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Educator CRT Goals Teachers’ Actions

Gay •	 Use the cultural knowledge, 
prior experiences, frames of 
reference, and performance 
styles of ethnically diverse 
students to make learning 
encounters more relevant  
and effective.

•	 Look closely at what all students 
bring to their learning.

•	 View culture as an asset,  
which can be used effectively  
to enhance academic and  
social achievement.

•	 Restructure attitudes  
and beliefs.

•	 Understand resistance to CRT.

•	 Center culture and difference.

•	 Establish pedagogical 
connections.

Hammond •	 Focus on the impact of CRT on 
the brain and learning; the brain 
seeks to minimize social threats 
and maximize opportunities  
to connect.

•	 Couple all new information with 
existing funds of knowledge in 
order to be learned.

•	 Ensure that cultural knowledge 
serves as a scaffold to connect 
what the student knows to 
new concepts and content in 
order to promote effective 
information processing.

•	 Use stories, music, and 
repetition to connect to 
students and build intellective 
capacity.

•	 Consciously work to make sure 
that all students feel included 
and valued.

•	 Develop a sociopolitical 
consciousness.

•	 Create student–teacher 
relationships and social-
emotional connections  
to students.

Table 1.3 (Continued)

To learn how some Syracuse City School District (SCSD) educa-
tors define CRT and its importance to MLs, take a look at the 
video clip Why Culturally Responsive Teaching Matters.

Video 1.1

Why Culturally Responsive Teaching Matters
To read a QR code, you must have a smartphone or tablet with a camera. 
We recommend that you download a QR code reader app that is made 
specifically for your phone or tablet brand.

resources.corwin.com/CulturallyResponsiveTeaching
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that such exposure brings leads to improved cognitive skills, 
including critical thinking and problem solving” (p. 2).

Seymour Dual Language Academy in New York State’s 
Syracuse City School District (SCSD) presents a strong model 
for what it means to honor and value diversity. Respect for 
diversity can be seen through SCSD’s dual language pro-
gram model, the attitudes of their staff, and the vast mul-
tilingual resources throughout the school. To learn a little 
more about the work that is being done at Seymour and to 
hear Seymour social worker Pedro Abreu talk about strate-
gies for building relationships with families who come from 
cultures that are different than ours, watch the video What 
It Means to Value Diversity.

Video 2.1

What It Means to Value Diversity
resources.corwin.com/CulturallyResponsiveTeaching

Cummins (2000) states that through personal interactions 
between educators and students an interpersonal space is cre-
ated in which identities are negotiated. These negotiated iden-
tifies are critical to student success.

When students’ identities are affirmed and extended 
through their interactions with teachers, they are more 
likely to apply themselves academically and partici-
pate actively in instruction. . . . By contrast, when stu-
dents’ languages, cultures, and experiences are ignored 
or excluded in classroom interactions, these students 
are at a disadvantage. Everything they have previously 
learned about life and the world is dismissed as irrel-
evant to school learning. There are few points of con-
nection between their life experiences and curriculum 
materials or instruction; students are expected to learn 
in an experiential vacuum. (p. 166)

Thus, how we speak about and respond to the diversity in our 
classroom is critical to ML student achievement.
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Video 2.2

Understanding and Appreciating Cultural 
Differences
resources.corwin.com/CulturallyResponsiveTeaching

Figure 2.2 Differences Between Individualist and Collectivist Cultures

 Individualist Cultures  Collectivist Cultures

Emphasizes independence and self-reliance Emphasizes interdependence and cooperation

Prioritizes personal goals Prioritizes group goals

Learning through individual study Learning through group work

Individual contributions and status are prioritized Group dynamics are prioritized

Task orientation Social orientation

Purpose of education is learning how to learn Purpose of education is learning how to do

Transgression of norms leads to guilty feelings Transgression of norms leads to shameful feelings

Examples of countries high on individualism continuum: US, Australia, Netherlands

Examples of countries with low individualism continuum: Indonesia, Pakistan, Guatemala

Recommendations:

•	 Build both individual and group accountability into group projects.

•	 Give students the choice to work independently or in pairs or groups.

•	 Seek to establish relationships with students by sharing about yourself and learning about them.

•	 Foster a supportive classroom community where students feel a sense of belonging.

•	 Celebrate group successes (e.g., class party for everyone’s hard work on a project).

Resources: Hofstede, 2003, 2011; Hammond, 2015.

Once you have watched Sangita’s video, complete Application 
Activity 2f, Reflecting on Your Cultural Beliefs and Expectations 
to think more critically about how differences between indi-
vidual and collectivist cultures may be impacting your teach-
ing or your interactions with students.
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and actually results in educators as well as policymakers 
blaming students or their families for their perceived lack of 
academic success. A deficit perspective is one in which 
we focus on MLs’ challenges and frame our interac-
tions with them solely in terms of these challenges. 
When operating from a deficit perspective, educators tend 
to view MLs’ home language(s) and culture(s) as hindrances 
to overcome instead of as gifts to be treasured. Figure 3.1 
outlines three aspects of an assets-based approach versus a 
deficit-based approach with MLs. We leave space for you to 
contribute your own insights in the final row.

Figure 3.1 Assets-Based Approach Versus Deficit-Based Approach

Factor/Aspect
Assets-Based 
Approach

Deficit-Based 
Approach

Home language and 
culture

•	 Gifts to be recognized

•	 Foundations for future learning

Hindrances to overcome

Families of MLs •	 Engaged in children’s education

•	 Interact with children in their rich 
home language

•	 Share their home cultural 
practices

•	 Blamed for students’ perceived 
lack of academic skills

•	 Do not learn English quickly 
enough

•	 Not engaged in their child’s 
learning

Connection with student 
learning

Direct correlation between building 
instruction around students’ life 
experience and positive impact on 
learning

Disconnect between students’ lives 
and learning

Other

In order to see how Syracuse City School District (SCSD) educa-
tor Angela Matarazzo describes steps that she takes to build on 
students’ assets, watch the video clip Building on Students’ Assets.

Video 3.1

Building on Students’ Assets
resources.corwin.com/CulturallyResponsiveTeaching
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families already possess. To do this, we must take time to 
learn about our MLs’ and their families’ invaluable personal, 
cultural, social, and world experiences and draw from these 
strengths-based understandings to create instructional oppor-
tunities that are meaningful, purposeful, and appealing to our 
students. Not only will our MLs benefit, but native English-
speaking students will learn from their ML peers and see them 
in a new light. We share several replicable ways with you to 
promote MLs’ assets.

SCSD kindergarten teacher Gloria Kimmich uses a variety of 
collaborative games and activities to build community in her 
classroom and teach students the benefits of working together 
and being persistent. To see one of the activities she uses, 
watch Building a Collaborative Community in the Classroom.

Encourage Storytelling

We all love to hear a good story, and MLs sharing their own 
stories is one way we can build bridges and help foster con-
nections with ML students. Teachers of younger MLs can first 
model the task of students drawing a personal narrative story-
board or series of images, then have students write a response 
to the sentence prompt of their choice, such as “What’s your 
least favorite part of school? Why?” or “Share a favorite mem-
ory you have with a family member.” Teachers can ask older 
newcomer students to write a personal narrative and then 
share it with colleagues and school administrators. To begin 
this project, teachers can interview students using guiding 
questions. Students at lower levels of proficiency who are lit-
erate in their home languages can write about themselves in 
their home languages. Each of these activities supports the 
process of learning more about students’ lives and experi-
ences so that we, as educators, develop a better understanding 
of the linguistic and cultural assets that our students bring to 
our classrooms.

Video 3.2

Building a Collaborative Community in the 
Classroom
resources.corwin.com/CulturallyResponsiveTeaching
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To see strategies that Syracuse City School District (SCSD)  
educators use to help students build their academic mindset, 
take a look at the Building Students’ Academic Identities Through 
Academic Language Use video. Once you have watched the 
video, consider the video reflection questions.

Basic Fortified

Person B:  I don’t think we should be 
forced to recycle. It’s not fair.

Person A:  But not enough of us are 
doing it on our own.

Person B:  Aren’t there other ways to 
get people to do it without 
making it law?

Person A:  What about giving people 
rewards for recycling?

Person B: Like what?

Source: Adapted from Zwiers and Soto, 2016.

(Continued)

Video 4.1

Building Students’ Academic Identities 
Through Academic Language Use
resources.corwin.com/CulturallyResponsiveTeaching

Reflection Questions
1. What did you notice about the different ways that the three educators in 

the video helped build students’ academic language?

2. Why do you think using academic language is important to building  

students’ academic identity?

3. What is a strategy that you use or have seen modeled to support  

students’ academic language use?
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Paris and Alim (2017) describe the importance of culturally 
responsive teaching, taking into account the fact that culture 
“both remains rooted and continues to shift in the ways that 
culture always has” (p. 9). By embracing this essential idea, we 
can provide a space for students to honor the cultural practices 
that are deeply embedded in their communities as well as cele-
brate the ways in which these practices may also be changing.

To hear how Syracuse City School District educator Angela 
Matarrazo engages students in social justice education, watch 
the video clip titled Building on Students’ Backgrounds in Support 
of Social Justice Education.

Figure 4.10, a Linguistic Autobiographies Unit, is an example 
of a project-based unit focused on language and culture. This 
unit is included in the California Department of Education’s 
English Language Arts/English Language Development 
Framework (2015). In this unit, students reflect on their own 
language use and how it varies across different contexts, such 
as at home with family, with friends, at school, and when 
interacting with strangers. They also watch the documentary 
Precious Knowledge, which gives an account of the fight over a 
Mexican American Studies program in Arizona public schools. 
The film includes the stories of several students enrolled in the 
Mexican American Studies program at Tucson High School, 
with interviews with teachers, parents/guardians, school offi-
cials, and the lawmakers who wish to outlaw the classes.

Figure 4.10 Linguistic Autobiographies Unit

Unit: Linguistic Autobiographies, Ninth Grade

Unit Summary: “Students spend much of their class time engaging in 
collaborative conversations about challenging topics, including their 
reactions to negative comments in the media about their primary languages, 
“nonstandard” varieties of English (e.g., African American English), accents 
(e.g., Southern), or slang. Through these conversations, students learn to 
value linguistic diversity—their own and others—and develop assertive 

Video 4.2

Building on Students’ Backgrounds in Support of 
Social Justice Education
resources.corwin.com/CulturallyResponsiveTeaching



Chapter five: Placing Students at the Center of the Learning 167
learning goals and the criteria for success. By including  
student-friendly learning objectives and student-friendly 
rubrics in your les-
sons and providing 
exemplars for what 
it looks like to suc-
cessfully meet learn-
ing goals and rubric 
criteria, you can 
support your stu-
dents in developing 
the skills that they 
need to become 
more autonomous 
learners.

SCSD fourth-grade teacher Taryn Michael has a self-assessment  
station in her classroom. Using a student-friendly rubric, stu-
dents evaluate themselves on their skills and knowledge in 
particular areas. For each skill, they determine whether they 
can’t do it yet (Level 1), can do it with help (Level 2), can do 
it on their own (Level 3), or can teach someone else (Level 4). 

For more on how Ms. Michael uses this as a tool for her MLs 
and their families, please see the video titled Students Engaging 
in Self-Assessment.

Reflection Question
What are some different ways that you have built or you might build self- 

assessment into your work with students?

Video 5.1

Students Engaging in Self-Assessment
resources.corwin.com/CulturallyResponsiveTeaching
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Dually certified social studies and English as a new language 
(ENL)1 high school teacher Megan Brown uses many different 
types of oral language activities in her sheltered US history 
class. To see her class engage in a jigsaw activity related to 
the Trail of Tears, go to the video Using a Jigsaw Activity With 
Multilingual Learners. For this jigsaw activity, Megan intention-
ally grouped students in order to provide students the support 
of a peer who shared their same home language as well as to 
mix student proficiency levels so that the students with higher 
levels of proficiency were dispersed among the groups. For this 
activity, students were placed in groups in which they looked 
at a particular document and image and responded to a ques-
tion about what they read and saw. Megan explained that her 
students can invest in the work more fully if they have time 
to focus on only one piece of the larger puzzle. She said that 
when they become the expert, they take on the task of teach-
ing their classmates about what they have learned.

Figure 5.13 Oral language Activities and Resources

Activity Description

Considerations 
for Use in My 
Classroom

1-3-6 Protocol In this activity, students are given a discussion question or 
task that they work on individually. Then, they move to a 
group of three, where they discuss their responses to the 
question. Finally, two groups of three combine to form a

Video 5.2

Using a Jigsaw Activity With Multilingual Learners
resources.corwin.com/CulturallyResponsiveTeaching

To explore some different types of oral language activities that 
you could use in your classroom, read the activity descriptions in 
Figure 5.13, Oral Language Activities and Resources. In addition to 
the description of each activity, we have suggested possible scaf-
folds that MLs might need to effectively engage with the activity 
and, in some instances, a video in which the strategy is modeled. 
For each activity, consider how you might adapt it for your class-
room. We have also left a space for you to add your own idea of an 
oral language activity that you would like to use with MLs.

1New York State uses the term “ENL teacher” instead of ESOL or ESL teachers.
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However, if leaving school grounds isn’t feasible, a teacher 
can also make use of the available resources at the school. 
For example, a teacher introducing a unit on the five senses 
to students might take students to a particular location in 
or around the school (e.g., the cafeteria kitchen, the band 
room, a grassy spot) and ask them to think about what they 
see, hear, smell, taste, and feel. She could also ask then ask 
them to recall a favorite place they have been and write 
down what they remember about the place using descrip-
tive words associated with the five senses. Virtual field trips 
are another strategy for creating a shared experience.

Concept sort: For this activity, you will create sets of 
index cards with images, words, or phrases that relate to 
key concepts that you will study. Have students work in 
pairs to sort the cards into categories. Depending on the 
topic and backgrounds of the students, you can provide 
the categories, or you can ask students to come up with 
categories. As an example, in preparation for a unit on the 
water cycle you might ask students to sort images or words 
into the categories of liquid, solid, and gas.

To see how educator Megan Brown helps build her students 
background knowledge before beginning a lesson on the Trail 
of Tears, watch the video Activating and Building Background 
Knowledge.

Reflection Question
What is a favorite strategy that you have for activating students’ prior  

knowledge?

Video 6.1

Activating and Building Background Knowledge
resources.corwin.com/CulturallyResponsiveTeaching
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To hear Syracuse City School District (SCSD) educators 
speak about strategies they use to incorporate multicultural 
resources into the curriculum, watch the Incorporating Culture 
and Multicultural Resources Into the Curriculum video clip.

Tools for evaluating your classroom libraries and curric-
ulum are provided further on in the chapter. What follows 
is a description of different types and uses for multicultural 
resources along with some examples of how they might be 
incorporated into the curriculum.

Provide a Mirror and a Window

Perhaps one of the most critical purposes of multicultural 
resources is to provide students with an opportunity to reflect 

on their own experiences through the content pro-
vided (a mirror) and give students an opportunity 
to learn about and reflect on the experiences of  
others (a window).

New York City educator Stephanie Reyes developed 
a thought-provoking mirrors and windows unit 
plan for use by teachers at her elementary school. 
As part of this project, students are asked to analyze 
books in their classroom libraries through the lens 
of mirrors and windows.

Reyes recommends creating a word wall with key 
terms that can be used to provide a foundation 

Video 6.2

Incorporating Culture and Multicultural Resources 
Into the Curriculum
resources.corwin.com/CulturallyResponsiveTeaching
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Now that you have had an opportunity to brainstorm bar-
riers and solutions to family engagement, we would like to 
share some of the solutions we have seen used in schools. 
While filming the video for this book, we had the great 
privilege of attending a family night that was held in the 
Syracuse City School District. Families of ELs or former 
English learners in the district were invited to take part 
in an evening event in which they were able to meet and  
talk with their children’s English as a new language (ENL) 
or former ENL teachers. The event was publicized through 
adult ESOL classes and the schools. It was held in the 
Refugee Assistance Program Center, which was a familiar 
location for many families. The event began with a dinner 
and was followed by a welcome by one of the district ENL 
coaches. Next, families moved into classrooms by language 
groups. The ENL teachers from throughout the district cir-
culated among the classrooms to meet with parents. To see 
the agenda for the evening, go to the Three Steps You Can 
Take section at the end of the chapter.

To learn more about the event, view the video Building 
Relationships With Multilingual Families Through Family 
Engagement Events.

Figure 7.6, Possible Barriers to ML Family Engagement and 
Possible Solutions, provides some other examples of strategies 
that districts are using to overcome barriers to family engage-
ment. While some of these solutions may be beyond your 
control, there are possible solutions that you can explore with 
school and district administrators.

To respond to the barrier of transportation, some schools 
provide district busses to take families from their apartment 
complexes to the schools for certain school events such as 
Back-to-School Night or school concerts. Other transportation 

Video 7.1

Building Relationships With Multilingual Families 
Through Family Engagement Events
resources.corwin.com/CulturallyResponsiveTeaching
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literacy program and found that when parents were used to 
coming to the school for English classes they were more likely 
to participate in other school events. Diane worked in a rural 
district where there was no adult ESOL class for her elemen-
tary students’ parents and guardians, so she partnered with 
the local community college to begin a class for them, which 
was held at the elementary school. Word spread to their col-
leagues and other family members who also wanted to learn 
English, and the local sweet potato and cucumber process-
ing facility provided transportation to those employees who 
sought English instruction. Just as with Sydney’s experience, 
those parents who took part felt more comfortable coming to 
the school to meet with teachers and attend events.

Syracuse City School District (SCSD) hosts an educational pro-
gram called Parent University, which has the goals of giving 
support to families so “they may achieve personal academic 
and non-academic goals; providing parents and families with 
the necessary resources to support their children’s emotional 
growth and development; and increasing the number of par-
ents who feel positively connected to their child’s school” 
(SCSD, n.d., para. 2). Some of the topics covered during Parent 
University include CPR, learning with an iPad, and building 
a strong credit history. To learn more about Parent University 
and other strategies used by SCSD to foster ML family engage-
ment, watch the video Building Relationships With Parents 
Through Parent University and Nationality Workers.

Video 7.2

Building Relationships With Parents Through Parent 
University and Nationality Workers
resources.corwin.com/CulturallyResponsiveTeaching

Other strategies for empowering ML families are to institute 
district- and school-level parent advisory committees for MLs, 
take steps to ensure that committees and school support teams 
include parents of MLs, and offer volunteer opportunities for 
ML families.

Gardner (2019b) recommends hosting an ML parent panel in 
which three to six parents (or guardians) share information 
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serving as a liaison between schools and ML families, nation-
ality workers also provide professional development related 
to their culture and experiences that support educators in 
better understanding the backgrounds of their ML students. 
Nationality workers also assist in classrooms to support teachers 
in meeting the needs of English learners (Syracuse.com, 2019). 
Our Chapter 5 video, Using a Jigsaw Activity With Multilingual 
Learners, demonstrates how nationality workers can be used to 
support student learning in the classroom. To hear from Razan 
Shalash, one of SCSD’s nationality workers, as well as learn other 
ways that SCSD is building partnerships with families, please 
take a look at the video Partnering With Multilingual Families.

Steps to the Seal  
(Syracuse City School District)

The Steps to the Seal program is an innovative pathway designed 
to support students in graduating with the New York State Seal 
of Biliteracy (NYSSB) on their diploma. The NYSSB recognizes 
high school graduates who have attained a high level of pro-
ficiency in one or more languages in addition to English. The 
Steps to the Seal program recognizes that students and fami-
lies need guidance on obtaining the seal much earlier than in 
high school and offers that guidance to ML students in Grades 
K–12. Emily Voegler and Erica Daniels, who began the program, 
wanted their students to recognize their home languages as 
assets and to value the cultural heritages and backgrounds of ML 
families as a district. As part of the program, students take part 
in evening classes in which they study their heritage language 
and complete multimedia projects that demonstrate language 
development in the four skills of listening, speaking, reading, 
and writing. For example, younger students take photos of their 
families and communities and write about themselves and their 
experiences. Through the program, parents and guardians of 
MLs learn about the benefits of NYSSB, how to obtain it, and are 
encouraged to help develop their children’s home language. For 

Video 8.1

Partnering With Multilingual Families
resources.corwin.com/CulturallyResponsiveTeaching
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more on how the Steps to the Seal program came to be and the 
impact it has, take a look at the Steps to the Seal video in which 
Erica Daniels and Meredith Green describe the program.

Cultural Proficiency Framework,  
Modules, and Cohorts (Fairfax  
County Public Schools)

In 2013, Fairfax County Public Schools (FCPS), the tenth- 
largest US school district, located in northern Virginia, rein-
vigorated its focus on cultural proficiency. The district began 
by developing a Cultural Proficiency Framework that includes 
defining key terminology and professional development goals 
related to cultural proficiency. The district currently offers 
annual training modules—required for all FCPS employees—
that focus on understanding cultural proficiency and the guid-
ing principles of cultural proficiency. In addition, each school 
within the district has a designated staff member to be the 
equity lead who is responsible for leading discussions related 
to equity issues in the school. The district also offers cohorts of 
educators an opportunity to engage in more intensive cultural 
proficiency training that takes place over the course of three 
days. In addition to framing professional development, the 
Cultural Proficiency Framework is used by district curriculum 
writers to infuse CRT into their curriculum work.

We spoke with Tu Phillips, the former manager of the FCPS 
Equity and Cultural Responsiveness (ECR) team who previously 
led the initiative from its inception. When asked her opinion 
on what she would expect to see in a school or district that 
values cultural proficiency, she identified three specific areas. 
The first was a mindset that views diversity as an opportunity 
to grow rather than a problem, which means taking an honest 
look at diversity. Phillips explained, “We see diversity in all its 
complexity, we’re willing to adapt” (T. Phillips, personal com-
munication, April 27, 2020). Second, she emphasized the need 
for strong relationships among educators and school staff and 

Video 8.2

Steps to the Seal
resources.corwin.com/CulturallyResponsiveTeaching


