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Abstract

Culturally, Relevant Teaching (CRT) focuses on academic success for all stu-
dents, cultural competencies, and sociopolitical aspects and has been proven
effective among school cultures that are diverse in demographics. As schools
become increasingly diverse, there is a greater need for effective education for
the entire classroom while also meeting the specific needs of culturally diverse
student groups. This study focuses on how in-service teachers’ implement
CRT in high school classrooms. Interviews with 20 in-service teachers across
eight states revealed five themes: Class environment under a Culturally Rele-
vant Teaching approach, Culturally relevant materials, Culturally Relevant
Teaching Projects, Culturally Relevant Teaching strategies and Teacher-student
relationships and Culturally Relevant Teaching. This paper explores those five
themes to reveal how CRT is implemented in real-world classrooms.

Keywords

Culturally Relevant Teaching, Diversity, Classroom Strategies,
Socioeconomically Deprived Students of Color

1. Introduction

Every teacher faces diversity in the classroom. Diversity comes in many forms
and can include a student’s economic status, abilities, gender, religion, and cul-
ture (Valeriu, 2017). Teachers are faced with mandated learning standards that
must be taught in a manner that can benefit all students. According to the Na-
tional Association for Education Statistics (McFarland et al., 2018), elementary
and secondary school enrollment increased from 47.2 million in 2000 to 50.4
million in 2015. Not only has there been a significant rise in enrollment, but

there has also been a significant shift in demographics (McFarland et al., 2018).
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White student enrollment decreased from 61% to 49%, Black student enrollment
also dropped from 17% to 15%, Hispanic students saw an increase from 16% to
26%, and Asian/Pacific and students identified as having two or more races in-
creased by 1%. Teachers should adapt their teaching methods to reflect the shift
in the school demographics.

The shift in diversity is not limited to the United States; the shift in diverse
populations has been recognized globally (Forghani-Arani, Cerna, & Bannon,
2019). Forghani-Arani et al. (2019) write that diverse education constitutes
“characteristics that can affect the specific ways in which developmental poten-
tial and learning are realized, including cultural, linguistic, ethnic, religious and
socio-economic differences” (p. 7). As diversity in education is a topic of impor-
tance within the United States (Hodge & Collins, 2019), many studies have fo-
cused on teaching qualities and competencies that are effective in diverse class-
room settings (Forghani-Arani et al., 2019).

Culturally relevant teaching (CRT, also referred to as culturally relevant pe-
dagogy) has a focus on academic success for all students, cultural competencies,
and sociopolitical concerns, and has been proven effective among school cul-
tures that are demographically diverse (Hodge & Collins, 2019). As schools are
becoming more diverse, there is an increased “need for providing education that
serves the needs of all students as well as the unique needs of particular individ-
uals or subgroups becomes even more important” (Wachira & Mburu, 2019: p.
1). This study focuses on how in-service teachers’ implement CRT in high school
classrooms.

This paper will first provide background on CRT and will then explain the
purpose of the study. Then, we present the literature review, which will focus on
the achievement gap between native and culturally diverse students and imple-
menting CRT in the classroom. We will then describe the sample and our re-
search methods and analysis techniques. We then present the findings, and con-
clude the paper with a discussion, including limitations of the current study and

implications for policy and practice.

1.1. Background

CRT was created from a critical question of Ladson-Billings (1990). Instead of
asking what was wrong with minority students concerning their abilities to
learn, Ladson-Billings changed the face of educational pedagogy by asking what
was right with minority students. By researching methods that were working ef-
fectively in diverse classrooms, Ladson-Billings was able to identify ways to im-
prove teacher education. The researcher identified three major domains of teach-
ing that could be used in various diverse settings. The three domains of educator
practice include “academic success, cultural competence, and sociopolitical con-
sciousness” (Ladson-Billings, 2014: p. 75). In CRT, teachers work with students
to help develop skills that are necessary for educational success and diversity is

valued within the classroom. Teachers who practice CRT help support the aca-
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demic success and personal growth of every student.

Culturally relevant teaching is most effective when supported by educational
administration. Implementation needs monetary support and leadership encou-
ragement. Flores (2018: p. 345) indicated that during the last couple of decades,
the elevated federal and state accountability policies have further underscored
and communicated how public K-12 educational institutions have struggled to
improve the educational achievements of black and Latina/o students. Adminis-
trators are the educational leaders that many educators look to for support. Flores
(2018) emphasized how this can impact schools and encouraged CRT as a means
for administration to provide support and opportunities for educators to intro-
duce cultural integrity in schools through critically analyzing laws, policies, and
procedures. Support of CRT, especially within diverse school populations, is
critical to effectively incorporate this teaching approach.

There are a few organizations that specialize in educational materials that
promote utilizing CRT. Change Kids Lives (2019) offer advice and academic ar-
ticles that support CRT and their websites also offer links to resources that can
support teachers with implementing CRT strategies into their lesson planning.
Workbooks that offer guidance, resources, supporting literature, and relevant
websites would be beneficial for any school system. The more educators have

access to support for CRT, the more effective their classrooms can be.

1.2. Purpose of the Study

Through the lens of a culturally relevant pedagogy theoretical framework, the
purpose of this qualitative research study is to explore how in-service teachers
implement CRT in the classroom. Bonner, Warren and Jiang (2018) indicated
that diverse student populations benefit from a CRT teaching approach as this
form of teaching encourages the importance and success of every student. CRT
practices that are implemented in diverse settings have been found to make a
positive impact on student engagement (Vescio, 2016). Researchers Bonner et al.
(2018) found that teachers who committed to CRT had strong efficacy within
their diverse classrooms and were more likely to anticipate positive learning
outcomes by addressing the diverse needs of their students. Understanding the
perspectives of educators that teach diverse populations can help future educa-
tors and researchers develop effective implementation strategies of CRT that are
beneficial to the school, classroom, and students. The research question that en-
livens this research is: How do in-service teachers implement CRT in the class-

room?

2. Literature Review

CRT has been used by many educators as a strategy to empower students and in-
fluence their learning (Ladson-Billings, 2014). By understanding the basis of a
culturally relevant pedagogy, educators will have a better understanding of bi-

ases that may exist when teaching in a diverse classroom (Brown-Jeffy & Cooper,
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2011). This literature review will dive into CRT, identifying and closing the
achievement gap between white and racially diverse students, implementing
culturally relevant teaching in the classroom, and how, as the years progressed,
new methods for teaching diverse classrooms were necessary.

Many studies have been conducted exploring the effects of CRT as it is applied
to the classroom learning environment (Christ & Sharma, 2018; Larson et al.,
2018; Lowery, 2018). In a study by Larson et al. (2018), researchers examined the
relationship between classroom behaviors and the use of CRT. Researchers found
a significant correlation between observations of CRT and proactive practices to
manage behavior (Larson et al., 2018). In another study, Christ and Sharma
(2018) explored text selection in relation to CRT. The researchers were able to
identify the challenges and successes of teachers who were trying to implement
CRT within their classrooms. From their research, they identified four chal-
lenges in implementing CRT: “resistance, limited view of culture, lack of know-
ledge about students’ cultures and identities, and lack of opportunities for stu-
dents to develop critical consciousness” (p. 55). They also identified three areas
of success for educators implementing CRT: teachers should be knowledgeable
about the culture and identity of their students, attention should be paid to the
various dimensions of literature used in the classroom, and text selection and
pedagogy should be a culturally relevant combination. CRT has been found to be
effective in promoting a positive and effective classroom learning environment;
however, the implementation may not be successful without the support of ad-

ministration (Lowery, 2018).

2.1. Achievement Gap

Addressing the achievement gap among students who come from ethnic or cul-
turally diverse backgrounds is a concern that requires immediate attention
(Brown-Jefty & Cooper, 2011). United States classroom demographics continue
to shift as most of the student body becomes more ethnically diverse (King,
MclIntosh, & Bell-Ellwanger, 2016).

Murnane (2007) argued that children living in poverty are more likely to leave
school without the necessary skills to earn a decent living in our ever-changing
economy. Several researchers affirmed that these children tend to be disadvan-
taged, dis-privileged, and oppressed (Dozier, Johnston, & Rogers, 2006; Janks,
2010; Kuby, 2013; Murnane, 2007). These children typically face many systemic
barriers which can grossly impact their lives causing a delay, regression, or tragic
end to their overall academic, financial, and social success. Some of these barriers
include: being treated as denizens rather than citizens, being paid lower wages,
being denied equal access to education and health care, being racially profiled,
and being violently attacked and/or killed by police officers.

An academic achievement gap is usually thought to be the disparities found in
test scores between Whites, minorities, and low-income students (Musu-Gillete

et al,, 2016; NEA, 2018). Since 2000, the Hispanic population has grown at a rate

DOI: 10.4236/0jl.2021.104020

341 Open Journal of Leadership


https://doi.org/10.4236/ojl.2021.104020

A. Hernandez, K. Burrows

of 2% to 3% each year, whereas the Caucasian population has decreased by 10%
every five years. The Hispanic/Latino population is growing at a rate that is in-
directly proportional to that of Caucasian Americans, a trend that is observed
every five years. The Hispanic/Latino population grows at a rate that is indirectly
proportional to that of the Caucasian population. In other words, the Hispan-
ic/Latino population increases while the Caucasian population decreases.
Academic achievement gaps exist between the predominantly White student
body and several other student groups including racial and ethnic minorities,
English language learners (ELL), students with disabilities, between genders (male
vs female), and students from low socioeconomic status backgrounds (Mu-
su-Gillete et al., 2016; NEA, 2018). Further, achievement gaps are not just indica-
tive of the disparities found in test scores (Scholastic Assessment Test [SAT],
American College Test [ACT], statewide standardized tests, etc.), but also by the
availability of opportunities (advanced placement courses, higher education),
and overall student attainment (high school graduation rates, college attendance
and graduation rates, employment: Musu-Gillete et al., 2016; NEA, 2018).
Closing the academic achievement gap among minority students is complex
and requires a complete transformation as opposed to transactional reform. Colg-
ren and Sappington (2015) analyzed English ACT scores for minority students in
English advanced placement (AP) classes against White and non-low-income stu-
dents. The researchers found that minority students in AP English classes per-
formed at the same level as White students who did not attend AP classes. Fur-
thermore, when comparing minority and White students in AP courses, the re-
searchers found White students significantly outperformed their minority coun-

terparts.

2.2. Closing the Achievement Gap: Applying CRT in the Classroom

Based on research findings, it is evident that the academic achievement gap in
minority students exists and is maintained and perpetuated by traditional school
constructs (Anthony-Stevens et al., 2017; Banerjee, 2018; Gershenson et al.,
2018; McFarland et al., 2018; NEA, 2018). CRT strategies are proposed to be a
solution (Lopez, 2016). The next part of this literature review will examine how
in-service teachers apply CRT strategies within the classroom; and how the ap-
plication of strategies affects student achievement and behavior (Anthony-Stevens
et al., 2017; Banerjee, 2018; Gershenson et al., 2018; Holt & Gershenson, 2015;
Lindsay & Hart, 2017).

A correlational study conducted in 2016 proposed to examine the relationship
between the implementation of CRT strategies within the classroom and its ef-
fect on student behavior and achievement in obtaining reading milestones with-
in the Latino student population (Lopez, 2016). Research findings suggested a
positive correlation between the implementation of CRT strategies and student
outcomes (increased reading scores). Teachers reported a strong belief that the

application of CRT strategies within the classroom had students with the highest
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increase in reading scores by the end of the year. A total of 244 students in third
to fifth grade participated as well as 16 teachers. Achievement outcomes were
measured by the collection of test scores from a standardized test used by the
state to assess reading benchmarks. Hence, the research findings suggest a link
between the implementation of CRT strategies and positive student outcomes.

Similarly, a quantitative study conducted in 2016 focused on students’ percep-
tions of their teachers’ use of CRT strategies within the classroom (Byrd, 2016).
Researchers surveyed students on their instructor’s constructivist teaching prac-
tices and cultural engagement, specific measures of school racial socialization,
academic outcomes, and racial attitudes. Participants consisted of a random
sampling of 315 students from the age of 12 to 18 years old using an online sur-
vey. Research findings suggested a positive association between greater academic
outcomes, constructivist teaching practices, and promotion of cultural compe-
tence. Specifically, students reported being more interested in school and having
a greater sense of belonging when instructors used constructivism (use real-life
examples, videos, pictures, guest speakers as teaching tools) teaching practices
and could learn more about their own heritage and culture at school (racial so-
cialization). Hence, research findings suggest a positive association between CRT
strategies and academic outcomes as it relates to promotion of cultural compe-
tence and teacher’s constructivist practices. Researchers concluded that con-
structivist practices allowed students to become comfortable within their sur-
roundings thereby facilitating a higher level of engagement and peer connection.
Ultimately, this teaching practice facilitated intergroup relations and reduced
prejudice within the classroom.

Finally, a quantitative study conducted in 2017 found a positive association
between implementation of CRT strategies and proactive behavioral manage-
ment (PBM) within the classroom resulted in increased student engagement and
positive behavior (Larson et al., 2018). Participants consisted of a total of 274
teachers (86% female, 80% white, 47% middle school teachers) from 18 different
schools located in the same school district. The district was located in both ur-
ban and suburban areas. Researchers employed structural equation modeling
(SEM) to analyze their findings. Research findings from this study provided evi-
dence that CRT strategies increase student engagement and when used in con-
junction with PBM, can help to augment biases in discipline practices of minor-
ity students. Researchers analyzed the observed behaviors of students and teach-
ers within 248 classrooms against several self-reporting surveys. Researchers
wanted to explore the relationship between teachers implementing PBM and

CRT strategies and their effects on student engagement and positive behavior.

2.3. Implementing CRT Strategies in the Classroom

Although a great deal of research has been conducted on why CRT and Cultu-
rally Relevant Pedagogy are important and on in-service teachers’ perceptions of
it, very little research has examined how teachers implement it within the class-
room (Brown-Jeffy & Cooper, 2011; Lambeth & Smith, 2016). A study con-
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ducted in 2017 examined the teaching practices of seven award winning teachers
at an urban school in the southeast region of the United States (Farinde-Wu,
Glover, & Williams, 2017). The qualitative study used in-depth, open-ended,
semi-structured interviews to assess in-service teacher practices (Farinde-Wu et
al., 2017). In-service teachers were asked how they built rapport and engaged
students on a daily basis and four major themes emerged among the seven inter-
views. First, the in-service teachers all implemented RACCE (show respect, act
immediately, communicate, celebrate, and encourage students) within their
classrooms. Second, they all worked closely with students to create a “famili-
al-style classroom culture of success” (p. 287). Thirdly, the in-service teachers
established “student-first” learning wherein the students were central to all
learning processes. Finally, each of the in-service teachers integrated, “critical
multicultural views and perspectives within the classroom” (p. 291).

Another qualitative study conducted in 2017 analyzed the teaching strategies
of 12 Hispanic pre-service teachers in their last semester of school and practi-
cum training (Hernandez & Shroyer, 2017). Using a CRT framework, research-
ers concluded that the participants successfully implemented four out of the five
CRT framework elements used for analysis in this study. Specifically, pre-service
teachers were able to successfully integrate culturally relevant content from many
cultures within their math and science curriculum. Further, they fostered posi-
tive teacher-student relationships and had high expectations for every student
regardless of ethnic/racial background. Second, knowledge construction was
successfully facilitated by building on students’ prior knowledge thereby build-
ing links between student’s experiences (at home and in the community) and the
curriculum being taught. Third, pre-service teachers were able to reduce preju-
dice by using elements of the environment to form collaborations with the stu-
dents and their parents. For example, using a student’s native language in class
to instruct or speak with their parents in their native language. By incorporating
contextual factors (elements of the environment for collaboration), pre-service
teachers were able to create a safe learning environment in which students felt
comfortable participating in discussion and instruction. Finally, pre-service teach-
ers were able to create developmentally appropriate learning opportunities within
the classroom thereby facilitating academic development.

A qualitative research study conducted in 2018 examined how novel technol-
ogy could be used as a strategy of CRT to connect students’ home lives with
school (Mackay & Strickland, 2018). A teacher at a diverse urban middle school
attempted to connect to students through the application of an iPod assignment
in which the students were allowed to take the device home and introduce the
teacher to whomever they felt relevant through their video recording. Research
findings indicated a successful connection can be made between home and school
contexts using technology to reveal relationships within the students’ lives that
matter, as well as defining what the student finds relevant within their own lives.
The research findings illustrate how introducing the context of a student’s home

life can create an interaction between teacher and student that facilitates instruc-
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tional relevance within the classroom. Hence, the findings of this study offer
support to the relevance of implementing CRT strategies within the classroom

through a joint venture between teacher and student.

3. Methods

This study’s population was in-service high school teachers working at a pub-
lic-school district and teaching in a high school that serves students in grades 9
through 12. Teachers’ school districts were located in various parts throughout
the United States. Participants taught in New Jersey, New York, Washington
State, South Carolina, Illinois, Utah, Arizona, and New Mexico. Teachers were
through the presence of teaching professional groups on Facebook. Participants
who serve diverse student populations volunteered for the interviews.
Semi-structured interviews were used (see Appendix A). I first asked demo-
graphic questions concerning gender, age, teaching experience, and ethnicity,
and then more open-ended questions that were focused on Culturally Relevant
Teaching (CRT) practices in the classroom. This study’s population was in-service
high school teachers working at a public-school district and teaching in a high
school that serves students in grades 9 through 12. Teachers’ school districts are
located in various parts throughout the United States. Participants taught in
New Jersey, New York, Washington State, South Carolina, Illinois, Utah, Arizo-
na and New Mexico. Participants consisted of multidisciplinary in-service high
school teachers who instructed on a variety of subjects that include English, Ameri-
can History, Music, Mathematics, English as a Second Language, Science, Tech-
nology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM), Western Civilization, and Civics
and Government. The total number of participants was 20. 85 percent of in-service
teacher participants were female, and 15 percent were male. 30 percent of female
participants identified themselves as Latina or Hispanic while the remainder 70
percent identified themselves as White or Caucasian. 100 percent of the male
participants identified themselves with at least one of these groups: White or
Caucasian, Jewish descent, and Asian. Teachers varied in experience from recently
hired to well-seasoned professionals with many years of classroom teaching ex-
perience. 29.41 percent of participants have 1 - 10 years of teaching experience.
64.70 percent of participants have 10 - 20 years of teaching experience, while
23.52 percent of participants have 20 - 30 years of teaching experience. The age
ranges were 21 - 69. 11.76 percent were ages 21 through 29. 29.41 percent were
ages 30 through 39. 41.18 percent were ages 40 through 49. 29.41 percent were
50 through 59 while 5.88 percent were 60 through 69. Although the interviews
yielded a wealth of information about a variety of issues related to CRT, this pa-
per will focus exclusively on the theme, “How teachers work in the classroom

following a CRT approach (including classroom strategies).”

3.1. Description of the Sample

Thirty in-service high school teachers volunteered to participate in this study;
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however, I reached data saturation on the 20th interview, therefore, only twenty
interviews were completed. I determined that I had reached data saturation be-
cause no new information was being provided in the interviews—each respon-
dent was giving the same answers. I was unable to learn anything new from
in-service teachers at high schools. When I finished interviewing the final four
people, it became clear to me that I had achieved data saturation. Each partici-
pant was provided the research study consent form before the phone interviews
were scheduled and conducted. The researcher identified each participant with a
number and listed participants by order of interview scheduled time and date.
Phone interviews were conducted at the beginning of the 2020 school year and
were completed prior to the Covid school closures.

I identified and selected study participants from teacher organizations on so-
cial media who met the selected criteria that they must be an in-service high
school teacher at a public school in a high school that serves students in grades
nine through twelve. In order to recruit for the study, I searched Facebook for
professional teacher groups and asked group moderators whether I could recruit
from their community. Many groups were hesitant to let me recruit and were
worried that their schools or school districts would discover they had said “neg-
ative” things about their schools. Convenience sampling was employed to pro-
cure participants (Etikan, 2016), so the results are not generalizable outside of
this particular sample.

Participants consisted of multi-disciplinary, in-service high school teachers
who instructed various subjects including English, American History, Music,
Mathematics, English as a Second Language, Spanish Language, Western Civili-
zation, Civics and Government, and STEM. 85% of participants were female.
The academic background of the participants included bachelor’s degrees and
master’s degrees in education. Participants’ professional experience ranged from
two to thirty years of teaching experience. Each teacher participant was from a
different school. Thus, various school districts throughout the United States
were represented, including student classroom populations from urban and
suburban locations. Participants taught various students from diverse back-
grounds, including undocumented students, from Europe, Asia, South and Cen-
tral America, and the Middle East. Students represented diverse socio-economic,
lifestyles, and special needs, including homeless students, LGBTQ+ students,
all-White student classrooms, Navajo nation students, and students with physi-

cal and mental disabilities.

3.2. Research Methodology and Analysis

I used NVivo, a computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS)
program, for the data analysis. NVivo is an analysis program that allows re-
searchers to code transcripts and has also been recommended by several scholars
(Maher, Hadfield, Hutchings, & de Eyto, 2018; Zamawe, 2015). This tool was ef-

fective in helping identify themes that emerged based on interview responses.
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Once the Concordia University-Portland chair committee, and the Concordia
University-Portland Institutional Review Board (CU IRB) approved the research
proposal, participants were recruited and invited to participate in the study.
When Facebook group participants indicated to me that they were interested in
participating in the study, an email was sent requesting a time and date to con-
duct the phone. An interview guide (see Appendix A) was used that was based
on, and aligned with, the guiding research question. I requested that each partici-
pant provided proof of their teaching status and I verified the teacher’s creden-

tials.

3.3. Identification of Themes

Emergent coding was applied. Emergent coding consists of the identification of
themes originating from the data collection (Stuckey, 2015). Thematic Analysis
was used to work with the data. According to Maguire and Delahunt (2017), “The-
matic Analysis is the process of identifying patterns or themes within qualitative
data” (p. 3352).

A Thematic Analysis consists of two stages: 1) the codification stage, where
data is approached and receives a specific meaningful tag, and 2) the sub-theme
stage, where the different codes are grouped under a meaningful sub-theme.

According to Chenail (2012), undivided units of qualitative significance are
the incidents found in the interviews; the name for the qualitative differences
becomes the code.

I codified the second interview using the same codes as the first, even though
additional codes were created, if necessary. This stage is important because the
researcher should not overlook any important event mentioned by participants
in the interviews. After fifteen interviews were analyzed, the researcher studied
and reviewed the codes as a second step to make sure that the codes fit well in
the overall picture of the data.

According to Leech and Onwuegbuzie (2007) and Glaser (1965), the fathers of
grounded theory, I used the method of constant comparison analysis. When a
researcher is interested in utilizing an entire dataset to identify underlying themes
presented through the data, a constant comparison analysis can be helpful. Con-
stant comparison can be undertaken deductively (e.g., codes are identified prior
to analysis and then looked for in the data), inductively (e.g., codes emerge from
the data), or abductively (i.e., codes emerge iteratively) (Leech & Onwuegbuzie,
2007: p. 566). The movement of constant comparison (Coghlan & Filo, 2013; Leech
& Onwuegbuzie, 2007; Glaser, 1965) can be defined as the movement that the
researcher makes when the researcher’s mind goes back and forth between the
data and the analysis that the researcher is developing. For the analysis to progress,
it is necessary for the researcher to constantly relate this comparison between the
data (the interviews) and the ongoing analysis. This movement also allows the
researcher to corroborate, again and again, the codes chosen, and the themes

and sub-themes created, since it is only through the codes and the categories that
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a researcher can reflect on what is happening in the data.

4. Summary of Findings

The research question examined in this study is how do in-service teachers im-
plement Culturally Relevant Teaching in the classroom? The implementation of
this approach calls for in-service teachers’ creativity and willingness to get fully
involved in their classroom. In-service teachers developed their own under-
standing of CRT and have had to embrace its meaning in order to implement
CRT methods in class. Teachers have done this by taking into account students’
culture. Furthermore, pedagogical strategies, school and class projects are also
some of the practices teachers have implemented in their classrooms with the

aim of reaching out to each student and their cultural differences.

4.1. Presentation of Data and Results

Recall the research question was: How do in-service teachers implement Cultu-
rally Relevant Teaching (CRT) in the classroom? This research question ex-
plored the dynamics of the multicultural classroom created by teachers and stu-
dents. It also included teacher practices and the influence CRT framework has
on students. The data collected and analyzed from the phone interviews revealed

five themes, as is detailed in Table 1 below.

4.2. The Classroom Work under Culturally Relevant Teaching
Approach

The global classroom work is developed by two main stakeholders—the teachers
and the students. It includes the strategies followed by the teachers, the rela-
tionships among these actors, and the impact that CRT approach has on the
students. Five themes emerged in the data analysis process.

Theme 1— Class environment.

The first theme was Class Environment under a CRT approach. It refers to the
different manners in which teachers make efforts to develop a rich environment
to encourage the success of every student in the classroom. Under such an envi-
ronment, every student can feel comfortable and identified, given that teachers
looked to create an atmosphere where students can feel identified; also, the ma-
terials, resources, strategies, and other activities developed in the classroom were

designed to warrant such identification and success in every child.

Table 1. Themes emerging from the data analysis.

Themes

® Class environment under a Culturally Relevant Teaching (CRT) approach
® Culturally relevant materials

® Culturally Relevant Teaching (CRT) Projects

® Culturally Relevant Teaching (CRT) strategies

® Teacher-student relationships and Culturally Relevant Teaching (CRT)
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Some teachers talked about their classrooms’ environment and their ways to
interact with the students. Some of them have, as the main goal, the complete
development and growth of each student, “It’s really more about helping them
grow as people in their education and in their social lives” (P15). To achieve this
goal of full growth development, the teachers engaged in diverse ways to ap-
proach their students, for instance, one commented about the importance of
building a relationship with each student, “It’s all building a rapport. If the stu-
dents don’t respect you and you don’t have a good demeanor with them, they’ll
never learn from you” (P11). In doing this, the teacher can open ways of com-
munication that will be used to build trust and respect among the different stu-
dents and the teacher, “For me, it starts on day one. 'm a very open person. I go
over the class a little bit and then I have a questionnaire that they get to answer
that there’s a space on there where they, it says, “Tell me anything that will help
me to be a better teacher to you.” And they know that nobody else sees it, it’s
just me. And so, a lot of times that opens up a door of communication” (P1).

For other teachers, the classroom’s environment under a CRT approach must
have continuous items that remind the students that all they are welcome and all
them are represented in the group, “I just try to create an environment where
they recognize that we’re all in this together. That I care about them, that I want
what’s best for them and what’s best for one might not be what’s best for anoth-
er... It’s really more about helping them grow as people in their education and
in their social lives... I just try to build a sense of trust with my kids and hope
that they can build a sense of trust with each other” (P15).

Other teachers commented about the great results coming from an open-door

policy to approach the CRT,

In my classroom I have an open-door policy everyone is welcomed. I know
a lot of students feel comfortable talking to me about things. I'm also the
gay/straight alliance advisor at our school. So, not only kids of different
cultures come to see me, but kids who have different sexualities also come
in and see me and talk to me and I know a lot of them feel comfortable
doing so” (P16).

It can be said that, in the effort to construct the best relationship with the stu-
dents, the teachers focus on their backgrounds, and they develop the willingness
to know each child. Notions such as equity, respect, responsibility, minorities,
differences, consideration to others, and compassion are concepts/values trans-
mitted through the teachers’ attitudes and material environment and strategies
developed by the teachers, “Everyone is welcome. It doesn’t matter gender, race,
whatever. You're all welcome” (P13).

The physical aspect of the classroom was also commented on, and teachers
discussed the material they have on their walls, “I would say that my classroom
and its physical appearance is very inclusive. I have international flags that are
decorated around the entire classroom.” (P17). Flags and posters represent an

interesting material through which every student felt identified, “I also have a lot
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of posters that are in different languages and different languages that really
promote. Anyone can turn their head at any moment and connect with a piece
of artwork that I have framed on my walls in order to kind of elicit this idea of
everyone’s voice being identified here” (P17). Through these environments, it is
evident for the students that all their cultural backgrounds are included. Howev-
er, other types of differences, like gender and sexual orientation differences, are
also represented into the classrooms’ walls, “On one wall there might be an
LGBTQ flag that says, “Love is love.” On another wall we might have, “Stay
woke,” or, “Black lives matter.” On another wall I have a sign that says, “Refu-
gees welcome here.” On another wall I have women’s rights protesting posters”
(P17).

It is remarked that under the CRT approach, it is possible to create and de-
velop an ecosystem of mutual interchanges between students and teachers, and
students among themselves. Such an ecosystem seems based on values where
equality and respect are the central stones. Finally, the practice of responsible
behavior is also promoted through the CRT approach. In this regard, one par-
ticipant stated, “My first rule is they can do anything they want in class. They
can do the work, they cannot do the work, but either way they have to accept the
consequences. So, I put the responsibility in their hands by saying that their
learning is a product of their work. It generally has given kids the self-agency to
work for themselves” (P18). Brief, openness, inclusion, respect, responsibility are
the subjacent values promoted by the classroom environment under CRT ap-
proach.

Theme 2— Culturally relevant materials.

The next theme is culturally relevant materials. The materials developed and
employed by the interviewees show that they have taken into account the cultur-
al differences and the particular tastes and preferences of the students. The ma-
jority of the teachers interviewed agreed that these materials need to be related
to the students’ background in such a way that they feel identified. As a conse-
quence, students engage in the task and achieve the learning objectives. Books
and novels present characters, situations, landscapes that can be easily related to
the lived experiences of these students, “when I provide things that relate to
them, the students are like, wow, this character sounds like me or this character
minds me of myself. Or they’re able to really understand it. Like for example, I
don’t know, one of the texts that we have an option of teaching is about baseball
and I never teach that one because none of the students like it. They all want to
learn about soccer. I'll just provide one about soccer instead” (P8).

“Sometimes, the district recommends the materials; it’s a district wide text-
book for ninth grade. Each unit, like the unit we’re doing right now is called The
Bond Between Us... It’s about an end-of-life story for a little girl who is the vic-
tim of a volcano eruption and a reporter who has to save her life or try to save
her life” (P5).

Other times, the teacher and the students talk and decide what they want to

learn and how it can be adapted to the different areas of knowledge, “we have a
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lot of student voice in my classroom, so I like the students to pick a project or to
get an idea of something that they connect to. So, it could even be something on
television, something on Netflix, a TV show. It could be anything that’s not only
cultural that relates to their ethnicity, but it could be cultural that relates to their
age range. I think student voice is very important. We do a lot of reflections. I do
a lot of asking the students what do they want to do? What do they want to
learn?” (P6).

The materials and the project-based learning promote the exchange between
students in the classroom as well as with their teacher. Other teachers mentioned
team-based learning as a way to use related material chosen by the students and
presented as a personal assignment, “I teach in a team-based learning environ-
ment, collaborative, semi-permanent team roles. I connect the team roles to rea-
listic work roles, like documentation, supply chain management, team lead, hu-
man resources” (P10).

The “student voices” is another interesting approach to develop the learning
process by integrating material that the students themselves have selected, “I
mean right now we’re doing a lot of things like with the basics, like avid training
or student voices. Student voice is a big one right now, that the students should
get to pick what they want us to teach them. They should guide each class pe-
riod” (P11).

Another example of the student voices is highlighted by P12, she stated, “I'm
the advisor to our Student Voice Committee and we took a group of kids that
were interested. The demographics of the group becomes strongly LGBTQ and
students of color, just by the topics and by that make up, the topics have become
focused more early on in the LGBTQ conversations than actually race” (P12).

Theme 3— Culturally Relevant Teaching Strategies.

The next-theme, culturally relevant teaching strategies, reveals the different
ways that teachers have to teach their students. It should be noted that the teachers
noted diverse approaches, like the Socratic approach or teamwork. However, for
all teachers, there was a high level of student participation. For instance, one
teacher commented, “I have modified different assignments to better relate to
students. Sometimes if I'm coming up with an example or a problem on my
own, I'll take what I know about my students and try to incorporate that into the
problem... I do try to modify tasks, lessons to better suit their needs with every
class that I teach. So, I don’t always teach the same thing the same way twice be-
cause it really just depends on the kids in my classroom” (P15).

Another participant highlighted her strategy to teach difficult topic such as

slavery or the Holocaust,

My strategy is to kind of front load warnings about making sure that the
kids know that some really hard stuff is coming, but 'm there to support
them in learning about it...my rule is as long as kids know that some of
these stories are really hard, it’s basically almost anything...you have to

temper how you teach it...to be careful about how you implement it. When
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I teach my students at junior and senior level about those dark times of
history, I warn them, I say some of this stuff could be really difficult, but
that doesn’t mean it didn’t happen” (P18).

It can be said that CRT allows approaching painful realities, according to the
students’ characteristics. This is done without removing reality from historical
facts or events. Another teacher mentioned the videos and the readings as two
ways to teach her students alongside the Socratic method. This method pro-
motes the students’ participation and the expression of their opinions related to

the topic. What they really think is respectfully exposed and discussed,

I guess the best strategy that I find is either videos or readings. Videos or
readings that they can first annotate from their own place and then get into
some type of a Socratic seminar where they. Prior to the Socratic seminar,
small groups, mixed groups where they share what they were thinking and

see how that influences their conversation or thoughts (P12).

An interesting strategy involved the use of a rating scale to assess the students’
understanding of a specific matter in the classroom. The teacher called it “num-

ber line ratings” explaining it as follows:

one strategy that I have found appropriate for high school...is just number
line ratings where we might read a piece of text with some really controver-
sial information, controversial thinking (...) I ask the kids, on a scale from
one to 10, how much do you relate to this story, 10 being you really relate,
you really understand, this really not just what you know about the world,

all the way down to one, I can’t even believe this was happening (P5).

This activity is followed by a general discussion, where the points of view and
the students’ opinions are exposed. The benefits for the students’ learning

process are significant, as the teacher went on to say,

We use those number line writings all the time. It really opens the kids’ eyes
to the different perceptions that are in the classroom. Then we will talk
based upon our rating and have a class discussion. It’s brought out a lot of
really interesting ideas related to the kids’ perceptions about how people are
treated, how people perceive their world, what’s going on in the world...
They loved the honest conversation. I think it comes from building trust in

the classroom first, which I always do (P5).

Finally, in an effort to consider the learning styles of the students, another
teacher prefers the oral tradition over writing, looking to capture the students’
attention and engagement,

I talked...about...using oral tradition over writing sometimes. So, that

tends to be one of the things that I do a lot, and it is for many different rea-

sons, but part of it is that my students are more likely to want to talk about
something than to write about it. So, as an English teacher, trying to find

ways to make sure that I can capture that knowledge or capture that con-
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versation and give them credit for kind of oral contributions. That’s defi-

nitely a strategy that I use (P9).

The CRT approach favors the use and implementation of projects, a group ac-
tivity where every student selects the theme and participates in the project’s ob-
jectives. The teachers commented on this meaningful way to incorporate the
students’ backgrounds and, at the same time, teach them the concepts of the les-
sons.

Theme 4— Culturally relevant teaching (CRT) projects

Among the lessons, projects or special events, participants mentioned many of
these events that helped them reinforce the students’ knowledge under the CRT
framework. Some teachers talked about the lessons they prepared, such as a les-
son about the OJ Simpson trial, “Well, because I teach forensics, we do the OJ
trial and that brings up a lot about race, domestic violence, racial biases, prob-
lems with the police. And that seems to help open the discussion honestly with
the students” (P11). Similarly, another teacher said, “I think the only thing I
could think of right now is the Dia de los Muertos alter that I've done personally
in my class before and then as a school, at our high school” (P14).

P5 stated, “I try to do that with...my own curriculum. The unit called Finding
Common Ground, all about understanding everybody and figuring out how to
be an individual, but also figuring out the importance of being a member of a
community” (P5). Other participants commented about general events that
happen in the whole school, such as the World Hijab and Black History Month,
“T've helped set up a World Hijab day at our school. We have a couple students
who were wear Hijabs and a couple of years ago we started celebrating World
Hijab day, which is every February 1st and a lot of female students and teachers
wear Hijabs to show support for the Muslim students who wear them every day”
(P16). Regarding the Black History Month Agenda, P17 pointed out the signifi-
cant participation of the students in this event,

I can tell you, so for Black History Month, so just this last Thursday, we had
a whole event. We have what’s called Town Hall at our school, and so Town
Hall is a place where students are able to generate their own agenda and
their own plan, highlighting some of the things that they wanted to high-
light for that month or that week. So, they’re the ones that generate the
agenda (P17).

However, other teachers have not developed any lessons, events or projects as
is the case of P13, who specifically commented on the following, “Personally, I
haven’t. At our school, we have the ESL and the ELL teachers who will have a
night where their kiddos, where their cultures are featured whether it be through
food or presentation, but personally, I have not” (P13).

Theme 5— Teacher-student relationships and culturally relevant teaching ap-
proach.

The CRT approach has implications in the building of relationships between

teachers and students. In this vein, it is noticeable that teachers have developed
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abilities to show their interest in the students’ lives and backgrounds, as for in-
stance, the teacher that develops blogs and shares their content with his students.
Blogs have become a place to exchange, “The blogs are a big part of that and the
reason that I keep bringing back the blogs is because I can individually discuss
with students their own personal thoughts, beliefs, ideas, and that helps me indi-
vidually focus on what they’re going through. That’s the best way I can describe
that” (P2).

Another teacher stated that his love for food and his interest in learning the

food customs of other cultures was the bond to connect with his students.

I sometimes boil it down to food, food and music. I'm a big, big foodie chef
guy. I love cooking and I love all kinds of ethnic foods and. It’s weird. I de-
velop positive relationships with a lot of my kids just centered around talk-
ing about their family’s dinners and what they do for holidays... Food
brings us together, religion can bring us together, song can bring us togeth-
er. It’s just about the things that drive, that bring us together and not force
us apart, and that’s how you build strong relationships around culture
(P18).

Essential to building this type of relationship is the necessity of remaining

humble when facing people from other cultures, as one teacher mentioned it,

I think part of it is learning not to make assumptions and to realize that in
some ways that 'm still learning as well. And seeing students as individuals,
helping them in that, helping them to grow. It means understanding that we
all come from a different place. With students I say each of them is going to
have a different situation, and that I need to make sure that I check my as-

sumptions at the door and do what I can to continue to be learning (P19).

It is notable that teachers also become learners like their students, sharing
similar problems and everyday situations. Another teacher said, “Creating those
relationships has also allowed me to then work with maybe some of the most,
what they would consider to be challenging students, because there’s a genuine-
ness and there’s just a connection that the students know that I understand”
(P17).

5. Discussion and Conclusion

Incorporating the multicultural perspectives of CRT is essential to creating a
supportive, student-centered approach that reflects minority students and stu-
dents of diverse backgrounds (Hernandez & Shroyer, 2017). This qualitative re-
search study examined the perspectives of in-service high school teachers who
teach in public school districts concerning strategies in the classroom that serve
culturally diverse student populations.

The research study addressed the following questions:

How do in-service teachers implement CRT in the classroom?

Culturally relevant teaching is a mechanism that can help both academic in-
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stitutions and students adapt to diverse needs. This framework supports teachers
and strengthens their commitment and understanding of students, encouraging
them to thrive in their learning. Promoting cultural competencies through hu-
man interaction and relationship building can help increase minority students’
academic performance, their interest in the class, in addition to creating a higher
sense of unity (Byrd, 2016; Hernandez & Shroyer, 2017; Lopez, 2016). Student
participation is a key component of effective teaching. Student participation emerges
through teachers’ efficient training and planning to implement interest in their
lessons. The U.S. educational system has faced profound disparities. Schools
across the nation have also struggled to find the right practices and methods to
educate diverse student groups. The U.S. educational system has struggled be-
cause the demand for well-trained teachers continues to increase. Classroom
teachers are expected to diversify their lessons, even though many well-qualified
teachers only received basic classroom training and receive minimum pay for
their efforts (Sutcher et al., 2016). In other words, when the demand is high, and
the supply is low, the lack of well-trained in-service teachers will persist, nega-
tively impacting classroom instruction and student academic achievement.

The findings from this study provide valuable insight to addressing the
achievement gap among students who come from ethnic or culturally diverse
backgrounds (Brown-Jeffy & Cooper, 2011). In response to the need to include
diverse connections in the classroom, CRT strategies were created to impact
students in every aspect of life (political, social, emotional, and intellectual)
while offering educators a way to connect with students (Harding-DeKam, 2014;
Nasir, 2002). Overall, the educators seemed passionate about their career and
expressed a love of teaching. Many participants expressed feelings strongly about
their school and the success of their students. As educators, they are responsible
for influencing their students and helping their students reach educational goals.

CRT has been proven to be an effective means to creating an inclusive and ef-
fective learning environment in which all students feel connected and celebrated.
Support in resources and training can help educators who are unfamiliar with
CRT learn the benefits of the educational approach and provide teachers with
the materials needed to support diverse learning in the classroom. Resources
may come in the form of books and novels that celebrate characters of different
cultures, religions, or lifestyle choices. Posters that celebrate diversity could also
be visual aids that promote a feeling of community in the classroom. Teacher
resources are also important, so that each educator knows how to pull resources
to make each lesson unique and meaningful to all students.

Pappamihiel and Moreno (2011) noted that CRT strategies require educators
to become aware of their students’ diversity (culture, religion, or gender) to help
students achieve their highest academic potential by incorporating a CRT cul-
ture into the classroom environment. Despite a lack of participants who could
define CRT, many of the participants were familiar with the concept and had

some ideas on how CRT is used to improve the classroom environment. This

DOI: 10.4236/0jl.2021.104020

355 Open Journal of Leadership


https://doi.org/10.4236/ojl.2021.104020

A. Hernandez, K. Burrows

recognition is important because, as Vescio (2016) stated, the primary founda-
tion of CRT is for educators to become cultural bridge builders between a stu-
dent’s prior cultural knowledge and what is being taught in the classroom.

Many of the participants interviewed understood how support from adminis-
tration and the district could help them apply CRT into classroom’ activities.
This supports the findings of past researchers, who noted CRT strategies are
transformational and incorporate teaching mechanisms that promote success
among diverse student populations while also supporting their cultural and reli-
gious identities (Harding-DeKam, 2014; Nasir, 2002). Researchers have also sup-
ported how implementing CRT strategies can help minimize the achievement
gap among minority students (Shevalier & McKenzie, 2012).

Many participants shared they could have continuous support that reminds
students all are welcome and all represent their learning community. This sup-
ports the findings of other researchers that have reported CRT has proven to be
effective academically and has the power to promote students’ social and emo-
tional development (Byrd, 2016; Larson, Pas, Bradshaw, Rosenberg, & Day-Vines,
2018). Brown-Jeffy and Cooper (2011) shared that when educators acknowledge
each student’s individuality, educators may help prevent racism being preserved

culturally, while changing the current social atmosphere.

5.1. Limitations

This research study aimed to interview several in-service educators using teacher
organizations platforms on social media. Availability was a limitation as in-service
teachers had a busy classroom schedule, scheduled breaks, and limited time
during the day to participate in the study. The sample size of 20 teacher partici-
pants was large, even though the sample was limited to in-service high school
teachers at a public district. The majority of participants were familiar with Cul-
turally Relevant Teaching (CRT) and how to apply it in their classroom practic-
es. However, out of the 20 participants, only five understood CRT and how it is
applied in the classroom. These participants provided in-depth information
while other participants acknowledged that they did not use CRT in their class-
rooms, noting awareness of it.

The data was collected using teacher organization platforms. This recruiting
method generously expanded the pool of multidisciplinary participants even
though the recruiting process started at the beginning of the school year, and

teachers were still in session at their prospective institutions.

5.2. Implications of the Results for Policy and Theory

There are implications from this study for current practices, including adding
resources within special education classrooms and adjusting the instructional
practices of teachers in locations of high diversity. The results of this study iden-
tified that the perceptions of the educators interviewed varied based on their

understanding of CRT and the support they received from their district.
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The participants that had worked at the schools that support CRT were aware
of the support and relationships needed with diverse student populations. Most
of the participants were aware of CRT, however, many of the participants re-
ported a need for support and training to successfully implement CRT practice.
School administrators should consider advocating for support, training, and re-
sources to accommodate the implementation of CRT in schools with a diverse
population.

1) Policy. Many of the participants understood that policies and procedures
were needed to garner the support for CRT implementation. This would ensure
students of diverse ethnicities, religions, and lifestyles feel included and ac-
cepted. Federal and state policies continue to change to support the success of
students, and more research on the benefits of CRT may help policymakers rec-
ognize a need for supporting the implementation of district and statewide poli-
cies.

2) Theory. The results of this study suggest that educators find value in using
CRT with students from diverse backgrounds. The conceptual basis for this study
was CRT. Based on recognizing a need for supporting and including the diverse
needs of all students, Ladson-Billings (1994) shared CRT as learning that em-
powers students, challenges them socially, emotionally, and politically. The find-
ings from this study support the three foundations of CRT. The three compo-
nents are academic achievement, cultural competence, and sociopolitical con-
sciousness. The majority of the participants shared how CRT improves student
involvement, feeling connected to the learning community, and creates a sense

of belongingness.

5.3. Recommendations for Future Research

This study did not address the issue of CRT in the primary grades that could as-
sist in effective and meaningful educational practices. Future research should
examine the CRT experiences and support of primary grade educators. For a
deeper and more reliable data collection, it is recommended to recruit partici-
pants who have acquired the knowledge, training, and skills necessary to teach
using culturally relevant teaching methods. When teachers understand the bene-
fits of using CRT in their classrooms, this can be achieved through their partici-
pation in career development courses, which would allow in-service teachers the
opportunity to teach students better, especially diverse student groups.

An in-depth study based on in-service teachers’ experience using Culturally
Relevant Teaching (CRT) classroom practices is recommended for future study
to explore diverse student success further. Teachers’ involvement in students’ aca-
demic success is vital. It is similarly important to conduct research on in-service
teachers’ perspectives on CRT practices in the classroom at other specialized
schools to explore the best CRT practice in helping minority student groups
learn. Minority student groups need classroom instruction with an emphasis on

CRT practices. Implementing a curriculum that emphasizes CRT can help stu-
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dents achieve higher academic goals and acquire learning skills that allow stu-
dents to become better prepared as their learning progress becomes effective.
The findings suggest that encouraging learning outcomes among students, in-
cluding increased awareness of biases and prejudices and stigmas, enhances un-
derstanding of cultural differences, including diverse groups and cultures, quali-
ties and strengths, and creates confidence and competence to engage and con-
nect different student communities (Vesely et al., 2017).

Extensive research has conclusively demonstrated that children’s social class is
one of the most significant predictors—if not the single most significant predic-
tor—of their educational success. Moreover, it is increasingly apparent that per-
formance gaps by social class take root in the earliest years of children’s lives and
fail to narrow in the years that follow. That is, children who start behind stay be-
hind—they are rarely able to make up the lost ground. Future research may be
able to identify and explain teachers’ cultural competencies in early education by
focusing issues relating to teachers’ racially biased beliefs (racial, cultural, and
ethnic minorities) and exploring in-service teachers’ classroom practices that

encourage social equality and promote diversity.

6. Conclusion

Diverse student needs in the classroom, as well as student demographics, con-
tinue to change. This presents a challenge for in-service teachers to meet the
demand of all students in the classroom. Diverse students have different expe-
riences culturally and academically, and their way of learning and perceiving the
world should not count as a weakness, but rather as a strength. Student achieve-
ment disparities among Whites and minority groups, socioeconomically disad-
vantaged, and English Language Learners (ELL) are persistent and common
(Hachfeld et al., 2015; McFarland et al., 2018; Musu-Gillete et al., 2016). The
causes of this disparity in academic student success are highly complex. It in-
cludes school-based elements like traditional classrooms that promote segrega-
tion, strong teacher bias on diversity as well as culturally diverse teacher train-
ing, and ethnic discrimination among teachers and students (Anthony-Stevens
et al.,, 2017; Colgren & Sappington, 2015; Murdock & Hamel, 2016; Pezzetti,
2017). Achievement gaps have a profound impact on students and their indi-
vidual expectations of being accepted, understood, and valued by their teachers
and peers. Students might not feel comfortable at school or remain optimistic
about their education. The level of uncertainty and anxiety intensifies for stu-
dents. However, if educators interact with their students by making the envi-
ronment in the classroom feel inclusive and secure, the learning environment

can positively impact the academic achievement of the students.
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Appendix A: Interview Protocol

The following are guided questions that were used in individual interviews.

Introduction and Demographic Information:

What is your gender?

What is your age range?

21-29

30-39

40 - 49

50 - 59

60 - 69

69 plus

How many years have you been teaching?

What is your ethnicity?

Interview Question:

How would you describe and identify with culturally relevant teaching?

How do you perceive culturally relevant teaching in relation to your class-
room environment and the local community your school serves?

How has the school or district prepared you with resources that are develop-
mentally appropriate and meaningful to all students?

Describe how your district or school has supported or influenced your prepa-
ration for teaching the diverse cultures of students in your classroom.

Describe ways in which you have been supported in developing relationships
with your students?

Describe resources and training that have helped you understand and utilize
culturally relevant teaching.

What lessons, projects, or special events have you helped plan that demon-
strate culturally relevant teaching?

What practices or strategies do you use to implement culturally relevant teach-
ing as appropriate to the developmental stage of the students in your classroom?

Describe how you create an environment to encourage the success of every
child.

How has culturally relevant teaching influenced how you develop relation-

ships with your students?
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