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THE HUMAN MOSAIC Lesson 1: Elements of Culture

TEKS in the Lesson:
16D Compare life in a variety of urban and rural areas in the world to evaluate 

political, economic, social, and environmental changes

17A Describe and compare patterns of culture such as language, religion, land use, 
education, and customs that make specific regions of the world distinctive

18A Analyze cultural changes in specific regions caused by migration, war, trade, 
innovations, and diffusion

21A Analyze and evaluate the validity and utility of multiple sources of geographic 
information such as primary and secondary sources, aerial photographs, and 
maps

22C Use geographic terminology correctly

Essential Questions:
• What are the elements of culture?
• How does culture fit into the concept 

of globalization?

Map Items:
• China
• United States
• Mexico
• India
• Pakistan
• North Korea
• South Korea
• Iran
• Iraq
• Cuba
• Haiti
• Indonesia
• Malaysia
• Japan
• South Africa
• Botswana
• United Kingdom
• France
• Bosnia
• Serbia

Vocabulary Focus:
• culture
• cultural trait
• culture complex
• pictogram

Materials:
For each student
• IR-1
• IR-2
• IR-3
• IR-4

For student pairs
• set of Elements of Culture images, 

including images with brand logos 
or slogans
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THE HUMAN MOSAIC

Expected Time for Lesson: 3–4 45-minute days

Advance Preparation
Collect images that correspond to each letter in the Elements of Culture 
list that follows. Cut pictures from magazines, print pictures from Internet 
sources, or obtain pictures from other print materials. Some of the images 
should include brand logos or slogans.

Elements of Culture
Appearance: clothing and physical body features (e.g., hair color, forehead, 
nose shape, body piercing, or tattoos)
Belief: religious artifacts, ceremonies, clothing, or buildings

Communication: language used to communicate (e.g., street signs or 
billboards)

Dates: significant dates or historic events that are defining moments for a 
country

Entertainment: music, dance, sporting events, ballet, opera, video games, or 
crafts

Food: everyday types of food available to the majority of people in a 
country; not ceremonial foods or those reserved for special occasions

Government: type of government in a country (e.g., democracy, monarchy, 
or dictatorship); symbols or buildings that are easily recognizable and 
express well-known concepts associated with that government, such as the 
White House or the Presidential Seal to represent democracy in the United 
States

Housing: typical buildings in a country; can be residential, business, or a 
combination

Information: material that is learned formally (in classrooms or out of 
textbooks) versus informally (e.g., parents reading with their children, an 
older sibling helping a younger sibling to tie a shoe, or an adult teaching a 
young child to ride a bicycle)

Jobs: the most numerous jobs in a country: agriculture and mining, 
manufacturing and industrial, or service and clerical

Kind of environment: physical landscape and climate

Leftovers: technology such as cell phones, race cars, medical technology, or 
spacecraft (rockets)
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Lesson 1: Elements of Culture

Step 1: Preparing to Learn
1. Distribute IR-1 to each student.
2. Arrange students in pairs.
3. Conduct the following Think-Pair-Share 

activity.
 
Think:

A. Instruct students to examine each 
discarded item and think about what the 
item might say about the person who threw 
the trash away. 

Pair: 
B. Instruct student pairs to discuss their impressions. 

Share:
C. Instruct student pairs to share their impressions by writing a 

summary statement regarding what the items tell them about the 
culture of the people who produced the trash.

D. Conduct a whole-class discussion using the following facilitation 
questions:
1. What did you observe? Answers will vary; students should support 

their responses with evidence from the visuals.
2. In what ways do you relate to the visuals? Answers will depend on 

individual perceptions. Accept all reasonable responses.
3. What other items might appear from a different culture group? 

Answers will depend on individual perceptions. Accept all 
reasonable responses.

Step 2: Guided Practice
1. Students should remain in pairs.
2. Distribute IR-2 to each student. Distribute the 

Elements of Culture images and images with 
brand logos to each student pair.

3. Instruct student pairs to classify in categories 
each of the Elements of Culture images.

4. Instruct students to label with sticky notes 
each of the categories they created.

5. Instruct students to read IR-2 to discover 
a possible structure for classifying cultural 
categories.

6. Provide time for students to rearrange their 
Elements of Culture images.

7. Instruct students to re-label with sticky notes  
each of the categories they created.
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IR-1: Trash Can Visual
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Elements of Culture

Culture is one of those commonly used words that we think we understand until we 
are asked to define it. A simple definition of culture is “The way of life of a group of 
people.”

But what exactly is meant by “way of life”? This definition includes many smaller 
cultural traits that make up all aspects of life, including but not limited to 
language, religion, form of government, clothing, food, and types of entertainment. 
Sometimes culture also is referred to as a culture complex because of all the 
unique components that make up an overarching social structure.

Understanding the elements of culture is an easy way to compare and analyze 
different culture groups. The elements of culture can be classified by using the 
letters A–L.

12 Elements of Culture

A: appearance G: government type

B: belief system H: housing and type of architecture

C: communication; specifically, 
language used

I: information that is learned

D: dates or historical events J: jobs the majority of people have

E: entertainment K: kind of physical environment 
(topography and climate)

F: food L: leftovers; anything not included 
above

Appearance encompasses clothing; body piercing and tattoos; jewelry; and genetic 
features such as hair color, eye color, and bone structure. Clothing includes normal 
or typical everyday wear or clothing worn for special occasions or ceremonies.

Belief systems focus on religions and moral teachings. There are many clearly 
defined religions in the world (Lesson 6). The concept of life after death, for 
example, is present in both Christianity and Hinduism, but each religion has its own 
interpretation of the belief. Some belief systems such as Confucianism and Taoism 
are considered a way of life rather than an organized religious system.
 

IR-2: Elements of Culture
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THE HUMAN MOSAIC

8. Conduct a whole-class discussion using the following facilitation 
questions:
A. What were your original identified categories? Answers will depend 

on students’ previous choices.
B. What visuals could have been placed in more than one category? 

Answers will vary and should include facts to support opinions.
C. Do you think some elements of culture are more important than 

others? Why or why not? Answers will vary and should include facts 
to support opinions.

Step 3: Reading to Learn
1. Distribute IR-3 and IR-4 to each student.
2. Instruct students to individually complete IR-3 

as they read IR-4.
3. Conduct a whole-class discussion using the 

following facilitation questions:
A. Were you able to determine which cultural 

group was represented in IR-4? Answers will 
depend on students’ previous choices. 

B. If so, what evidence can you find to support 
your determination? Answers will vary; 
students should support their responses 
with textual evidence.

4. Reveal to students that the correct culture 
name for Nailati is Italian. (Nailati is Italian 
spelled backward.) 

Step 4: Analyze
1. Instruct students to do the following:

A. List several examples of their own culture.
B. Explain if their culture is similar to any 

other culture in the world.
C. Explain why elements of their culture might 

be unique.
2. Assign each student one pair of the following 

neighboring countries to research. Other 
neighboring countries could be added to the 
list at the teacher’s discretion. More than one 
student can have the same pair of countries.
A. United States and Mexico
B. India and Pakistan
C. North Korea and South Korea
D. Iran and Iraq

© 2014 Region 4 Education Service Center Geography by Design, Volume 4Page 1 of 2

Use the following note-taking guide while reading IR-4. What you record in each 
section will be based on the text you read.

Element of Culture Text Example
Appearance

Belief

Communication

Dates

Entertainment

Food

Government

Housing

Information

Jobs

Kind

Leftovers

IR-3: Nailati Characteristics—Reading to Learn
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The Nailati

The Nailati (naa–LAH–tee) are a proud and historic people, tracing their 
heritage back to antiquity. The Nailati people settled in a region dominated by 
rugged mountains and only a few coastal plains. The climate is predominantly 
Mediterranean, although in the northern subregion it gets quite cold and snows 
extensively in the winter. The southern subregion is much drier year-round. The 
Nailati people live mostly in cities. One city in the northeastern region is sinking due 
to subsidence. A northern city is famous for its contributions to the fashion industry. 
Its capital city, in the central region, has been the home to emperors, kings, popes, 
and presidents.

The homeland of the Nailati is considered to be the cradle of civilization in its region 
because the Nailati were the first to develop a system of government that comprises 
representatives elected by its citizens to govern the masses. Today, however, the 
Nailati people are frustrated because of political corruption, a huge government 
debt, and the influence of an organized-crime structure that influences people 
throughout the world.

The ancient people of Nailati created roads and water delivery systems that are 
used today by people who live thousands of miles from the hearth of Nailati 
culture. The Nailati people created the opera and the symphony, both of which are 
enjoyed today throughout the world. The Nailati also have made many scientific 
contributions, including the telescope, electric battery, radio, and nuclear reactor. 
In addition, the founder of microscopic anatomy and the codeveloper of quantum 
theory are of Nailati origin. The Nailati have hosted international Olympic sporting 
events with some of the same rules, entertainment values, and venues that were 
present during the time of the gladiators.

The Nailati enjoy a diet that includes olive oil, pasta, cheese, and wine. While the 
diet of the Nailati is rich in seasonal fresh fruits and vegetables, only about 2% of 
the work force is involved in agricultural activities, mostly in the southern region. 
In the northern region, the Nailati people have more of a diversified and industrial 
economy. About 71% of the Nailati people have service sector jobs. Internationally, 
the Nailati are known for the production of luxury and sports cars, fashion, and 
yachts. Tourism, however, is the fastest growing and most profitable sector of the 
national economy.

IR-4: The Nailati
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E. Cuba and Haiti
F. Indonesia and Malaysia
G. China and Japan
H. South Africa and Botswana
I. United Kingdom and France
J. Bosnia and Serbia

3. Instruct student to use the 12 Elements of Culture list on IR-2 to 
identify and record significant and/or unique examples of each 
country’s culture.

4. Instruct students to arrange the examples in some sort of visual format 
(e.g., PowerPoint®, collage, or poster) that addresses each of the 12 
Elements of Culture.

5. Direct students to analyze the similarities and differences of these two 
cultures. Students should consider:
A. Which of the two cultures appears to be more politically and 

economically strong?
B. Why does that culture appear to be dominant over the other culture?
C. How do these two cultures fit into the economic, social, and political 

structures of the global society?
1. Are either or both countries ranked among the top 10 leading 

exporters of a particular resource or service?
2. How have these countries had economic, social, or political 

influence in the world or the region in which they are located?
3. How has the world influenced these two countries economically, 

socially, and politically?
4. What are the social norms of each society?

Step 5: Evaluate
Instruct students to write an essay that addresses the neighboring countries 
they were assigned to research. Questions to be discussed in the essay  
include but are not limited to the following:

1. Are these two countries more similar to each other or more different 
from each other?

2. How are they similar or different?
3. What could be done to increase the spirit of community and cooperation 

between these two countries?
4. How do these countries fit into the concept of globalization 

(economically, socially, politically, and environmentally)?SAMPLE
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Elements of Culture

Culture is one of those commonly used words that we think we understand until we 
are asked to define it. A simple definition of culture is “The way of life of a group of 
people.”

But what exactly is meant by “way of life”? This definition includes many smaller 
cultural traits that make up all aspects of life, including but not limited to 
language, religion, form of government, clothing, food, and types of entertainment. 
Sometimes culture also is referred to as a culture complex because of all the 
unique components that make up an overarching social structure.

Understanding the elements of culture is an easy way to compare and analyze 
different culture groups. The elements of culture can be classified by using the 
letters A–L.

12 Elements of Culture

A: appearance G: government type

B: belief system H: housing and type of architecture

C: communication; specifically, 
language used

I: information that is learned

D: dates or historical events J: jobs the majority of people have

E: entertainment K: kind of physical environment 
(topography and climate)

F: food L: leftovers; anything not included 
above

Appearance encompasses clothing; body piercing and tattoos; jewelry; and genetic 
features such as hair color, eye color, and bone structure. Clothing includes normal 
or typical everyday wear or clothing worn for special occasions or ceremonies.

Belief systems focus on religions and moral teachings. There are many clearly 
defined religions in the world (Lesson 6). The concept of life after death, for 
example, is present in both Christianity and Hinduism, but each religion has its own 
interpretation of the belief. Some belief systems such as Confucianism and Taoism 
are considered a way of life rather than an organized religious system.
 

IR-2: Elements of Culture
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IR-2: Elements of Culture

The element of communication is summarized by 
the language used to communicate. Alphabets 
used by people in regions throughout the world 
can be different. In fact, the Chinese alphabet has 
characters instead of letters. Linguists use the 
term pictogram to identify each component of the 
Chinese alphabet because each symbol represents 
an idea rather than a single sound.

Consider the phrase “Hello. How are you?” Study 
the text box to compare how this phrase would be 
written in different languages. Do you see similarities 
in any of the letters (characters) or punctuation? 
How would you describe the differences?

Every culture has significant dates or historical 
events that help to define the people. In terms of the culture of the United States, 
General George Washington crossing the Delaware River during the Revolutionary 
War, John Hancock signing the Declaration of Independence in 1776, and the tragic 
images of the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001, are significant dates or 
events in the history and culture of the United States.

Entertainment varies from culture to culture. Some cultures engage in traditional 
folklore dances and ceremonies. Some cultures have significant activities revolving 
around music or drama. Other cultures have incorporated sporting events into their 
culture. What do you like to do for entertainment? Play video games? Write poetry? 
Watch movies?

Food is something every person requires to survive, yet food types vary significantly 
from culture to culture. Insects and other invertebrates are a part of the regular diet 
of many cultures throughout the world. Some people eat meat, including beef, pork, 
or poultry. Some cultures are vegetarian and refrain from consuming not only meat, 
but also products made from animal fat or animal by-products.

Every civilization establishes its own form of government. Leaders, laws, 
and societal procedures are defined by each country. For example, laws and 
governmental procedures are very different in the communist regimes of North 
Korea and Cuba, the theocracy of Iran, and the democracy of the United States.

Housing includes the types of structures in which people live as well as the building 
materials used. Wooden A-frame houses are common in the northeastern United 
States because wood is abundant and the sloping roof helps to keep snow from 
accumulating. Structures in the arid southwestern United States are built of adobe. 
Other types of buildings also are considered in this element of culture. Public 
buildings such as sporting arenas and fields, opera houses, downtown skyscrapers, 
and shopping malls would fit into this category.

Arabic:
مرحبا. كيف حالك؟

Chinese:
你好。你怎麼樣？

English:
Hello. How are you?

Russian:
Здравствуйте. Как дела?

Spanish:
Hola. ¿Cómo está?
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IR-2: Elements of Culture

Information refers to what people are taught. Information can be learned during 
formal education in a school or a religious setting. Students receive a formal 
education when they learn to read and write, as well as when they learn the 
intricacies of Shakespearean literature. Informal education, usually taught within 
a family setting, might include things such as table manners, tying shoes, and 
brushing teeth.

The level of development of a country is determined in part by the type of job 
the majority of people have. Generalizations can be made for every country. For 
example, the majority of people in the United States have jobs in the tertiary sector 
of the economy. There are still farmers and fishermen, but this sector represents 
less than 3 percent of the total work force in the United States. There are still 
manufacturing jobs that produce a variety of American-made products, but the 
secondary sector employs less than 25 percent of the total work force.

The kind of environment addresses the physical climate and landscape of the 
country. Does the country have sufficient arable land to produce enough food to 
feed its own people? Is the land covered by rain forest, desert, or tundra? How 
much annual precipitation is there? What is the average annual temperature? These 
indicators all address the kind of physical environment of a country.

The element of culture labeled as leftovers is a category for any part of culture that 
does not fit into one of the previous categories. Most items in this category are 
items of technology, such as television sets, cell phones, and computers. We may 
get entertainment, communicate, and learn new information using these examples 
of technology, but the actual item would fit into the leftovers category.
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Use the following note-taking guide while reading IR-4. What you record in each 
section will be based on the text you read.

Element of Culture Text Example
Appearance

Belief

Communication

Dates

Entertainment

Food

Government

Housing

Information

Jobs

Kind

Leftovers

IR-3: Nailati Characteristics—Reading to Learn
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IR-3: Nailati Characteristics—Reading to Learn—Answer Key

Use the following note-taking guide while reading IR-4. What you record in each 
section will be based on the text you read.

Element of Culture Text Example
Appearance Not found in text

Belief Not found in text

Communication Not found in text

Dates Relative times and dates such as “antiquity,” “today,” 
and “ancient” may be used. Teacher may have to assist 
students in completing this.

Entertainment Opera, symphony, Olympic sporting events have been 
hosted

Food Olive oil, pasta, cheese, wine, and fresh vegetables

Government First to develop a system of representatives elected by 
its citizens to govern the masses. Currently, political 
corruption, debt, and organized crime.

Housing Live in cities

Information Open ended

Jobs Fashion industry, 71% service sector, 2% involved in 
agriculture, industrial economy, tourism

Kind Rugged mountains and only a few coastal plains, 
Mediterranean climate, cold and snowy in the northern 
subregion in winter. One city is sinking because of 
subsidence. Southern subregion is dry year-round.

Leftovers Trace their history to antiquity, known for production 
of luxury and sports cars, fashion, and manufacturing 
yachts
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The Nailati

The Nailati (naa–LAH–tee) are a proud and historic people, tracing their 
heritage back to antiquity. The Nailati people settled in a region dominated by 
rugged mountains and only a few coastal plains. The climate is predominantly 
Mediterranean, although in the northern subregion it gets quite cold and snows 
extensively in the winter. The southern subregion is much drier year-round. The 
Nailati people live mostly in cities. One city in the northeastern region is sinking due 
to subsidence. A northern city is famous for its contributions to the fashion industry. 
Its capital city, in the central region, has been the home to emperors, kings, popes, 
and presidents.

The homeland of the Nailati is considered to be the cradle of civilization in its region 
because the Nailati were the first to develop a system of government that comprises 
representatives elected by its citizens to govern the masses. Today, however, the 
Nailati people are frustrated because of political corruption, a huge government 
debt, and the influence of an organized-crime structure that influences people 
throughout the world.

The ancient people of Nailati created roads and water delivery systems that are 
used today by people who live thousands of miles from the hearth of Nailati 
culture. The Nailati people created the opera and the symphony, both of which are 
enjoyed today throughout the world. The Nailati also have made many scientific 
contributions, including the telescope, electric battery, radio, and nuclear reactor. 
In addition, the founder of microscopic anatomy and the codeveloper of quantum 
theory are of Nailati origin. The Nailati have hosted international Olympic sporting 
events with some of the same rules, entertainment values, and venues that were 
present during the time of the gladiators.

The Nailati enjoy a diet that includes olive oil, pasta, cheese, and wine. While the 
diet of the Nailati is rich in seasonal fresh fruits and vegetables, only about 2% of 
the work force is involved in agricultural activities, mostly in the southern region. 
In the northern region, the Nailati people have more of a diversified and industrial 
economy. About 71% of the Nailati people have service sector jobs. Internationally, 
the Nailati are known for the production of luxury and sports cars, fashion, and 
yachts. Tourism, however, is the fastest growing and most profitable sector of the 
national economy.

IR-4: The Nailati
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