its permanence as a cultural value to, and a strength of, the African American community; unfortunately, many
minority children’s home values and cultures are misunderstood and depreciated in school systems that reflect
dominant cultural beliefs.
We argue that an intergenerational perspective that includes valuing the religiosity of marginalized communities
helps to combat negative language perceptions. Instead of seeing marginalized children as deficient because they
do not have “skills” related to dominant language practices, what manifests from an intergenerational perspective

NOVEMBER 2019

77

Vol. 44 No. 5

JOURNAL OF CHILDHOOD STUDIES

ARTICLES FROM RESEARCH

is the understanding that marginalized children may not have opportunities to display their skills with language
because their uses of a language may be unaccepted or unrealized by an education system that is anticipating,
expecting, and accepting dominant language uses. Marginalized children’s literacy practices are not wrong or
deficient, but rather are underpinned with a sophisticated system of communication that reflects cultural values.
A strength-based view of marginalized children’s home lives is an essential starting point toward transformation
within the school systems. Therefore, it is to the advantage of schools and teachers who desire to promote homeschool partnerships to recognize literacy experiences with the older generation as a part of their students learning
experiences, including meaningful religious experiences that take place within community organizations.

A pedagogy that responds to religious culture
Religious networks are multigenerational communities that offer children of colour a host of benefits. Religiosity
is a particularly influential factor in the cultural makeup of children of colour, and instead of viewing religious
culture as an abnormality to be corrected, culturally responsive education professionals desire to profoundly
understand children’s religious culture and recognize the community cultural wealth that religious networks
provide. Unfortunately, churches, as organizations within communities of colour, have been subjected to the same
deficit myths and misunderstandings (Irizarry & Antrop-González, 2007; Jeynes 2010). The religious identity of
children of colour is dismissed, and their cultural wealth, as a result, is ignored. Therefore, marginalized children’s
culture is erased from school settings.
Erasing the cultural lives of marginalized children is essentially setting up disconnects between children’s home
and school lives, resulting in marginalized children feeling as if school is not a part of who they are, not part of
their identity (Gee, 2004; Delpit, 1995). The resultant effect can dovetail into two problematic results. The first is
disengagement with school because marginalized children do not want to deny the nurturing of their home lives
as part of understanding the world (Boutte, 2012). Second, the continuity of failure reflected onto marginalized
children because their way of doing, way of knowing, and way of speaking deviate in comparison to White children,
positions marginalized children as substandard within the classroom. These relegated positions in classrooms have
negative psychological effects. Positive identity development is widely recognized as having profound implications
for children of colour (Alfaro et al., 2009; Moses, 2000; Steel, Spencer, & Aronson, 2009; Sung, 2015; Torres, Jones,
& Renn, 2009; Umana-Taylor, Gonzales-Backen, & Guimond, 2009), because for marginalized children, identity
is compared to and evaluated against the norms of White privileged culture (Phinney, Romero, Nava, & Huang,
2001). Within school systems, many marginalized children have reflected onto them a contorted vision painted
by deficit myth perspectives, impacting their self-esteem, self-worth, self-efficacy, and, consequently, motivation.
Rejection of cultural differences is erasure of marginalized children’s identity. It is this rejection that perpetuates
academic failure. Marginalized children’s failure is the failure of school systems to recognize the beauty and wealth
crafting distinct cultures. In response, we advocate for a culturally responsive pedagogy as one of acceptance,
valuing the life experiences of many marginalized children. Valuing, in turn, seeks to bridge children’s community
lives to school, so that school identity is not immiscible with cultural identity. The importance of identity to
education includes consideration of intersections with religious identities (Dallavis, 2011; Hallett & Venegas, 2015;
Skerrett, 2016).
Unfortunately, this tendency of deficit perspectives to devalue religious identity hinders effective pedagogy that
engages diverse students (Dallavis, 2001; Skerrett, 2016). Out of fear of mishandling sensitive conversations,
White teachers tend to ignore race and ethnicity (Lensmire, 2012), as well as different religious cultures (Skerrett,
2016). Teacher avoidance is a microcosm of the dismissive disposition the school system typically takes in regards
to issues of marginalized cultures, including religious cultures. Public school systems have historically avoided
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acknowledgement of religiosity due to fears of religious controversy and violating policies that prevent the
endorsement of a particular religion (Skerrett, 2016). This sadly results in the neglect of a crucial component of
culture for students of colour, and, when student cultures are dismissed by school systems, a negative impact on
education can be expected (Gay, 1999). A pedagogy that seeks to bridge the community lives of children to school
is necessary, but is a stark transition from the traditional avoidance that is so prevalent.
A better understanding of student culture can help to provide a more effective culturally responsive pedagogy
(Gay, 1999; Sleeter, 2012), and for many students of colour, this includes religious identities cultivated by local
community churches (Dallavis, 2011; Skerrett, 2016; Veneers & Hallett, 2013). The disconnect between school
systems and children of colour who identify with religion can be addressed by seeing religion as a cultural resource
that requires recognition and an appropriate pedagogical response (Dallavis, 2001). Even though the secular
setting of public schools makes addressing religious identity and faith complex, public school professionals should
nevertheless be encouraged to consider how the intergenerationality of religious social networks can be used to
close achievement gaps.
One promising avenue is using community churches to help bolster literacy practices (Chaney, 2014). For example,
many home literacy outreach programs target adult book reading with children (Chance, 2010; Stoltz, Czarnecki,
& Wilson, 2013; Wasik, 2004). Some of this outreach includes making sure children have access to books or
writing materials, but also encourages family members to read with children on a daily basis. However, extending
these initiatives to include community churches provides further nurturing literacy opportunities and should be a
part of home-school outreach programs (Chaney, 2014). For example, book reading within community churches
may include texts chosen by Church members to read with younger members. Additionally, outreach programs
that include writing with older Church members may be another promising avenue.
Within the classroom, a strength-based approach can be used as a bridge to school learning. In one respect,
acceptance of a child’s culture can have motivating effects, but it can also be used to harness high expectations (Delpit,
1995; Lee, 2000). The view that school language is a type of discourse, a language system that can be learned, invites
marginalized children to use that language to achieve certain academic purposes. From this perspective, ownership
and authority are transferred back to the children (Delpit, 1995). Marginalized children bring a wealth of language
features to the classroom that teachers can use to bridge into high academic language instruction. In other words,
children of colour do not need to be talked down to or given less conceptually demanding activities. They just need
to be shown the covert rule book of school language (Delpit, 1988), while at the same time marshalling the wealth
of their home language. For instance, allowing children of colour to “shift” in their narrative retellings followed
by explicit connection making in which children use language to explain how two things are interconnected both
values their home language while at the same time supports uses of school language in classrooms.
In light of the research that demonstrates the profound intergenerational support provided by religious organizations
within communities of colour, it is incumbent upon teachers, education leaders, policy makers, and researchers to
find means to culturally respond to the religiosity of students of colour.

Conclusion
Religious organizations within communities of colour have traditionally been ignored by education scholars
and practitioners alike, even though, through intergenerationality, they provide literacy assets and community
cultural wealth (Irizarry & Antrop-González, 2007; Liou et al., 2009). Gregory and Williams (2000) contend
that it is the “awareness of this wealth that best exposes as groundless the deficit myth” (p. 1). Expanding
their assertion, we find that recognition of intergenerational experiences in community churches for children
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of colour can assist in forging community-school understandings that promote success for these traditionally
marginalized students. While churches are often looked at as having nothing to do with school, research suggests
that intergenerational experiences fostered by religious networks directly influence academic achievement and
should be considered by academics and practitioners (Antrop-Gonzalez et al., 2005; Glanville et al., 2008). Taking
into consideration that religious social networks offer meaningful intergenerational relationships for children of
colour, educational institutions can promote attention to community cultural wealth and literacy assets generating
from intergenerational contact within neighbourhood religious networks. Means of culturally responding to the
religious cultures can be supported by recognizing the contributions of religious networks toward the academic
welfare of children of colour, through the rich intergenerational experiences they offer.
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