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Foreword

N euroscience research has substantiated a reality that we should 
relish: We are all wired for expansive learning, high intellectual 

performances, and self-determination!
Although this has been verified, there is a syllogism for educators that 

should be proven to be true and yet has still not become the performance 
standard: If  all brains are wired for expansive learning, high intellectual 
performances and self-determination, then students of  color should be 
experiencing this state of  being. Since neuroscience has proven the valid-
ity of  the premise of  this syllogism, this is the time for a seminal question 
to be reckoned with: Why are so many students of  color underachieving?

We can’t overstate the fact that this reality is a complex conundrum, 
requiring the need to consider and address a myriad of  underregarded 
factors, the most prevalent being lack of  belief  in the innate intellectual 
potential of  these students. The most poignant consideration to address 
in order to answer this seminal question takes us back to the finding 
from neuroscience: If  all students are wired for expansive learning and 
self-determination, what is needed to activate that wiring for optimal 
connectivity for students of  color? The answer: mediating learning 
through cultural responsive teaching.

When the brain encounters information, especially during the act of  
reading and learning, it’s searching for and making connections to what 
is personally relevant and meaningful. What is relevant and meaningful 
to an individual is based on his or her cultural frame of  reference. Find-
ing cultural relevance and personal connections give us perspective, 
engages our attention, and assists us in interpreting and inferring 
meaning, enabling the depth of  understanding and interest needed for 
what are considered acts of  high intellectual processing such as concep-
tualizing, reasoning, or theorizing (Jackson, 2011).

Unfortunately, teachers are too often unaware of  the fact that the con-
nections they choose to assist students in understanding concepts being 
taught are in fact “cultural,” reflective of  the lived, familiar experiences of  
students who are not students of  color, leaving students of  color in a state 
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of  disconnect, and often a deep sense of  frustration. As much as they 
search to find the relevance that would enable them to be engaged and 
make meaning, they are unable, so their innate ability for high levels of  
cognitive processing is inhibited.

Cultural relevance is the key to enabling the cognitive processing nec-
essary for learning and imperative for engaging and unleashing intellec-
tual potential for students of  color. Neuroscience has informed us that it is 
the catalyst that activates the wiring for neural connectivity to be opti-
mized for learning. But why? And how can we use this information to 
assist the tens of  thousands of  teachers around the country who search 
tirelessly for what’s needed to design their teaching to be culturally 
responsive to students of  color so they can perform at the high levels they 
believe these students are capable of  attaining?

Cultural responsiveness is not a practice; it’s what informs our prac-
tice so we can make better teaching choices for eliciting, engaging, moti-
vating, supporting, and expanding the intellectual capacity of  ALL our 
students. Culturally Responsive Teaching and The Brain: Promoting Authentic 
Engagement and Rigor elucidates for us the neuroscience behind why cul-
ture is the fundamental imperative for learning. Zaretta Hammond trans-
lates this science into a framework that enables teachers to both create the 
relationships and apply strategies that foster culturally responsive teach-
ing to optimize learning, enabling us to make real the implication of  the 
syllogism that students of  color can demonstrate the expansive learning, 
high intellectual performances, and self-determination for which their 
brains are wired to achieve.

Dr. Yvette Jackson
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