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Culturally	Responsive	Education:	The	Need	
	

In	the	current	political	environment,	when	the	prevalence	of	racism	and	other	biases	are	on	sharp	
display	across	the	country,	cities	must	take	a	hard	look	at	how	public	schools	either	perpetuate	or	
confront	these	forces.	Research	shows	that	racial	bias,	and	its	many	layers	of	impact,	is	widespread	
across	every	aspect	of	the	public	school	experience:	
	

• High	school	teachers	expect	58%	of	White	high	school	students,	but	just	37%	of	Black	high	school	
students,	to	graduate	from	college.	White	teachers	were	9	percentage	points	less	likely	than	
their	black	colleagues	to	expect	that	the	same	student	would	earn	a	college	degree.i			

• White	middle	school	math	teachers	are	three	times	more	negative	regarding	Black	students’	
emotions	and	ability	compared	to	white	studentsii		

• School	staff	frequently	perceive	Black	boys	as	threatening	and	dangerous	for	the	same	behaviors	
that	are	seen	as	innocent	for	White	students.iii		

• There	are	significant	disparities	and	stereotypes	in	how	teachers	communicate	with	parents	from	
different	racial,	ethnic	and	immigrant	backgrounds.iv		

• Implicit	and	overt	bias	are	common	in	schools	and	drive	disparities	in	engagement	and	outcomesv	
• Black	and	Latino	teachers	leave	teaching	at	faster	rates	than	their	White	peers,	due	to	limitations	

on	professional	advancement	and	stagnation	in	disciplinary	and	remedial	rolesvi		
• In	2015,	only	15%	of	children’s	books	were	written	by	African-American	or	Latino	authors,	or	

focused	on	African-American	or	Latino	charactersvii	
• In	a	national	survey	of	public	school	teachers,	there	was	broad	agreement	that	race	should	be	

discussed	in	classrooms,	but	teachers	felt	unprepared	and	unable	to	lead	those	conversations.viii				
• In	NYC,	85%	of	the	students	are	of	color,	and	60%	of	teachers	are	white.	There	are	266	schools	

with	0	or	1	Latino	teacher,	327	with	0	or	1	Black	teacher,	and	690	with	0	or	1	Asian	teacher	ix	
	
This	reality	creates	a	culture	gap	between	students	and	the	educational	system	that	contributes	to	student	
disengagement	from	school,	and	to	the	academic	achievement	gap.	The	Connecticut	State	Department	of	
Education	describes	this	culture	gap,	and	the	solution:		
	
…	one	of	the	key	factors	influencing	poor	student	achievement	among	students	of	color	is	the	cultural	
incongruity	between	the	school	and	the	home.	This	combined	with	a	further	cultural	mismatch	between	
teaching	styles	and	curriculum,	and	that	of	the	culture	and	learning	styles	of	students	of	color,	leads	to	a	
failure	to	engage	students	effectively.	Culturally	responsive	education	is	a	teaching	approach	that	helps	
students	use	their	cultural	backgrounds	to	aid	in	the	acquisition	of	knowledge,	skills	and	attitudes.	
Culturally	responsive	teachers	use	culturally	relevant	instructional	material,	affirm	student	cultural	
identities,	and	use	cultural	backgrounds	as	a	knowledge	base	for	learning	and	academic	success.	While	
helping	to	close	the	achievement/opportunity	gaps,	culturally	responsive	education	also	helps	fight	
racism	and	other	forms	of	discrimination,	bias	and	oppression.x				
	



 

 

Culturally	Responsive	Education:	The	Solution	
	

In	today’s	society,	schools	must	fortify	students	against	hateful	and	oppressive	messages,	and	arm	them	with	a	
deep	knowledge	and	pride	in	who	they	are.	Schools	can	do	this	by	adopting	culturally	responsive	education	and	
becoming	safe	havens	from	racism,	xenophobia,	Islamophobia,	homophobia	and	other	biases.	Research	
evidences	the	success	of	culturally	responsive	policies,	and	many	schools,	districts	and	communities	are	
developing	their	own	solutions:	
	

• Research	shows	that	having	at	least	one	Black	teacher	between	3rd	and	5th	grades	reduces	a	Black	
student’s	probability	of	dropping	out	by	29%xi	

• Programs	that	develop	positive	feelings	about	Blackness	among	African-American	girls	contribute	
to	greater	academic	motivation,	curiosity,	persistence	and	achievementxii		

• Students	who	report	receiving	culturally	relevant	teaching,	also	report	more	positive	academic	
outcomes	and	positive	racial	identity	developmentxiii		

• Individuals	who	receive	research-based,	high-quality	training	in	bias,	power,	and	privilege,	show	
reduced	bias,	increased	empathy	and	more	culturally	responsive	behaviors	in	the	classroomxiv	

• An	elementary	school	in	Alaska	greatly	increased	math	achievement	for	Native	American	
students	and	all	students	by	connecting	math	concepts	with	traditional	cultural	activities	such	as	
basket	making,	fire	building,	star	navigating,	fishing,	collecting	food,	weaving,	etc.xv	

• New	York	City	public	schools	now	require	every	single	school	and	district	employee	to	attend	at	least	
a	one-day	training	on	implicit	bias.	Superintendents,	principals	and	other	leadership	attend	several	
days	of	training	and	receive	ongoing	support	from	a	central	office	of	CRE	experts.		

• Cambridge	Street	Upper	School	in	Massachusetts	builds	teachers’	capacity	by	holding	weekly	small	
group	discussions	about	race.	Teachers	examine	their	upbringing	and	biases,	develop	comfort	and	
skill	talking	about	race,	and	build	supportive	relationships	with	their	peers	around	the	issuexvi		

• Parents	in	the	Bronx	built	collaborations	with	school	staff	by	leading	yearly	neighborhood	tours,	to		
teach	about	historic	community	sites,	meet	local	leaders	and	learn	about	students’	culture	

• At	Highbridge	Green	School	in	the	Bronx,	parents	and	teachers	co-wrote	a	culturally	responsive	
unit	in	which	Latinx	students	read	testimonies	of	immigrant	experiences,	interviewed	their	
parents,	and	visited	Chinatown	to	connect	with	the	experiences	of	other	immigrant	group.xvii	

	
The	Impact	
In	Tucson,	AZ	in	the	early	2000s,	all	students	were	offered	the	opportunity	to	participate	in	a	Mexican-
American	Studies	curriculum	that	was	academically	rigorous	and	aligned	with	state	standards.xviii	
Research	from	2010	showed	that	participating	students	had	improved	test	scores	in	Math,	Reading	and	
Writing	and	were	more	likely	to	graduate	from	high	school.		Low-income	students	and	academically	
struggling	students	showed	the	largest	gains.xix	Students	were	more	engaged	in	literature	and	history	
lessons,	and	more	likely	to	have	a	positive	perception	of	their	ability	to	succeed	in	math	and	science.xx	
	
In	2010,	the	San	Francisco	Unified	School	District	implemented	an	Ethnic	Studies	program	for	9thgraders.	
A	2016	research	study	found	that	over	four	years,	this	program	produced	improvements	in	academic	
performance	for	students	who	were	in	jeopardy	of	failing.	Because	of	the	Ethnic	Studies	program,	9th	
grade	student	attendance	increased	by	21	percentage	points,	GPA	increased	by	1.4	grade	points,	and	
earned	credits	increased	by	23	credits.xxi				
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