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Abstract: This paper examines the critical role of cultural competence within early 
childhood education as a fundamental mechanism for dismantling deeply 
ingrained stereotypes and cultivating genuinely inclusive learning environments. 
Employing the evocative metaphor of "colorful palettes," the research explores 
how educators can effectively harness the rich tapestry of diverse cultural 
backgrounds to not only enrich the educational experience but also challenge and 
dismantle preconceived notions that often perpetuate discriminatory practices. 
The central issue of this paper states that cultural competence is not merely an 
ancillary component or an optional add-on to early childhood education but, 
rather, it is the core element necessary for achieving authentic inclusivity. This 
perspective underscores the idea that understanding and valuing cultural diversity 
must be woven into the very fabric of educational practices, rather than treated as 
a peripheral concern. 
Key words: diversity, stereotypes, cultural competence, inclusive education, 
childhood. 

 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

The early years are a formative time, profoundly influencing a child's 
understanding of the world and their place within it. In today's 
increasingly diverse preschool environments, the approaches educators 
take towards cultural differences have significant implications for young 
children's social and cognitive growth, as well as for the cultivation of 
inclusive values. This article addresses the crucial role of culturally 
responsive pedagogical practices, presenting a comprehensive 
framework informed by sociology, psychology, and education. We aim to 
not only explore the theoretical foundations of these practices but also to 
offer practical, actionable strategies that educators can readily apply in 
their classrooms. 
Understanding how early interventions focused on developing cultural 
awareness and sensitivity can transform young children's perceptions of 
themselves and others is central to this discussion. We will examine the 
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significant impact of these intentional efforts in fostering empathy, 
respect, and a nuanced appreciation for the richness of human diversity. 
These early experiences, we argue, are fundamental in building the 
foundations of a more equitable and inclusive society. 
To ground our discussion and recommendations, we delve into existing 
scholarship, drawing from both current research and foundational texts 
in the field. Through a critical analysis of prevailing theoretical 
frameworks, we aim to provide a clear understanding of the key concepts 
and challenges. Furthermore, we present compelling case studies of 
successful inclusive programs, showcasing real-world examples of how 
culturally competent approaches can yield positive and meaningful 
outcomes for young learners. 
Ultimately, this article contributes to the ongoing dialogue by offering 
concrete recommendations for policy development and improvements in 
teacher education. We advocate for systemic changes that prioritize 
cultural competence as an essential skill for all early childhood educators, 
ensuring they are equipped with the necessary knowledge, skills, and 
resources to create truly inclusive and equitable learning environments 
where all children can flourish. By emphasizing the power of culturally 
responsive education in these crucial early years, we seek to inspire a 
future where diversity is not just acknowledged but actively embraced as 
a strength, and where the limitations of stereotypes are dismantled from 
the very beginning. 
 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
 

This article highlights the importance of understanding the social 
coexistence of diverse cultural identities and fostering their integration 
and communication, while preserving individual cultural specificities, 
especially from the earliest stages of childhood. 
The early years are a truly magical time when the foundations of 
personality are laid, and a child's understanding of the world begins to 
take shape. In today's increasingly vibrant and diverse kindergartens, the 
approach educators take toward cultural differences holds immense 
significance. It not only shapes the social and cognitive development of 
young children but also instills values that will help them become citizens 
of a more inclusive world. 
The global transformations of recent decades have sparked profound 
discussions about identity, interpersonal communication, and the 
interaction between individuals and their socialization within a 
globalized society. This evolving landscape challenges traditional 
pedagogy, prompting a re-evaluation of its conditions and categories. 
Policies driven by this new challenge aim to create and ensure conditions 
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for inclusion – providing the necessary material, institutional, and 
cultural prerequisites for everyone's participation in shared activities. In 
recent years, an ideology has emerged that seeks to redefine the 
approach to cultural diversity, largely in response to issues arising from 
the globally applied policy of multiculturalism. This ideology posits that 
the social coexistence of diverse communities with distinct cultural 
identities should be based on promoting their integration and 
communication while preserving each group's unique cultural 
characteristics. 
The profound social significance of early childhood inclusion in this 
ideology lies in its capacity to transmit forms of cultural and societal 
experience. The opportunity for "equality" alleviates the tension caused 
by the suppression and limitation of identifications crucial to an 
individual's personality. The preschool educational environment, on one 
hand, necessitates a careful analysis of the complex and multidimensional 
personal/identity background that marks an individual's social 
development. On the other hand, it requires the assimilation of a diverse 
range of possible (co-)identifications. The educational setting 
simultaneously allows for the preservation of individual identities, 
enhances interaction between different cultures, ethnic groups, 
languages, and religions, and emphasizes shared cultural heritage. 
According to Alexandre Moles, there are over 250 definitions of culture—
linguistic, ethnological, sociological, anthropological, and so forth. Culture 
is understood as a unique human essence through which people interpret 
life and perceive the world in different ways. Humans, in themselves, are 
cultural phenomena (Moles, 1968: 125). 
Regardless of the approaches used to define the concept of culture, it's 
crucial to note that values form the core of its content. Cultural identity, 
like any other social identity, is based on a shared cultural meaning 
realized through coded and articulated common language, shared 
knowledge, common memory, and a common material-spatial 
environment. This represents a reservoir of shared values, experiences, 
expectations, and interpretations, forming "the entire semantic world"—
the perception of the world and society. Cultural meaning accumulates 
and is preserved; it can be enriched and dynamized, but its primary locus 
of existence is in the current community space, through which a 
community defines and self-defines itself, thereby becoming cultural, 
unique, and authentic (Nedelcheva, 2004: 215). 
Cultural memory, which underpins cultural identity, is nourished by 
tradition and communication but is not synonymous with them. This 
crucial distinction explains disruptions, conflicts, innovations, 
restorations, and revolutions. Cultural meaning concentrates within 
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cultural memory. Identity is linked to knowledge, consciousness, and 
reflection. Culture is a specific substantive and formal manifestation of 
this knowledge. Identity is the construction of cultural time, which cannot 
be achieved without cultural memory. Barbarians live day to day, with 
the present eliminating the past and giving birth to oblivion. Romans 
strived to prolong the present and preserve the past because their goals 
were directed toward eternity (Cicero, 1992: 169).  
Cultural memory is an essential parameter of cultural identity because it 
always implicitly involves a specific plane of historical culturology that 
defines the social and cultural frameworks of this process. 
In preschool age, culture serves two primary functions: to socialize and to 
foster personal and collective identity. Behavior is molded by culture, 
existing freely yet within the confines of a cultural model. Imagine a 
kindergarten as a vast, untapped colorful palette. Each child brings their 
own nuances—a unique culture, traditions, language, and experiences. 
However, often due to a lack of awareness or adequate skills, these 
vibrant colors remain unrevealed, and the palette incomplete. Sometimes, 
even unconsciously, the educational environment can promote 
monotony, masking or devaluing certain cultural nuances, leading to the 
entrenchment of stereotypes. These invisible barriers impede children's 
full development and sense of belonging. 
In forming opinions about others, we strive to uncover the reasons for 
varying behaviors observed around us. The world appears more ordered 
and predictable as a general impression of the Other is formed. As early 
as the 1920s, it was known that people tend to form prejudices and 
stereotypes and act based on them when perceiving individuals from 
different cultural and ethnic groups. From the perspective of social 
cognition, stereotypes are also viewed as an exaggerated form of 
categorization or, more precisely, as shared beliefs about the qualities 
and behaviors of a particular group of people. These beliefs are expressed 
in positive or negative judgments about a given group of people. 
Stereotyping is generally considered to pass through three stages: 

 Identification of a multitude of people as a specific category; 
 Attribution of a range of characteristics to this category of 
people; 
 Imputation of these characteristics to every member of the 
category (Hyder, 2001: 151). 

 

Stereotypes possess a cognitive aspect—a form of knowledge that may or 
may not be true. One of the main assertions about stereotypes is that, in 
most cases, they are fundamentally flawed because they underestimate 
intra-group differences and overestimate inter-group differences, 
essentially abstracting from specific situations. Stereotypes invariably 
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contain an emotional aspect, expressed as approval or disapproval. 
Stereotypes are not logically constructed; they are simply words or 
expressions whose use triggers associations linked to a specific 
evaluation. Stereotypes are not derived from direct experience but are 
products of traditions, interpretations, and so forth. They are resistant to 
experiences that contradict the pre-established image. 
Cultural identity provides interpretations and categories that form the 
basis of social understanding. Nevertheless, uncertainty always exists 
regarding how a particular action should be interpreted, as every event 
possesses more than one possible meaning. The differing interpretations 
of such behaviors precisely reflect the dynamic and complex nature of 
social perception. People provide us with more information than we are 
capable of assimilating. Consequently, we must choose what to respond 
to and what to disregard. Furthermore, we must assign specific meaning 
to behavior, as even the simplest action carries multiple and diverse 
potential interpretations. Stereotypes not only save time in a busy life 
and demonstrate a position but also possess a tendency to protect against 
any confusing outcome in the attempt to understand the world as a stable 
whole. When a system of stereotypes is well-established, attention 
focuses on supporting facts and disregards those that contradict it: "The 
stereotype has pruned the perspective, the past, and the dimensions of 
behavior. They are frozen within it" (Lippmann, 2001: 131). 
Stereotypes serve as important integrative elements for groups. They 
possess a pragmatic aspect concerning the perception of the behavior of 
the other. Stereotypes represent simplified knowledge that provides a 
distorted, oversimplified picture of the world, yet without such 
simplifications, knowledge and self-identification would be exceedingly 
difficult. The stereotype model acts as a guarantee for self-respect, one's 
own position, and rights. Therefore, stereotypes are heavily laden with 
the emotions that accompany them. When experience conflicts with an 
already established stereotype, two possibilities arise: to downplay the 
significance of that experience or to forget it. However, new knowledge 
can also be allowed to enter the established perception and alter it. 
Nevertheless, a point is always reached when the stereotype and facts 
that cannot be ignored are unequivocally distinguished. 
The question of why stereotypes exist, if they are based on unfair 
judgments, is logical. The most substantiated answer is that stereotypes 
guide individuals and provide them with a plan of action for every social 
contact in a manner already established by them. People recognize and 
remember information that, however distorted, supports already formed 
schemes (including stereotypical ones). It often happens that members of 
a stereotyped group actually behave in a manner expected by the 
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stereotype, creating a behaviorally confirmed effect of this unjust 
attitude, which is the stereotype. 
Cultural identity provides interpretations and categories that underpin 
social understanding. However, uncertainty always exists regarding how 
a given action should be interpreted, as every event has more than one 
possible meaning. It is precisely the different interpretations of similar 
behaviors that reflect the dynamic and complex nature of social 
perception. 
This is where the role of cultural competence comes into play—it's not 
merely an "addition" to pedagogical skills, but the essential binding agent 
that allows all the colors of the palette to blend harmoniously and create 
a rich and complete picture. It is the ability to see, understand, and value 
the unique cultural identity of each child, while simultaneously creating 
an environment where everyone feels seen, accepted, and respected. The 
commitment to cultural competence in preschool education is not merely 
a pedagogical choice; it is a social investment. When children grow up in 
an environment that actively values diversity, they develop the skills and 
attitudes necessary to build a more just and inclusive society. They 
become future citizens who not only tolerate differences but also 
embrace them as an enriching element. Through these targeted efforts, 
stereotypes are dismantled. Children learn that differences are a source 
of strength and beauty, not a cause for division. They develop empathy 
and respect, recognizing that every person, regardless of their 
background, is a vital part of the community 
In conclusion, the adequate conceptualization and implementation of 
cultural competence in preschool education are of existential importance. 
Much like an artist masterfully blends colors on their palette, educators 
possess the potential to construct an educational environment that 
reflects and celebrates the full richness of human diversity. This approach 
not only ensures optimal development for every child but also lays the 
groundwork for a future where stereotypes are effectively eliminated, 
and diversity is affirmed as a central force from the earliest stages of 
ontological development. 
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РАЗБИЈАЊЕ СТЕРЕОТИПА ШАРЕНОМ ПАЛЕТОМ: 

КУЛТУРНА КОМПЕТЕНЦИЈА КАО ТЕМЕЉ ИНКЛУЗИВНЕ 

РАЗНОЛИКОСТИ МАЛЕ ДЕЦЕ 
 

Апстракт: Овај рад се бави кључном улогом културне компетенције у 
раном образовању као основним начином за рушење дубоко укорењених 
стереотипа и стварање стварно инклузивних средина за учење. Користећи 
сликовиту метафору "шарених палета", истражује се како наставници могу 
ефикасно да искористе богатство различитих културних позадина не само да 
би обогатили образовно искуство, већ и да би преиспитали и разбили 
унапред створене идеје које често воде ка дискриминацији. Главна поента 
овог рада је да културна компетенција није само нека споредна ствар или 
опциони додатак раном образовању, већ је суштински елемент неопходан за 
истинску инклузивност. Ова перспектива наглашава да разумевање и 
вредновање културне разноликости мора бити уткано у саму срж 
образовних пракси, а не третирано као нешто мање важно. 
Кључне речи: разноликост, стереотипи, културна компетенција, инклузивно 
образовање, детињство 
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