Minnesota State University, Mankato

Cornerstone: A Collection of Scholarly
and Creative Works for Minnesota
State University, Mankato
All Graduate Theses, Dissertations, and Other
Capstone Projects

Graduate Theses, Dissertations, and Other
Capstone Projects

2021

The Impact of Cultural Competency on the School Improvement
Process: A Phenomenological Study
Michelle deKam Palmieri
Minnesota State University, Mankato

Follow this and additional works at: https://cornerstone.lib.mnsu.edu/etds
Part of the Educational Assessment, Evaluation, and Research Commons, and the Educational
Leadership Commons

Recommended Citation
Palmieri, M. (2021). The impact of cultural competency on the school improvement process: A
phenomenological study [Doctoral dissertation, Minnesota State University, Mankato]. Cornerstone: A
Collection of Scholarly and Creative Works for Minnesota State University, Mankato.
https://cornerstone.lib.mnsu.edu/etds/1162/

This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by the Graduate Theses, Dissertations, and Other
Capstone Projects at Cornerstone: A Collection of Scholarly and Creative Works for Minnesota State University,
Mankato. It has been accepted for inclusion in All Graduate Theses, Dissertations, and Other Capstone Projects by
an authorized administrator of Cornerstone: A Collection of Scholarly and Creative Works for Minnesota State
University, Mankato.

The Impact of Cultural Competency on the School Improvement Process:
A Phenomenological Study

Michelle deKam Palmieri
This Dissertation is Submitted in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the
Educational Doctorate Degree in Educational Leadership

Minnesota State University, Mankato
Mankato, Minnesota

July 2021

Date:
This dissertation has been examined and approved.
Examining Committee

__________________________________________
Dr. Candace Raskin, Advisor

__________________________________________
Dr. Silvy Un Lafayette, Committee Member

_________________________________________
Dr. Melissa Krull, Committee Member

Dedication

This dissertation is dedicated to:
my husband Lucio,
my daughters Antonia Louise and Elsa Caterina,
and my son Marco Romeo.

iv

Acknowledgements
There are countless people in my life for whom I am grateful. Their support for me to
participate and complete this doctoral program was everything. Below, I will only name a
few.
First, my family. You stood by me, encouraged me, took over duties, and never stopped
believing in me. Thank you to my husband, Lucio, for giving me space and time to
pursue this dream, and for gently pushing me to finish the journey when I became weary.
Thank you to my daughters, Antonia and Elsa, for lifting me up to persevere all the way
to the end; and my son, Marco, for reminding me to have fun along the way.
Thank you to my mom Bonnie, and sisters Janet and Kim, and brother-in-law Shawn for
being my cheerleaders.
To Dr. Candace Raskin...a deep, heartfelt thank you for not only being my advisor but for
your incredible patience, guidance, gentle nudging, enthusiasm, and unwavering support
throughout this program. I would never have completed this journey without you lifting
me up. You helped me narrow big ideas, and make those ideas become a reality. I’m truly
grateful for the brilliant role model you are to me.
To my committee members: Dr. Melissa Krull for your strong encouragement, belief in
me and your radiant inspiration for me to engage in this work; and Dr. Silvy Un
Lafayette, for all of your time, sharp ideas, and opening the door for this opportunity.
Thank you.
Much gratitude to my friends, who encouraged me every step of the way.
Thank you to my doctoral cohort members, especially those with whom I worked closely
on special projects and in small groups. May we always stay connected in some way.
Finally, an enormous thank you to the educators who participated in this research and the
district leaders who made this possible. May this work serve as a reflection, confirmation,
and inspiration in serving our country’s students.

v

Abstract
Schools have undergone a multitude of reform in recent decades, most based on
American educational accountability structures and policies. School improvement efforts
have taken on a variety of forms. Despite the intensified pressure for improvement, there
has not been an increase in our nation’s student achievement. In fact, racial inequities in
academic performance continue to grow. As the students in our public educational
systems continue to become racially, culturally and linguistically more diverse, educators
need support and training to become culturally competent and racially conscious.
Developing cultural competency is not a quick nor simple feat, yet there are countless
research-based tools, successful models, and frameworks that can be used to guide these
efforts. Cultural competency and racial consciousness must be layered on school
improvement factors to better serve our most underserved students. This study examined
the role that cultural competency has on school improvement efforts through
phenomenological methods. Taking a deep look into one district’s vision and plan for
building cultural competence and racial consciousness in its staff, this study examined the
lived experiences of teachers as they used their training as part of the improvement
process to successfully support and benefit all students, specifically those historically
most underserved. Education professionals and decision makers must truly understand
how fundamental beliefs about race and culture affect pedagogy. Once this is clear,
change can begin. Thus, professional development opportunities should include more
than teaching strategies. Instead, they must encompass a broader understanding that
includes introspection of race and culture woven into overall school improvement
measures.
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CHAPTER I
Introduction
Background of the Problem
Public schools in the 21st century have long been part of an improvement process.
School improvement has been intensified by federal and state mandates that have called
for greater accountability. With the passage of No Child Left Behind (NCLB), a laser
focus on student achievement began which then led the way to the Elementary and
Secondary Education Act (ESEA), the Common Core, and ESSA (Every Child Succeeds
Act). Along with the pressure of increased student achievement, these policies have
pushed public schools for higher academic standards, more stringent teacher evaluation
standards, and increased uniform instruction.
Despite multiple school improvement efforts to meet the demands of educational
policies, the achievement levels of our nation’s students have not shown significant
growth; in fact, there has been some regression in proficiency levels. Except for a onepoint increase in fourth grade math, American students in both fourth and eighth grades
showed a regression in proficiency levels (National Assessment of Educational Progress
[NAEP] Gaps - Achievement Gaps, 2020). Furthermore, NAEP reports show that African
American, Hispanic, and low-income students had particularly low scores in both math
and reading. There is a “widening gap” between our country’s lowest-performing and
highest-performing students (NAEP, 2020).
According to the National Center for Education Statistics (NAEP Gaps Achievement Gaps, 2020), an achievement gap occurs “when one group of students
outperforms another group and the difference in average scores for the two groups is
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statistically significant” (par. 1). According to the NAEP Report Card Analysis (NAEP
Mathematics 2019 Highlights, 2019; NAEP Reading 2019 Highlights, 2019), there is a
prevalent gap in both math and reading between racial groups. White students continue to
score higher than African American and Latino students.
The achievement gap in Minnesota, the setting for this research, is at its worst. As
educational disparities plague Minnesota students across race and ethnicity status, solving
the educational shortcomings for our students of color beg for different approaches. The
Minnesota achievement gaps have been persistent since 2002 when the earliest data was
available. For example, Grade 4 reading test scores for whites are about 20 percent higher
than those of African Americans and 18 percent higher than those of Hispanics
(Grunewald & Nath, 2019). In the same study, Grunewald & Nath show that Minnesota
has one of the largest college readiness gaps by race and ethnicity. The imperative for
changes in educating our students of color continues to exist. Even 25 years ago, Osborne
(1996) stated that “democracy is internally under threat when it continues to escalate
inequality and divisions in society. Statistics clearly indicate that the vast majority of
students from non-Anglo cultural/social groups in Western nations are not receiving a
quality education and that inequality continues to expand rather than contract” (p.
286). Racial tensions in Minnesota are in a state of crisis. The need for the success of
diverse schools is immediate. With the large achievement gap, having culturally
competent staff in an inclusive school environment is crucial, especially in diverse
Minnesota schools. In both Minnesota and in our nation, despite the pressure that schools
have faced to increase student achievement through the school improvement process and
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comply with educational reforms, there has been little to no progress in eliminating or
even closing this gap.
New opportunities and challenges face American educators as students’ racial and
ethnic distributions shift. The need for culturally competent teachers continues to grow
while the racial breakdown of students in schools change. Prekindergarten through grade
12 students enrolled in United States public schools are 48% White, 15% Black, 27%
Hispanic, 6% Asian/ Pacific Islander, 1% American Indian/Alaska Native, and 3% two or
more races (de Brey et al., 2018). Between fall 2017 and fall 2029, the percentage of
public elementary and secondary students who are White is projected to continue
decreasing, from 48% to 44% (de Brey et al., 2018). Now more than ever, teachers have
the opportunity and responsibility to learn how to teach children from diverse
backgrounds.
At the same time, 79% of public school teachers are White, 9% are Hispanic, 7%
are Black, 2% are Asian, 2% are of two or more races,1% are American Indian/Alaska
Native, and Pacific Islander made up less than 1% (de Brey et al., 2018). Stark
imbalances persist between the ethnicities of teachers and the students they serve.
This serves as an imperative that teachers are culturally competent, that they
know and understand how to work with students of all backgrounds. Educators must be
equipped to support changing patterns of immigration and increased numbers of diverse
students. Too many educators are still practicing their craft within educational systems
based on the “middle-class, Eurocentric frameworks that have shaped school practices”
(Gay, 2010, p. 22). The need for school staff to understand how to teach and best support
all students, especially students of color, is immediate. School improvement efforts must
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include a layer of cultural competency for all educators. Cultural competency
professional development should be at the center of a larger school improvement process
that aligns with district and school-wide visions for student success (Landa, 2011).
Culture, according to Nieto (2000), is defined as “the ever-changing values,
traditions, social and political relationships, and worldview created, shared, and
transformed by a group of people bound together by a combination of factors that can
include a common history, geographic location, language, social class and religion” (p.
139). Mayfield (2020) adds that “Culture is not static; it is an ever-evolving set of
knowledge and beliefs evidenced through learned behavior and responses” (p. 20). Nieto
(2010) gives the following implications for schools as they work to integrate culture into
student learning:
1. Students identification with, and maintenance of, their native culture and
language can have a positive influence on learning.
2. The role of the teacher as cultural accommodator and mediator is
fundamental in promoting student learning.
3. A focus on cultural differences in isolation from the broader school and
societal context will likely not lead to increased learning or empowerment
(p. 99).
Understanding culture in a classroom, while complex, has a direct impact on
students. “Effective teaching is anchored in an understanding that school performance
takes place within a complex sociocultural ecology and is filtered through cultural
screens both students and teachers bring to the classroom” (Gay, 2018, p. 54). Today’s
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educators must possess the transformational skills that can guide their classrooms and
eventually, schools and districts, toward becoming culturally responsive institutions.
Cultural competency is built on the work of many previous scholars, from the
civil rights movements of the 1960s to the development of multicultural education in the
1980s, followed by the development of Geneva Gay’s (Gay, 2018) concept of culturally
responsive teaching and Gloria Ladson-Billings’s (1995) culturally relevant pedagogy.
Cultural competency is defined by Mayfield (2020) as “the ability to use critical-thinking
skills to interpret how cultural values and beliefs influence conscious and unconscious
behavior; the understanding of how inequity can be and has been perpetuated through
socialized behaviors; and the knowledge and determined disposition to disrupt
inequitable practices to achieve great personal and professional success for yourself and
others'' (p. 15).
Although still being researched, there are examples of the strong impact that
cultural competency has on school improvement factors, such as leadership, instructional
models, parent involvement, and teaching strategies. Culturally relevant educators put
culture at the center of their work to improve outcomes for students of color to change the
trajectory of underachievement (Gay, 2010), while understanding the powerful impact of
systemic transformation. Culturally relevant teaching through cultural competence
enables students of non-dominant cultures to perform at high levels academically while
maintaining their cultural integrity (Ladson-Billings, 1995). Through their selfassessments of cultural beliefs, school staff can transform our changing world by
developing cultural competency that will impact students (Lindsey, et al., 2009; Gay,
2010).
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Educators integrating cultural competency into their school improvement efforts
will “recognize the power of their influence to change the course of history for the better,
and they work collaboratively with colleagues to strategically critique where we failed in
the past and where we’ll endeavor to navigate in the future” (Mayfield, 2020, p. 21).
Problem Statement
Previous research on how cultural competency positively impacts the school
improvement process has shown some examples of singular improvement factors. For
example, school leadership examined with the lens of cultural competence has shown that
culturally competent school leaders contribute to higher levels of teaching and curricula
(Ladson-Billings, 1995). The focus on the agency of the culturally responsive literacy
teacher as a mediator of learning was the central factor for successful students in a study
conducted by Wearmouth (2017).
After analyzing multiple research studies on cultural competence in educators,
Bottiani et al. (2018) called for further rigorous research in this area, including more
research on promising models of professional development and support for school staff.
There are recommendations on future research to strengthen the evidence base of the
effect of cultural competence on student achievement, including the push for more
innovative methodology (Aronson & Laughter, 2016; Bottiani et al., 2018; Goforth,
2020).
In spite of attempts across the nation to improve outcomes for students of color
and close the achievement gap, school improvement measures have lacked the layer of
cultural competency. There is a need to further understand the influences that cultural
competency has on the school improvement process.
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Purpose of the Research
Culturally competent schools are equipped for meeting the needs of students
whose families are marginalized racially, socially, economically, and politically. The
purpose of this research was to study the effects that cultural competency had on the
achievement of students of color through the school improvement process. A
phenomenological study was conducted in four public elementary schools located in a
suburban Minnesota school district.
The district-wide racial equity vision that impacted these schools had a strong
component of capacity-building professional development for all school staff. This vision
included structures such as regular professional development sessions, the reforming of
systems and structures to align with the vision, and the use of racial equity coaches for
every teacher. This alignment from district office to schools has provided for cohesive
cultural competence among staff. The phenomena studied was the lived experiences of
teachers as they had been trained and supported to look inward at their own cultural
beliefs, and how those lived experiences then transformed their practices in ways that
were culturally competent. Mayfield (2020) explains that cultural competency is “the
context in which we learn and unlearn ideology and practices . . . the outcome is
educational justice, antiracist advocacy, and leadership for dismantling inequitable
systems and practices” (p.17). This research embodied the phenomena of teachers who
experienced their own journey of becoming culturally competent and how that impacted
the achievement of their students of color.
Research Questions
The primary question that guided this phenomenological research study was:
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RQ1. How does staff cultural competency correlate with student achievement in a
racially and culturally diverse school?
Other research questions for this study are:
•

What school and district structures have been most impactful for staff to become
culturally competent?

•

What classroom practices are used by teachers of high-performing students of
color?

•

How does the district racial equity vision impact a teacher’s journey in becoming
culturally competent?

Significance of the Research
While research provides a wealth of information on school improvement factors,
the amount of studies on the effect of cultural competency on the achievement of students
of color is limited. Through cultural competency professional development and other
supports that were studied through the lived experiences of teachers, the significance of
this study emphasizes the need to include cultural competency in all school improvement
efforts.
The results of this research can be used to support racially diverse schools in
refining school improvement plans to better meet the needs of our students of color.
Results can also be used to assist districts in the creation of cultural competency
professional development programs, and will expand on the limited research in this area.
Finally, supporting the development of a culturally competent school community that
creates success for all students will enable those students “to play vital roles wherever
they go in the global community” (Lindsey et al., 2008, p. 5).
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Delimitations and Limitations
For the purpose of this phenomenological study, it is important to note that all
research participants shared the common experience of cultural competency training and
support in this district. The goal of this research was to improve school improvement
processes by revealing findings that relate to the role of cultural competency and the
development of racial consciousness as part of improvement.
The scope of interest for this study included several delimitations. One
delimitation of this study was participant exclusion criteria. The research had a narrow
focus on teachers who had students who achieved a high level of growth from fall to
winter on a standardized test. This excluded teachers whose students did not have high
levels of growth, as well as support staff, parents and students. Another delimitation was
the focus of this study. The focus of this research was specifically on the shared
experience of cultural competency capacity-building and how that transferred to their
professional practices. There are other factors that potentially impacted student
achievement that were not studied in this research.
There were also several limitations in this research. One limitation of this study
was the nature of phenomenology and the lack of generalizability of the findings to
generalize to all schools. Another limitation of this study was that the researcher was
currently working as a school principal in a preK-5 elementary school that has similar
demographics as some of the schools that were studied in this research. Because of this,
the researcher needed to be cognizant of any bias and/or subjectivity she brought,
especially during the data analysis and interpretation. A final limitation of this research
was that the researcher and some of the principals of these schools were participants in a
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professional development leadership cohort in the school year prior to the research study
being conducted. Professional interactions between the researcher and these principals
occurred before the study began.
Definition of Key Terms
Achievement gap: When one group of students outperforms another group and the
difference in average scores for the two groups is statistically significant (NAEP Gaps Achievement Gaps, 2020).
Capacity building: The process by which individuals and organizations obtain, improve,
and retain the skills, knowledge, and other resources needed to do their jobs competently.
Cultural competency: The context in which we learn and unlearn ideology and practices
. . . the outcome is educational justice, antiracist advocacy, and leadership for dismantling
inequitable systems and practices (Mayfield, 2020).
Cultural proficiency: “A model for shifting the culture of the school or district, it is a
model for individual transformation and organizational change. It is a mindset, a
worldview” (Lindsey et al., 2018, p. 5).
Culturally relevant pedagogy: The attitudes and dispositions that a teacher uses in
making decisions in everyday practice in the classroom (Aronson & Laughter, 2016).
Culturally relevant teaching: Practices that empower students intellectually, socially,
emotionally, and politically by using cultural referents to import knowledge, skills, and
attitudes (Ladson-Billings, 2009).
Culturally responsive teaching: Using the cultural characteristics, experiences, and
perspectives of ethnically diverse students as conduits for teaching them more effectively
(Gay, 2002).

11

Culture: The ever-changing values, traditions, social and political relationships, and
worldview created, shared, and transformed by a group of people bound together by a
combination of factors that can include a common history, geographic location, language,
social class and religion (Nieto, 2000).
ESEA (Elementary and Secondary Education Act): An act that was signed into law in
1965 that provided federal grants to state educational agencies to improve the quality of
elementary and secondary education (U.S. Department of Education, 2020)
ESSA (Every Student Succeeds Act): An act signed in 2015 that reauthorized the 50year-old Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) that included provisions that
were to ensure success for students and schools (U.S. Department of Education, 2020).
National Assessment for Educational Progress (NAEP): Often referred to as “The
Nation’s Report Card,” measures American fourth and eighth grade students’
performance in math and reading (2019 NAEP Report Card Analysis, 2019).
No Child Left Behind (NCLB): A United States law signed in 2002 designed to
improve student achievement and change the culture of America's schools (Boehner,
2002).
Racial equity: The condition that would be achieved if one's racial identity no longer
predicted. This includes elimination of policies, practices, attitudes and cultural messages
that reinforce differential outcomes by race or fail to eliminate them (Center for
Assessment and Policy Development, 2020).
Professional development: A career-long process in which educators and school staff
develop their teaching and support to meet student needs.
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Students of Color: Students who may identify as Black, African-American, Asian, South
Asian, Middle Eastern, Pacific Islander, Latinx, Chicanx, Native American, and
multiracial.
Turnaround schools: The characteristics of teachers and schools that successfully
motivate and engage youth, including those now labeled “high performing, high poverty
schools” (B. Williams & Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development,
2003).
Summary
School improvement efforts to raise student achievement, particularly those
focused on closing the achievement gap, have been the source of much research,
legislative and funding reforms, and scrutiny of political and educational leaders. Despite
the laser focus, however, results are discouraging in many schools around the country.
Black and Brown students continue to score well below their White peers, despite the
strong emphasis on school improvement. Although many factors have been examined in
the school improvement process, such as leadership, curriculum, instruction, intervention,
and parent involvement, studies on the effects of cultural competency training and
support are still emerging.
This qualitative research was in the form of a phenomenological study that
examined the effects of cultural competency and racial equity work as part of the school
improvement process. The phenomena studied was the lived experiences of teachers as
they had been given opportunities to self-reflect, bring that reflection and new learning to
their teaching practices, and be a part of dismantling and creating systems that are part of
improving outcomes for all students.

13

CHAPTER II
Review of the Literature
Few issues remain as pressing as providing a high-quality education to all
students in the United States. Yet successful school improvement continues to seem
elusive, especially how to dramatically improve chronically low-performing schools. For
decades, school and district administrators and educators have been involved in school
improvement measures, some as part of a yearly plan and others taking a stringent,
formal “school turnaround” approach.
Throughout the past two decades, federal mandates have brought a keener eye on
the progress of our nation’s students. A primary reform effort, The No Child Left Behind
(NCLB) Act, was signed into law in 2002 by President George W. Bush (Boehner, 2002).
This led to the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA),
which was intended to “provide additional resources for vulnerable students” (U.S.
Department of Education, 2015, par. 3). School accountability and reform became a
major focus, as ESEA was eventually transformed into the Every Student Succeeds Act
(ESSA) in 2015 (U.S. Department of Education, 2015) giving states more responsibility
for testing and accountability (Ravitch, 2016). These laws have had a significant impact
on the American educational structures and accountability expectations in recent years,
including a deeper look into the achievement of our nation’s students of color and how to
close the achievement gap.
School improvement efforts to raise student achievement, particularly those
focused on closing the achievement gap, have been the source of much research,
legislative and funding reforms, and scrutiny of political and educational leaders. Despite
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the laser focus, however, results are discouraging. According to the National Assessment
of Educational Progress (2019 NAEP Report Card Analysis, 2019) report, students in
both fourth and eighth grades showed a regression in proficiency levels (except a onepoint increase in fourth grade math). According to the Southern Education Foundation
NAEP 2019 Report Card Analysis (2020), students in all ethnic groups scored
proficiency, but African American, Hispanic, and low-income students had particularly
low scores. Additionally, both the number of basic readers and proficient readers had an
overall decrease. There is a “widening gap” between our country’s lowest-performing
and highest-performing students (2019 NAEP Report Card Analysis, 2020). American
students, particularly our Black and Brown students, deserve better. Our nation has long
called education in the United States the great equalizer (Mann as cited in Growe &
Montgomery, 2003). Providing a quality education for all is a recurring theme in our
society, yet the results show a different view.
The educational systems in place today are at the forefront of opportunity for our
country’s future. While school improvement measures have been put into place in nearly
every corner of our schools, the current systems fail many, especially our Black and
Brown students. Our public educational institutions need to re-examine belief systems
and practices (Gay, 2010; Growe & Montgomery, 2003; Nieto, 2002) in order to close
the achievement gap and meet the needs of all students. While a re-examination of
current structures seems insurmountable in some ways, the potential changes in our
ideology and even pedagogy (Nieto, 2014) could have enormous ramifications for our
ever-changing democratic society.
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This literature review examines the school improvement process and the role that
cultural competency can play in supporting all students and closing the achievement gap.
Part I of the review includes a highlight of the legislative policies that have brought
student achievement into focus. The current achievement gap impact is discussed and a
summary of the turn-around efforts that have been put into place around our nation are
highlighted. Research on successful school improvement measures are examined, both as
single factors and a combination of factors. The need for including culture in school
improvement measures are discussed in Part II, with an overview of the history of
multicultural education efforts in the past two decades. Part II includes the role of culture
in educational systems, examining research done by prominent scholars in the
development of cultural competency, connecting theory and practice. Current
frameworks of cultural competency are examined. The urgent need to include cultural
competency as an essential part of the school improvement process are emphasized, as a
way to provide a high-quality education to all students in our nation.
Part I: School Improvement
School improvement took a major turn twenty years ago when George W. Bush,
just days after officially taking office as the 43rd President of the United States, declared
his structure for educational reform: The No Child Left Behind Act, commonly known as
NCLB (Boehner, 2002). NCLB was “designed to improve student achievement and
change the culture of America's schools” (Boehner, 2002, par. 1). The Elementary and
Secondary Education Act (ESEA)--the principal federal law affecting education from
kindergarten through high school—officially reauthorized the act that President Lyndon
B. Johnson signed into law in 1965, which at the time was deemed as a “new
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commitment by the federal government to quality and equality in educating our young”
(U.S. Department of Education, 2015, par. 3).
At the core of NCLB were testing, accountability, and choice, making NCLB a
reform that “changed the nature of public schooling across the nation by making
standardized tests scores the primary measure of school quality” (Nieto, 2014). Suddenly,
all eyes were on students’ achievement in reading and math, looking carefully at how
students were performing.
It became more apparent than ever that a “gap” existed between the achievement
of White students and our nation’s students of color. According to the National Center for
Education Statistics, an achievement gap occurs “when one group of students
outperforms another group and the difference in average scores for the two groups is
statistically significant” (NAEP Gaps - Achievement Gaps, 2019).
When the ESEA was reauthorized as the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) in
2015, (U.S. Department of Education, 2020) scholars were hopeful about the flexibility
that ESSA offered states as they took control over accountability and testing, which
affects our schools’ abilities to educate “young people so they can become productive,
engaged citizens armed with the knowledge, skills, and dispositions to participate fully in
our society” (Darling-Hammond et al., 2016, p. 4). Perhaps transferring the locus of
control to the state level could have a more profound impact on the nation’s achievement
gap.
Have the national and state reforms had a positive effect on students, notably our
students of color? The National Assessment for Educational Progress (NAEP), often
referred to as “The Nation’s Report Card,” measures American fourth and eighth grade
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students’ performance in math and reading. The 2019 NAEP Report Card Analysis states
that NAEP is the “only standardized national examination given to a representative
sample of fourth and eighth graders across demographic groups in each state to track their
proficiency levels.”
According to the 2019 NAEP Report Card Analysis, there continues to be a
persistent gap in both math and reading between racial groups. On the most recent NAEP
2019 math assessment, White eighth grade students scored 32 points higher (292 on a
scale of 0-500) than African American students (260) and 24 points higher than Hispanic
students (268) (2019 NAEP Report Card Analysis, 2019). Fourth grade reading
assessments for 2019 showed that African American students (204) scored 26 points
lower than White students (230), and Hispanic students (209) scored 21 points lower than
their White peers (2019 NAEP Report Card Analysis, 2019). At this point in time, despite
educational reforms, there is little progress in eliminating or even closing this gap.
Ford et al. (2008) stated that “The achievement gap is real, the achievement gap is
complex, the achievement gap is stubborn; we--as educators and families--must be just as
stubborn and diligent in our efforts to eliminate the gap” (p. 236). Although reform
efforts have not yet shown the necessary results, hope must not be lost. As Condoleezza
Rice stated nearly a decade ago, education for ALL students is “the civil rights issue of
our day” (Staff, 2012, para. 22). Providing a solid education for all continues to be a
priority for our nation, and continuous school improvement efforts have become a thread
that all schools weave into their educational structures.
The Turnaround School Process
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School improvement has been studied on various levels, notably through the
creation of School Improvement Plans (Dunaway et al., 2012; Huber & Conway, 2015;
Strunk et al., 2016). The NCLB act for K–12 systems in the United States from 2002–
2015 brought stringent and specific requirements for accountability (Boehner, 2002). One
of the purposes of NCLB was to identify and turn around low performing schools that
failed to provide a high-quality education, with consequences for schools that failed to
improve in an allotted time frame (Boehner, 2002).
Schools labeled as “failing” under NCLB underwent an intense school turnaround
process. Much research has been done in the area of creating successful schools, notably
“turning schools around” through school improvement processes (Chenoweth, 2020;
Dragoset et al., 2017; Yatsko et al., 2015).
Calkins et al. (2007) authored The Turnaround Challenge, a framework of
recommendation for intense school turnaround, based on high-performing, high-poverty
(HPHP) school success. These recommendations were created specifically for turning
around the bottom five percent (5,000) of American schools by 2010 by using The Three
‘C’ Strategies: (a) change conditions, (b) increase capacity, and (c) organize clusters of
schools. Although The Turnaround Challenge bore much criticism (McQuillan, 2008) for
its limited research base, unrealistic timeline, and punitive approach, the strategies
offered from HPHP do have some merit. The Institute of Education Sciences (IES)
through the US Department of Education created a guide entitled, “Turning Around
Chronically Low-performing Schools” (Herman et al., 2008) that formulated researchbased recommendations that are somewhat similar to other recommendations.
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Duke (2012) offers insights into school improvement and turnaround, noting the
critical incidents and turning points while summarizing a decade of school turnaround
efforts. Duke notes that while school improvement efforts have shown some success,
such as data-driven decision-making, timely and targeted interventions, that the majority
of school turnarounds have not been rooted in comprehensive research, formulating
strategies while simultaneously implementing them.
Schools are complex organizations and improvement measures are even more
intricate. However, the structures put into place in a school are the foundation for how a
school successfully runs (Duke, 2012). While schools operate in a continuous
improvement cycle under federal, state, and district mandates, much can be done. Studies
on school turnaround have revealed some similarities in school improvement factors,
focusing on single factors that alone have proved successful in some ways.
Single Factors in School Improvement
Single factors in school improvement are related to school success. Scholars have
examined specific single factors that have led to a high rate of increased student
achievement.
Leadership
The impact of school leadership has been studied extensively. Jacobson et al.
(2007) examined the patterns of relationships and behaviors in school leaders to be the
catalyst to turn around high-poverty, low-performing schools. Other studies have also
linked high student achievement outcomes to effective leadership (Leithwood, 2012;
Lochmiller & Chesnut, 2017). Mitchell et al. (2015) found that instructional leadership
was “positively correlated with academic achievement” (p. 245). Much of the research on

20

school improvement points to the importance of districts embracing strong leaders as the
impetus for change, especially in low-performing schools.
Curriculum
Further studies have shown that single factors such as a strong curriculum and
intervention system (Kennedy, 2010) utilized by highly trained teachers (Denton et al.,
2003) support turnaround efforts. Kennedy also suggested offering a “provision of a
multifaceted professional development program for teachers is essential in addressing
underachievement in literacy” (p. 386). A highly developed strong literacy program was
successful in high-poverty “beat the odds” schools (Hattie, 2012). Schmoker (2020), in
analyzing successful school patterns, narrowed in on successful literacy instruction,
recommending that teachers “develop a viable set of simple, high-leverage standards” in
planning for student instruction and success (p.49).
Teachers
Effective teachers are an essential piece of successful schools. Hattie (2012)
synthesizes research that encompasses multiple studies on the role of teachers in school
improvement, stating, “It is visible teaching and learning by teachers and students that
makes the difference” (p. 14). Taylor et al. (2005) state that schools which have high
levels of teacher collaboration around perseverance and initiative set successful schools
apart from others. The ability of school staff to collaborate with each other has also been
highlighted (Taylor et al., 2005) as a key factor in school improvement efforts. Successful
schools have teachers who take initiative in carrying out the shared sense of commitment
to the school’s purpose and practices (Taylor et al., 2005). When “everybody is on the
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same page,” (Wilder & Jacobsen, 2010, p. 251), teacher collaboration and effectiveness
become a turning point for school improvement.
District Central Office
The role of the district central office has also been studied as part of the school
improvement process (Meyers, 2019), specifically how central office staff support
schools in new initiatives, such as the formation of professional learning communities.
Findings by Olivier and Huffman (2016) reveal the importance of transformational and
proactive district central office involvement in supporting their respective schools.
Family Partnerships
Formulating strong partnerships with parents has also been a strong factor for
improvements in student outcomes. Oyserman et al. (2007) and Bartel (2010) examined
parent involvement as a factor in school success. Bartel (2010) urged school stakeholders
to increase parents’ understanding of how they can help their child learn both at school
and at home. Jasis and Ordoñez-Jasis (2012) discovered that parents “reported an
increased sense of individual and collective efficacy when interacting with school
personnel” as they were given more direct opportunities to be involved in their child’s
education (p. 85). Creating multiple opportunities for meaningful educational
partnerships with families can have a profound impact on student achievement (Grolnick,
2015).
Although single factors can have significant impact on school success, there is no
one factor that single-handedly leads a school to a successful turnaround. Multiple factors
need to be utilized simultaneously.
Multiple Factors in School Improvement
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As school improvement studies deepen, scholars have found that a combination of
factors produce better, more sustainable outcomes. Working together in an interconnected
manner, these factors influence success in “dynamic interaction with one another” (Bryk,
2010). The combination of factors found to be the most significant in school
improvement studies, however, vary. Sharratt and Fullan (2006) identified three themes
that are necessary for taking schools to the next level of improvement: staying the course,
becoming specific, and widening the sphere of involvement. The Consortium on Chicago
Schools examined how schools are organized and found five essential supports for school
improvement: A coherent instructional guidance system; the school’s professional
capacity; strong parent-community-school ties; a student-centered learning climate; and
leadership that drives change (Roderick et al., 2009).
The Center for the Improvement of Early Reading Achievement’s (CIERA)
School Change Framework was developed to help schools translate research into practice
(Wilder & Jacobsen, 2010). Taylor (2002) synthesized that research into the following
successful school improvement themes:
clearly stated and focused school mission; safe and orderly climate for learning;
high expectations for students, teachers, and administrators; opportunity to learn
and student time-on-task; instructional leadership by all administrators and staff
members; frequent monitoring of student progress; and positive home/school
relations. (p. 377)
Similar themes emerged from research that followed, notably in school
turnaround efforts for schools identified as failing. The Institute of Education Sciences
(IES) through the US Department of Education created a guide entitled, “Turning Around
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Chronically Low-performing Schools” (Herman et al., 2008) formulating research-based
recommendations that are somewhat similar, calling for the following turnaround actions
to be done in tandem: (a) ‘‘signal the need for dramatic change with strong leadership,’’
(b) ‘‘maintain a consistent focus on improving instruction,’’ (c) ‘‘provide visible
improvements early in the turnaround process (quick wins),’’ and (d) ‘‘build a committed
staff’’ (p. 8).
Wilder and Jacobson (2010), in studying successful high poverty schools,
identified the following important practices as critical to their success: using student data
systematically, working collectively as a staff to create an orderly environment, and
developing lessons that are engaging and challenging for students.
Work in California turnaround schools brought additional factors, such as using
data, district support, student engagement strategies, and offering additional learning time
(Huberman et al., 2011). Implementation of the combined strategies of data use, targeted
student support, and targeted collaboration teacher time was successful in similar
turnaround efforts (Turnbull & Arcaira, 2012).
An abundance of research has been conducted on school improvement, much of it
focused on the actions needed to transform schools deemed as in need of improvement or
even “failing.” The results described in the literature on school improvement are
somewhat discouraging. After years of focused attention, school improvement and
turnaround efforts have not necessarily led to sustained growth or high-performance
levels.
Many of the schools in this country that have had to focus on school improvement
have high percentages of Black and Brown students. For example, in the onset of NCLB,
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schools serving students who were living in poverty, had limited English proficiency,
and/or had higher numbers of students of color were disproportionately identified as
“needing improvement” (Darling-Hammond et al., 2016). Given this, the need is
immediate for school improvement measures to include a better understanding of how to
teach Black and Brown students. The United States has demographics that continue to
change, with a continual trend toward becoming more diverse. Considering the impact
that public education has on our future, better understanding of the role that culture and
race play in schools needs to be an overlaying factor of school improvement efforts. As
improvement measures and mandates to close the achievement gap are examined over
time by educational leaders and scholars, one needs to consider the increasingly
important role culture plays in education.
It is an immediate “moral imperative” (Gay, 2010, p. 250) to answer the questions
of how to provide a high-quality education for all students, including our Black and
Brown children. Yet much of the historical research and literature on school
improvement from the past few decades have been done by White researchers, and even
the most prominent well-known studies have failed to mention cultural competency or
racial consciousness as factors in school improvement. It has been only in recent years
that the role of culture in our school improvement systems has been acknowledged, and
many of these recommendations have been by researchers of color.
Part II: Cultural Competence in Schools
Multicultural Education
The need for multicultural education has always existed, but more formal efforts
rose from the civil rights movements of the 1960s. These began in “the social action of
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African Americans and other people of color who challenged discriminatory practices in
public institutions” (Gorski, 1999, p.1) Various forms of multicultural education
programs emerged but included a token curriculum on famous people and events. The
1980s brought a variety of scholars who began to develop the theory of multicultural
education. James Banks (2004) came forward as a pioneer of multicultural education,
with recommendations for schools to be viewed as social systems from a multicultural
context. Banks urged the concept of “educational equality” as the foundation of his work
in the area of multicultural education (Banks, 1983) and urged school systems to be
examined in all aspects (such as teaching, policies, curriculum, teacher attitudes). Banks
and Banks (2004) went on to name five dimensions of multicultural education, including
an empowering school culture, prejudice reduction, content integration, equity pedagogy,
and knowledge construction.
Formal theories and recommendations began to emerge, based on Bank’s work,
that provided more in-depth frameworks and necessitated a stronger relationship between
educational systems and social change. Geneva Gay (1994) discussed the dimensions of
cultural pluralisms in classrooms and the importance of multiethnic educational efforts
through long-range planning and additional research. Sleeter and Grant (1988) analyzed
the work of multicultural education and developed frameworks for advocacy and
implementation for educators.
Equalizing educational experiences through a framework of structural and cultural
factors in education was brought forward by Nieto (Gay, 1994), which highlighted the
necessity and benefits of multicultural education for students from all backgrounds.
While research and the development of multicultural educational theories and programs
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continue, more specific frameworks are being used that include culturally relevant
pedagogy, culturally responsive teaching, and the work toward one becoming culturally
competent.
History of Cultural Competency Efforts
Terminology that started as “multicultural education” has taken a variety of forms
since the 1980s. “Cultural appropriateness” was coined in a study by Au & Mason
(1981), as they discovered teachers using methods that related students’ cultures to
instruction as a way to improve reading performance. “Cultural congruence” was used as
an attempt to bridge classroom content to students’ background experiences (Au &
Mason, 1983). Following, the term “cultural compatibility” was used to describe
teaching methods that would not harm students’ cultural backgrounds (Jordan, 1984).
Suzuki (1984) defined multicultural education and created multicultural goals for
students and teachers through guiding principles. This was important as educators began
to translate theory into practice. Focusing on the resilience and strengths of families and
cultural communities of students from diverse backgrounds was the foundation of
“cultural difference theory” (Wang & Gordon, 1994).
The term “culturally relevant teaching” also came through in the 1980s. Although
the term culturally responsive was used before, Gloria Ladson-Billings used this term in
more precise terms and since that time has emerged as a strong voice and scholar of
culturally relevant teaching. In Dreamkeepers (1994), she introduced her framework for
culturally relevant pedagogy, anchoring with the need for teachers to start within, for
those “who practice culturally relevant methods can be identified by the way they see
themselves and others” (p. 25). Furthermore, she recommended that instruction begins
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with who students are, “for teachers with culturally relevant practices, students’ diverse
cultural backgrounds are central” (p. 49). Culturally relevant teaching through cultural
competence enables students of non-dominant cultures to perform at high levels
academically while maintaining their cultural integrity (Ladson-Billings, 1995). LadsonBillings created a framework for culturally relevant pedagogy, focusing on collective
empowerment, with the following three components: (a) a focus on long-term student
learning as a result of skilled teachers, (b) an emphasis on cultural competence so that
students are equipped to navigate oppressive school systems with high levels of success,
and (c) a recognition of the role of sociopolitical issues of race, class and gender as
teachers consider how to incorporate these into their instruction.
Around the same time as culturally relevant teaching was making headway in the
1980s, the need for cultural competence across other disciplines was also emerging. Terry
Cross, working in the context of child welfare services, studied the idea of cultural
competence (Wang & Gordon, 1994), which was then taken further by James Mason.
Mason (1995) created a five-step cultural competence continuum for individuals and
organizations could use to measure themselves. This continuum, which delineated what is
meant by cultural competence, puts cultural destructiveness on one end, which consists of
attitudes, policies, and practices that are destructive to cultures and the individuals within
them. On the other end of the continuum is cultural competence, in which individuals and
organizations “accept and respect cultural differences, continue self-assessment of
cultural awareness, pay careful attention to the dynamics of cultural differences,
continually expand their cultural knowledge and resources, and adopt culturally relevant
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service models in order to better meet the needs of minority populations” (Mason, as
cited in Hanley, 1999, p. 6).
This continuum, although modified by Lindsey et al. (2013), is currently used in
an education context. The modification included the addition of a sixth step for cultural
proficiency, as they outline characteristics and expectations of staff in culturally
proficient schools. This continuum is part of four major tools that serve as the foundation
of cultural proficiency that include the barriers, the guiding principles, the continuum,
and the essential elements (R. B. Lindsey et al., 2018) that lead to this definition of
cultural proficiency: “Cultural proficiency is a model for shifting the culture of the school
or district, it is a model for individual transformation and organizational change. It is a
mindset, a worldview . . . ” (p. 5).
Osborne (1996) synthesized research to confirm important assertions about
culturally relevant teaching that could serve as a framework for teachers, based on best
practices. This was followed by more studies with roots in culturally responsive teaching
and pedagogy that could serve as the foundation for schools to provide an environment
for all students to be successful.
Geneva Gay (2002), working alongside the concept of culturally relevant teaching
researched by Gloria Ladson-Billings, came forward as another prominent voice.
Culturally relevant pedagogy is the focus of Gay, who gives this definition of culturally
responsive teaching: “using the cultural characteristics, experiences, and perspectives of
ethnically diverse students as conduits for teaching them more effectively. It is based on
the assumption that when academic knowledge and skills are situated within the lived
experiences and frames of reference of students, they are more personally meaningful,
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have higher interest appeal, and are learned more easily and thoroughly” (p. 106).
Understanding the compelling role of culture in our educational system, culturally
responsive teachers put culture at the center of their work with students while examining
techniques for improving outcomes for students of color. Culturally responsive teachers
also understand the powerful impact of transforming assumptions, procedures, and
structures to change the trajectory of underachievement (Gay, 2010).
Culturally relevant teaching, defined by Ladson-Billings (2009), is a “pedagogy
that empowers students intellectually, socially, emotionally, and politically by using
cultural referents to import knowledge, skills, and attitudes. These cultural references are
not merely vehicles for bridging or explaining the dominant culture; they are aspects of
the curriculum in their own right” (p. 20).
Aronson & Laughter (2016) noted that the two recognizable strands in this work
are culturally responsive teaching and culturally relevant pedagogy, both of which
strongly embody “social justice and the classroom as a site for social change” (p. 164).
Geneva Gay’s (2010) focus on teaching is framed around the practices and competence
of the instructor in the classroom, and what the teacher is doing to be culturally
responsive, while Gloria Ladson-Billings’s (2014) emphasis on pedagogy is embodied in
the attitudes and dispositions that a teacher uses in making decisions in everyday practice
in the classroom (Aronson & Laughter, 2016). Both of these are necessary components of
becoming culturally competent.
How Cultural Competency Impacts School Improvement Factors
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The research on how cultural competency impacts student achievement and
school improvement is emerging. Incorporating cultural competency into school
improvement measures is of utmost importance in serving today’s students.
Impact of Culturally Competent Leadership. School leaders must effectively
create accepting, culturally responsive school environments, as well as advocate for
policies and practices that serve all students. Research on culturally responsive leadership
practices points out that “leadership activities (by either an individual or distributive
leadership activity) should consistently contribute to culturally responsive teaching and
curricula” in the school (Lindsey et al., 2018, p.43). Further research on culturally
competent leadership practices heeds school leaders to examine personal biases,
privileges, and beliefs as they prepare to lead school-wide cultural competence
(Bustamante et al., 2009). Culturally competent leadership requires a commitment to
continuous learning to engage in practices that “recognize, embrace, and celebrate
differences as opportunities for growth among a community” (Minkos et al., 2017, p.
1264).
The perspectives of Critical Race Theory (CRT), when applied to school
improvements through school leadership, brought significant change to student
achievement by engaging leaders, and ultimately staff, to examine the standard
operations of school (Amiot et al., 2020). Furthermore, the use of CRT through school
leadership can serve as a theoretical tool for improving the outcomes and “dismantle the
normalization of failure of our students of color” (Amiot, et al., 2020, p. 216).
Examining how educational policies affect equity was one of the of successes of
culturally responsive, socially just leaders, paying special attention to who benefits from
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particular policies (Newcomer & Cowin, 2018), noting that these leaders must “find
creative ways to negotiate policies that interfere with what they know and believe to be in
the best interests of children” (p. 511). Wang (2018) stressed the need for leaders to
ensure that students’ physical, social and emotional needs were met, and to provide “an
inclusive, fair and equitable environment in which every student is valued, respected, and
accepted regardless of their differences'' (p. 493). Although school leaders must have a
varied skill set, as Fraise and Brooks (2015) have stated, “Culturally relevant leadership
is a general disposition rather than a paradigm of practice” (p. 7).
Impact of Culturally Responsive Strategies and Curriculum. As schools
examine instructional effectiveness and curriculum, many delve into culturally responsive
strategies and frameworks that use students’ “cultural being as a means to promote
students’ academic growth” (Johnson-Smith, 2020). The Ready for Rigor framework
developed by Zoretta Hammond (2015) supports teachers with resources and strategies to
make learning more accessible and comprehensible. Citing neuroscience, Hammond’s
research focuses on how culturally responsive teaching strategies positively affect the
complex architecture of the brain, enhancing student learning. The four overarching
themes that Hammond (2015) identifies for teachers’ consideration when planning to
teach diverse learners include awareness, learning partnerships, information processing,
and a community of learners and learning environment.
Toppel (2015) discussed the successful integration of culturally responsive
strategies into the district core reading program. Literacy learning with the use of
culturally responsive pedagogy was studied by Wearmouth (2017), focusing on the
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agency of the teacher as a mediator of learning as the central factor for successful
students.
Culturally responsive teaching has also been connected with Universal Design for
Learning (UDL). Kieran and Anderson (2019) researched how UDL, a “flexible,
research-based planning framework that guides teachers’ instructional decision making”
(p. 1204) intersects with culturally responsive teaching in a multitude of ways to increase
student engagement and raise student achievement. The connection between UDL and
culturally responsive teaching rests on knowing students’ strengths and abilities while
addressing their unique learning needs to design effective instruction. The intersection of
culturally responsive teaching and STEM education in elementary schools was captured
as “intertwined and mutually beneficial” for students (van Ingen et al., 2018, p.1),
suggesting that culturally responsive teaching engagement can strengthen STEM
activities, because they are meaningful to the individual learners.
Impact of Culturally Responsive Family Partnerships. Parental connection to
schools has been linked as a positive factor to student academic school performance.
Culturally responsive parent involvement opens doors to represent the voices of families
of color as schools partner with families to make their students more successful
(Auerbach, 2007; Epstein, 2009; Goldsmith & Kurpius, 2018; Jasis & Ordoñez-Jasis,
2012). Meaningful school partnerships for diverse families are crucial, but those
partnerships may look different than the traditional avenues many schools use to involve
parents, such as School Site Councils and Parent-Teacher Associations. Goldsmith and
Kurpius (2018) recommend that instead of waiting “for parents to come to school and
follow well-established patterns of parent involvement, schools can leverage home-based
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strategies” (p. 571) that parents already have in place, such as family values and cultural
practices.
Educators should practice intentional outreach to families as part of their school
improvement processes. Jasis & Ordoñez-Jasis (2012) studied school engagement of
Latino immigrant parents and caregivers. Through three outreach projects for forming
strong parent-school partnerships, the researchers found that the parent participants’
engagement increased and that the parents felt “great appreciation for the many instances
when teachers and administrators genuinely deferred to their expertise and insights on
their children’s behavior or learning styles or on their ability to reach out to other families
for increased school participation (Jasis & Ordoñez-Jasis, 2012, p. 85).
Impact of Culturally Responsive Teaching Strategies. Educators’ beliefs,
dispositions, and commitment to use culturally responsive teaching and effective
pedagogical techniques have a positive impact on all students, but particularly on diverse
students. The foundation for culturally responsive, culturally relevant and culturally
proficient teaching is that educators understand the larger influences that structures and
systems have had over time in preventing students of color from receiving an equitable
education and use that understanding to form connections to powerful, effective teaching
methods (Banks & Banks, 2004; Freire, 2000; Gay, 2010; Nieto & Bode, 2012). Jackson
(2011) proposes that teachers use “high operational practices” that close the gap between
students’ potential and their achievement to fuel a “pedagogy of confidence” (p. 5). As
Aronson and Laughter (2016) state, “We believe that culturally relevant education is our
best hope for solving the sociocultural issues emanating from society and affecting our
schools” (p. 200).
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Cultural Competency Professional Development for Educators
As the racial breakdown of students in schools continue to change, the need for
culturally competent teachers grows. Now more than ever, teachers have the opportunity
and responsibility to learn how to teach children who are increasingly culturally, racially,
and ethnically diverse. With 79% of public school teachers being White (National Center
for Education Statistics, 2021), the imbalances between the ethnicities of teachers and the
students they serve continue. If representation of teachers of color in schools increases in
the coming years, a student-teacher ethnic or racial match may not equate to unbiased,
culturally responsive teaching practices. Teachers of any race will still need to have
effective skills to support productive cross-cultural interactions (Boutte, 2012; Gay, 2010;
Ladson-Billings, 1995; Landa, 2011). It is imperative that teachers are culturally
competent. Landa & Stephens (2017) “argue that cultural competencies underlie the work
of all teachers in all subjects and should be prioritized” (p. 65). This requires schools and
districts to provide training and support that will equip teachers with the skills,
knowledge, tools, and dispositions to support the diverse students in their classrooms.
(Boutte, 2012; Gay, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 1994; Landa, 2011).
The potential of cultural competency training for all staff in American schools to
support excellence and equity for student outcomes should be a top priority. Many
schools and districts around the nation are making efforts to train their current educators
in understanding the lives of students from the non-dominant culture and how to best
teach them. “Transforming school policies and practices to integrate the cultural capital
of Latino and other minority children into the curriculum and teaching methods is
perhaps today’s most promising approach for a school system” (Landa, 2011, p. 4).
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Professional development for cultural competency should be nested in a wider school
improvement process, that is an integral part of both district and school-wide visions for
student success (Clair & Adger, 1999; Trumbull & Pacheco, 2005).
In a study of a large urban district providing consistent professional development
for culturally responsive teaching (CRT) techniques, the following results were noted in
this highly successful model: “The importance of investigating the relationship among
teachers’ perceptions of characteristics of CRT, their ability to execute specific CRT
practices, and their beliefs that engaging in CRT practices will have strong positive
classroom and student outcomes” (Bonner et al., 2018, p. 721).
The importance and strong impact of culturally competent school leadership has
centered around school administrators, but Marshall and Khalifa (2018) looked beyond
this in a district employing instructional coaches who used their roles to promote
culturally responsive instruction. The notion of using instructional coaches as culturally
responsive leaders is relatively recent and this study found that they can have a
significant impact on professional development, due to the trust they establish with
teachers in coaching as well as the large impact a coach can make with a significant
amount of teachers through ongoing work. “The most promising finding was that
districts can establish positions in which instructional leadership coaches can work to
strengthen the culturally responsive pedagogy of every teacher in a district” (p. 537).
Dukes & Ming (2008) also suggest that in conjunction with the professional development
process, cultural competency coaches and/or mentors should be assigned to work with
teachers to assist in designing instruction.
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Another successful model for professional development in culturally responsive
teaching is the use of instructional video. The transformational nature of becoming more
culturally competent requires teachers to see strategies in action, viewing firsthand
successful practices through videos (Fullam, 2017). Based on NYU’s Metropolitan
Center for Research on Equity and the Transformation of Schools, this capacity-building,
inquiry-based approach allows teachers to watch instructional videos of culturally
responsive teaching in action (Fullam, 2017). This approach “leverages the assets that
teachers bring to professional learning” while allowing reflection to grow as educators (p.
133). The power of watching the instructional videos is based on the belief that teachers
“often need to see transformations in teaching and learning before they can believe such
transformations are possible” (p. 133).
Positive Effects of Cultural Proficiency Training on the Achievement of Students of
Color
Research conducted by Bottiani et al. (2018) reviewed ten previous studies on the
impact of culturally responsive practices (CRP) training models, examining inservice
interventions used with teachers and school administrators in American public K-12
schools. Findings indicate that “the studied interventions were associated with at least
some gains in schools’ and teachers’ knowledge, skills, or use of CRP or improvement in
equity with regard to student outcomes” (p. 379).
Some researchers connect teachers’ use of culturally relevant education to an
interest in school along with increased engagement, therefore suggesting that student
learning was affected (Hill, 2009; Nykiel-Herbert, 2010). Aronson & Laughter (2016)

37

analyzed more recent studies on the effect of culturally relevant education on student
achievement. In reviewing the research, Aronson and Laughter stated that they
responded to Sleeter’s (2012) call for evidence-based research connecting CRE to
student outcomes while maintaining the stance that outcomes include more than
standardized test scores. Overall, and no matter the outcome discussed, the
research demonstrates that the engagement of CRE across the content areas
resulted in positive increases in academic skills and concepts, the first marker of
CRE. (p. 196)
Their work uncovered research that directly connected CRE to increased test scores and
also had a positive impact on the affective domains (Aronson & Laughter, 2016).
Framework of Cultural Competence
Cultural competence in a school setting provides a valuable framework for not
only serving students but also to examine practices, policies, traditions, and programs that
exist in the system. Lindsey & Lindsey (D. B. Lindsey & Lindsey, 2016) state that
critical aspects of a culturally competent school environment include equitable, inclusive,
and socially just practices that are manifested in behaviors. Lindsey et al. (2013) define
three conditions of cultural competence: (a) recognizing the differences among students
and families from different cultural groups, (b) responding to those differences positively,
and (c) being able to interact effectively in a range of cultural environments. LadsonBillings describes cultural competency in the classroom as teachers working back and
forth between the lives of their students and the life of schools, helping to improve the
lives of students and the community they serve (Ayers, 2008).
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In examining cultural competence, it is important to first return to two distinct
theories: culturally responsive teaching and culturally relevant pedagogy (Aronson &
Laughter, 2016). Cultural responsive teaching (CRT) is a set of practices that are
responsive to students’ cultural and linguistic abilities, utilizing teacher practices based
on the work of Geneva Gay (2002, 2010). Culturally relevant pedagogy focuses on
teachers’ positionality in delivering content, based on the work of Gloria Ladson-Billings
(1995). Social justice is emphasized in both theories through a critical examination of the
systems of oppression present in the educational environments and learning processes
(Aronson & Laughter, 2016).
Gay’s (2010) work on culturally responsive teaching is based on six dimensions:
•

Culturally responsive teachers are socially and academically empowering by
setting high expectations for students with a commitment to every student’s
success.

•

Culturally responsive teachers are multidimensional because they engage cultural
knowledge, experiences, contributions, and perspectives.

•

Culturally responsive teachers validate every student’s culture, bridging gaps
between school and home through diversified instructional strategies and
multicultural curricula.

•

Culturally responsive teachers are socially, emotionally, and politically
comprehensive as they seek to educate the whole child.

•

Culturally responsive teachers are transformative of schools and societies by
using students’ existing strengths to drive instruction, assessment, and curriculum
design.
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•

Culturally responsive teachers are emancipatory and liberating from oppressive
educational practices and ideologies as they lift “the veil of presumed absolute
authority from conceptions of scholarly truth typically taught in schools.” (Gay,
2010, p. 38)
The theory behind culturally responsive pedagogy is that students have higher

levels of learning when they are fully engaged in their classrooms and with the content
that is being presented (Rychly & Graves, 2012). Students need to feel validated as
members of the community able to access learning, when information is presented to
them in a learner-centered context that is responsive to their strengths (Gay, 2002; Nieto,
2004).
Culturally relevant pedagogy was developed by Ladson-Billings in 1995, based
on three tenets:
•

the conceptions of self and others held by culturally relevant teachers,

•

the manner in which social relations are structured by culturally relevant teachers,

•

the conceptions of knowledge held by culturally relevant teachers (p. 487).
In 2014, Ladson-Billings introduced a “remix” of her theory of culturally relevant

pedagogy, which encouraged critical engagement in the cultural landscapes of schools.
Her remix is furthering those goals, advocating for culturally sustaining pedagogy. This
revision of her original theory allows for a fluid understanding of culture connected to
educational practices that explicitly engage in questions of equity and justice (2014).
Becoming culturally competent in the advancement of students that respects and
values equity in both theory and method, school staff should examine their practices
through a cultural proficiency lens (Lindsey et al., 2008). For some educators to embrace
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“culturally proficiency entails a paradigmatic shift in thinking. People and organizations
that view cultural difference as something to overcome are often surprised that it is they
who have to change to be effective in cross-cultural situations” (p. 5).
Lindsey et al. (2018) define cultural competence as the “behavior that aligns with
standards that move an organization or an individual toward culturally proficient
interactions” using the following tools for developing cultural competence:
1. The barriers: Caveats that assist in overcoming resistance to change;
2. The guided principles: Underlying values of the approach;
3. The continuum: Language for describing both healthy and non-productive
policies, practices and individual values and behaviors;
4. The essential elements: Behavioral standards for measuring and planning for
growth toward cultural proficiency (p. 5).
For this study, I used the cultural competence framework developed by Lindsey,
Nuri Robins, and Terrell (2008). This cultural competence theory, which uses cultural
proficiency as a model for shifting the culture of a school or district, is a model for
individual transformation and organizational change. Additionally, I utilized the theories
of Geneva Gay (2010) and Gloria Ladson-Billings (2014), as I further looked into both
the impact of culturally responsive teaching and the use of culturally relevant pedagogy,
as they related to cultural competence and racial consciousness playing an integral role in
the school improvement process. As applied to my study, this theory of being culturally
competent and racially conscious as an educator as it impacted the achievement for all
students, notably our students of color, was the focus.
Summary
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As American educational accountability structures have been made into policies,
racial inequities in academic performance continue to grow. High-performing schools
that are closing the achievement gap have concentrated on creating schools that have a
culture of high expectations for all students through the process of becoming culturally
competent. Cultural competency refers to the ability of educators to serve students of all
cultural backgrounds in our schools, especially students from racially marginalized
groups (Landa, 2011). As the students in our public educational systems continue to
become racially, culturally and linguistically more diverse, educators need support and
training to become culturally competent. Developing cultural competency is not a quick
nor simple feat, yet there are countless research-based tools, successful models, and
frameworks that can be used to guide these efforts.
Ladson-Billings (2001) propounds that cultural competence is present in
classrooms where “the teacher understands culture and its role in education, the teacher
takes responsibility for learning about students’ culture and community, the teacher uses
students’ culture as a basis for learning, and the teacher promotes a flexible use of
students’ local and global culture” (p. 98).
Educators have the opportunity to transform our changing world by developing
cultural competency through continual assessment of one’s beliefs, values and own
cultural background (Lindsey, et al., 2009; Gay, 2010). Further research with notable
practices serve as a guidepost for school staff willing to examine beliefs, strategies and
policies in order to make a significant difference in the achievement of our students of
color. “Although we may have only a yearlong interaction with students, we ultimately
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have a lifelong impact on who they become and the kind of society in which we all will
ultimately live” (Ladson-Billings, 2006, p. 40).
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CHAPTER III
Methodology
New opportunities and challenges face American educators as school
demographics become more racially and ethnically diverse. Responding to the
achievement gap and ensuring that students of color achieve at high levels require deep
introspection, an honest appraisal of cultural awareness, and professional training on how
to best bring this self-reflection to the classroom. Cultural competency professional
development must be at the core of a school improvement process that aligns with larger
district visions for student success (Landa, et al., 2011). This research aimed to improve
school improvement processes by revealing findings that related to the role of cultural
competency and racial consciousness in increased student achievement. The primary
question that guided this research study was:
RQ1. How does staff cultural competency correlate with student achievement in a
racially and culturally diverse school?
This research addressed these additional questions:
1. What school and district structures have been most impactful for staff to become
culturally competent?
2. What classroom practices are used by teachers of high-performing students of
color?
3. How does the district racial equity vision impact a teacher’s journey in becoming
culturally competent?
Educational leaders in school districts should allocate time, resources, and
opportunities for school staff to understand and practice cultural competency as part of
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the school improvement process. While research provides details about school districts’
efforts to improve in various ways, the significance of this study emphasized the need for
educators to learn about their own cultural competency and racial consciousness
(reflecting inward) and then put it into practice in their classrooms. This study examined
how layering cultural competency into school improvement measures impacts student
achievement.
This chapter describes the study’s research methodology and includes discussions
around: (a) the rationale for selecting the phenomenological method, (b) a description of
the research sample of participants, (c) methods of data collection, and (d) how the data
was analyzed and synthesized.
Phenomenology
Qualitative research is grounded in “how the complexities of the sociocultural
world are experienced, interpreted, and understood in a particular context and at a
particular point in time” (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012). Qualitative research allows the
researcher to enter the world of others to examine a social situation and experience
(Golden-Biddle & Locke, 2007) and to extract and interpret the meaning of the
experience (Bogdan & Biklen, 2016). The value of the context and setting is another
hallmark of qualitative research (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). Because of the key
features and fundamental assumptions that distinguish what it means to proceed from this
qualitative stance, qualitative research methodology was used in this research study. The
specific methodology within the framework of the qualitative approach was
phenomenology.

45

Phenomenology, which can be conceived as both a method and a philosophy, is
rooted in the perspectives of Husserl, Heidegger, and Merleau-Ponty and focuses on an
experience that people face at a particular time, searching for a deep understanding of
those participants’ lived experiences (Marshall & Rossman, 2016; Mligo, 2016). It is “a
way to educate our vision, to define our posture, to broaden the way we look at the
world” (Tarozzi & Mortari, 2010, p. 10).
Phenomenology assumes the commonality in human experiences, and seeks to
understand this commonality (essence) (Marshall & Rossman, 2016), which van Manen
(1990) describes as “a grasp of the very nature of the thing” (p.177). Committing to
understanding what the human lived experiences are, those experiences (verstehen) are
examined as they occur (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019), searching for the “what” of the
experience and “how” they experienced it (Moustakas, 1994). As educators navigate the
demands of teaching and learning through ongoing district and school professional
development, they make meaning through intentional everyday decisions in their
classrooms. Phenomenological research methods were best suited to explore how
teachers defined their common lived experiences.
The phenomenon studied was the lived experiences of teachers as they had been
trained and supported to look inward at their own cultural and racial beliefs, and how
those lived experiences of training then transformed their practices in ways that were
culturally competent. Mayfield (2020) explains that cultural competency is “the context
in which we learn and unlearn ideology and practices...the outcome is educational justice,
antiracist advocacy, and leadership for dismantling inequitable systems and practices”
(p.17). This research examined the phenomena of teachers’ experiences of their own
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journey of self reflection and how that impacted the achievement of their students of
color.
Phenomenological research methods have four main stages: preparation,
collecting data, organizing data, and analyzing data (Moustakas, 1994). The researcher
followed these stages.
Bracketing
Rarely are researchers neutral, given their ultimate goals include advocacy and
action (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). In conducting a phenomenological study, the
researcher is required to rigorously self-reflect to identify and put aside any beliefs,
personal and/or scholarly, that they have on the topic (Tarozzi & Mortari, 2010). Hein &
Austin refer to this as bracketing, which includes becoming aware of and bracketing the
natural attitude. Ideas, notions, biases, and unquestioned assumptions about the world are
part of the natural attitude (Hein & Austin, 2001). The notion of bracketing is one of the
distinguishing features of Husserlian phenomenology (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019).
Moustakas (1994) states that the concept of epoche involves bracketing one's own
experiences to ensure a new perspective on the phenomenon being considered. During
the epoche, Creswell & Poth (1998) also recommended that the researcher “set aside or
bracketed all preconceived notions about the phenomenon at hand to the greatest extent
possible” (p. 235). Recognizing that epoche is rarely achieved to its full extent, the
process of bracketing was done intentionally by the researcher throughout the research
process.
As a White female researcher, this study was approached with a commitment to
put aside the researcher’s White, middle class assumptions which could have influenced
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and biased the interpretations of the teachers’ stories. The blind spots that the researcher
had as a White female that keep her from fully making meaning were addressed as best as
she could throughout the study, notably during the interpretation of the results (Milner,
2007). Additionally, as she interviewed teachers, she attempted to ensure that the words
and stories of these participants were captured instead of speaking for them (Paris &
Winn, 2014).
The theoretical frameworks that were used in this phenomenological study
included the cultural competence framework developed by Lindsey, et al. (2009). This
cultural competence theory, which uses cultural proficiency as a model for shifting the
culture of a school or district, is a model for individual transformation and organizational
change. This was combined with the theories of Geneva Gay (2010) and Gloria LadsonBillings (2014), looking deeper into both the impact of culturally responsive teaching and
the use of culturally relevant pedagogy, as they relate to cultural competency in playing
an integral role in the school improvement process.
Participants
Sampling in a research study includes “taking a smaller chunk of the larger
universe” (Miles et al., 2014, p. 35). Criteria for determining a sampling for teacher
solicitation was determined by the district research and assessment director, by using the
high student growth rate from fall 2020 to winter 2021, as noted in Appendix A. This
study had a narrow focus on teachers who had high growth in student achievement data
on the NWEA MAP test from fall of 2020 to winter of 2021. This excluded teachers who
had not had high student growth as well as support staff, and other staff.
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Phenomenological research involves studying a small number of subjects through
extensive engagement to develop common patterns and make meaning of those
relationships (Moustakas, 1994). According to Cresswell & Poth (2018), the number of
participants in a phenomenological study should be between 5-35 individuals. The
selected teachers were solicited by an email from the district research and assessment
director with the researcher’s recruitment letter detailed in Appendix B. From the
solicitation, five teachers responded to the invitation to participate in this study.
Data Collection
The role of the researcher is fundamental. As Marshall & Rossman (2016) stated,
“the researcher is the instrument” (p. 118). The researcher pondered the research
questions in her own school as she planned for school improvement and was aware of the
careful approach she needed to take to set aside her own biases in this area. The
researcher’s “presence in the lives of the participants invited to be part of the study is
fundamental to the methodology” (Marshall & Rossman, 2016, p. 118).
In planning for data collection, the researcher met with the district research and
assessment director, after securing permission from the district superintendent. The
researcher explained the intended purpose of this study and asked for guidance in
identifying any other outcomes for the study, being aware that the cultural competency
and racial equity training and support had been a major focus of this district in recent
years. The researcher completed the district request for the research process, which
entailed being granted district approval. Upon approval, the district research and
assessment director identified the teachers who fit the criteria to solicit for the study.
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The following methods were used in this research study: in-depth, semi-structured
phenomenological interviews, participant observations during the interviews, student
achievement data analysis, and researcher memo writing. Memos were written after each
interview to capture details that were not be included in the transcript, and served as a
way to facilitate analytical thinking about the interview data. The study was designed to
be “reasonable in size and complexity so that it can be completed with the time and
resources available” (Bogdan & Biklen, 2016, p. 51).
Before the interviews, the researcher created interview questions based on the
research questions, as noted in both Table 1 and Appendix C. The researcher also
considered the information needed as she created the research questions, as seen in Table
2. Participants were selected through the email recruitment template, detailed in
Appendix B, in which an informed consent form was included with details and
methodology of the research, found in Appendix C. A submission to the institutional
review board was approved, which can be located in Appendix D, and informed consent
was signed for each participant electronically through Qualtrics. Each participant,
through the informed consent, signed to have the interview recorded. All of the
interviews were recorded through video conferencing software Zoom.
Participants were once again made aware of the informed consent at the beginning
of the interview, reminding them that all identifiable information would be removed so
that they would feel more comfortable to share openly. Participants were assigned
pseudonyms. Appendix E lists a participant matrix.
Before the individual, semi-structured interview, the researcher reminded
participants that the session would be both audio and video recorded and then transcribed.
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The researcher described her role as facilitator, explaining that the interview was a time
for the participant to reflect on his/her experiences.
The semi-structured interview, which was an opportunity for the researcher to
enter the lives of the participants, was about one hour in length. This interview explored
the teachers’ experiences in the ways in which the racial equity and cultural competency
training had impacted their students’ achievement. Specific questions, which can be
found in Appendix F, were asked about personal racial and cultural reflection
opportunities, instructional planning, classroom practices, concrete examples of skills
they have learned, significant professional development opportunities, work with district
equity coaches, and strategies and techniques they have found successful. The researcher
approached the teachers’ and coaches’ experiences with an openness to whatever
meanings emerged and asked them to describe their experiences and attempt to see the
phenomenon in its own right, with its own meaning and structure. Exploring the impact
of cultural competency and racial consciousness was studied by making sense of
teachers’ reflections of their experiences and gaining insights from those experiences.
The interview questions were open-ended in design, and “directed to the
participant's experiences, feelings, beliefs and convictions” (Welman & Kruger, 2001, p.
196) about cultural competency. The researcher established rapport by being fully
engaged and involved, which helped participants see new and deeper meanings through
their participation (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). Marshall & Rossman state that there
should be evidence that the researcher knows enough about the setting and people, their
routines, and their environments to anticipate that she quickly builds rapport to ensure
sincere, authentic exchanges. In this study, the researcher looked at each interview as an
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opportunity to “produce more truly collaborative encounters” with the participants
(DeVault & Gross, 2012, p. 180).
Data Analysis
Data analysis included data from the participant interviews, researcher memos,
and observations during the interviews. After each recording, the researcher used the
Zoom transcription feature to obtain a textual transcript of the interview. The researcher
read the transcriptions carefully and referenced the recorded video for accuracy.
Checking for accurateness allowed the researcher to become immersed in the data.
The research was analyzed by searching for significant statements by the
participants that were related to the phenomenon under study, making meaning of them.
The participants’ experiences (verstehen) were examined by the researcher with careful
attention to put aside her own understanding of the phenomenon, keeping in mind that
phenomenological inquiry is “the direct investigation and description of phenomena as
consciously experienced, without theories about their causal explanation and as free as
possible from unexamined preconceptions and presuppositions” (Aoki et al., 2005, p. 90).
Cresswell & Poth (2018) stated this as taking “a fresh perspective toward the
phenomenon under examination” (p. 76).
After the transcriptions were reviewed and completed, the researcher applied
inductive reasoning by starting with open coding of data. This led to the initial
development of categories and themes. The transcripts were read multiple times and
coded manually, each reading of the transcript provided the researcher the opportunity to
modify, eliminate, and add codes. The intent was to allow the participants’ voices to
speak without being filtered through preconceived notions by the researcher. After
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finishing the open coding process, the codes were connected through axial coding. The
researcher used mapping to create connections between the open codes and strong themes
of similar ideas. Strauss and Corbin (1990) wrote that axial coding is “a set of procedures
whereby data are put back together in new ways after open coding, by making
connections between categories” (p. 96). A colleague perused through the coding process
to ensure that biases were examined. Subsequently, the axial codes were finalized.
With the transcripts coded, themes emerged to “reduce individual experiences
with a phenomenon to a description of the universal essence” (Creswell et al., 2007, p.
58). The final coding schema can be found in Appendix G. The coding schema was also
compared to the theoretical framework, as found in Appendix H. After analysis, the
researcher developed a combination of descriptions that conveyed an overall essence of
the phenomenon. Findings were validated by searching for alternative explanations,
discussing findings with a colleague, and comparing findings with existing theory
(Maxwell, 2013). The researcher composed “a composite description of the essence of
the experience for all the individuals—what they experienced and how they experienced
it” (Creswell et al., 2007, p. 252). The universal essence was not necessarily specific
instructional strategies used by educators. Instead, these inspirational educators shared an
underlying understanding of the role of race and culture in their lives, both personal and
professional, that set the tone for providing high quality opportunities for their students.
Finally, the process of presenting the essence in written form was considered vital and
inseparable from the phenomenology (van Manen, 2014).
As discussed in Chapter I, there were also several limitations in this research.
One limitation of this study is the nature of phenomenology and the lack of

53

generalizability of the findings to generalize to all schools. Another limitation of this
study was that the researcher is currently working as a White female school principal in a
preK-5 elementary school with similar demographics as the schools in this study. Thus,
the researcher needed to be cognizant of any bias and/or subjectivity she brought,
especially during the data analysis and interpretation.
Summary
In summary, by using phenomenological qualitative research, this study
contributed to the research of improving school improvement processes by revealing
findings that relate to the role of racial consciousness and cultural competence in
increased student achievement. The results of this study can be used to assist school and
district leaders in the creation of school-wide professional development programs focused
on racial and cultural awareness and growth, and will add to the limited research on
school improvement related to cultural and racial equity development of school staff.
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CHAPTER IV
Findings
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to determine the effects that
cultural competency has on the achievement of students of color through the school
improvement process, highlighting the work of teachers in their journey of their own
professional learning and how that impacted their students’ achievement. The researcher
maintained that bringing these voices to the forefront created a stronger understanding of
the role that cultural competency and racial consciousness played in school improvement.
This allows schools and districts another perspective as they consider future professional
development work with school staff.
This chapter describes the results of the key findings that were obtained through
five individual, semi-structured interviews. Four major findings emerged:
1. All of the participants believed that their success with students was, first
and foremost, the result of using their own cultural knowledge to build a
strong, safe classroom community that honors each other’s cultural and
racial assets.
2. Most of the teachers believed that the district professional development
training and racial equity coaching support had a large impact on how they
were able to self-reflect on the role of race in their personal and
professional lives.
3. All of the teachers indicated that the foundation for strong academic
learning was engaging with the whole child, including knowing and
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valuing who they are culturally, to intentionally plan for successful,
inclusive, relevant instruction.
4. All of the teachers stated that the district equity vision has had an impact
on their personal and professional growth in racial equity/cultural
competency in some way.
The research problem, which was to expand the limited research on the effects
that cultural competency has on the achievement of students of color through the school
improvement process, is answered through the key findings presented in this chapter. The
phenomenon studied was the lived experiences of successful teachers through their
professional training and support to look inward at their own cultural beliefs, and how
those lived experiences of training then transformed their practices in ways that were
culturally competent.
Semi-structured interviews were completed with the goal of learning more about
how the cultural competency journey affected the teachers, and ultimately the students’
achievement. This chapter provides the major findings of the interviews. The goal during
the interview analysis was for the resulting themes to represent “the essences at a
particular time and place from the vantage point of an individual researcher following an
exhaustive imaginative and reflective study of the phenomenon” (Moustakas, 1994, p.
100). The teachers seemed to share their reflections and stories openly, such that the
researcher was able to examine their responses and find multiple common themes
throughout the experiences that were shared.
The four findings address the research questions stated below.
Restatement of Research Questions
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The primary question that guided this phenomenological research study was:
RQ1. How does staff cultural competency correlate with student achievement in a
racially and culturally diverse school?
Research Sub-questions
•

What school and district structures have been most impactful for staff to become
culturally competent?

•

What classroom practices are used by teachers of high-performing students of
color?

•

How does the district racial equity vision impact a teacher’s journey in becoming
culturally competent?

Research Setting and Participants
This study was completed in a suburban Minnesota public school district serving
approximately 4,500 students in four elementary schools, one middle school, and one
high school. This district was chosen for the research because of its strong focus on racial
equity and cultural competence in recent years. The district mission, which includes
creating racially equitable learning, is communicated throughout the community, with
staff at the forefront of the efforts. The School Board recently approved an updated
strategic plan for racial equity transformation, which includes their new mission, vision,
and core values. The school district has offered a wide range of professional development
opportunities for all staff at both the district and school levels. Offerings have included
speakers, data sharing, discussion groups, as well as providing the support of racial equity
coaches, who work with each district staff member.
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Based on the criteria of high student academic growth from fall to winter, as
detailed in Appendix A, teachers were selected and solicited by the district director of
assessment and research. These selected teachers were invited to participate in this
research by receiving an email from the district director of assessment and research, with
the researcher’s recruitment information as noted in Appendix B. Five teachers from four
elementary schools responded to participate in this study, completing a semi-structured
interview that was required to do this phenomenological research. To protect their
privacy, all participants were assigned pseudonyms for this study. Four of the five
teachers interviewed identified as White females and the remaining one identified as a
White male. It is noteworthy that at some point during each one of the individual
interviews, each participant acknowledged being White and the effect that has on their
reflections and professional work, especially as it relates to students of color and their
families. The number of years of teaching experience varied between a minimum of
seven years up to 31 years. The mean number of years of teaching was 18.6 years while
the median number of years of experience was 16.
Review of Findings
What follows is a review of the findings that includes details that explain and
reinforce each finding. As a White woman working in the public school system herself,
the researcher was both cognizant and careful about her position in the dominant culture
as well as her own beliefs on racial equity and cultural competency. Throughout the
analysis, from initial coding to generating themes and moving to research findings, the
researcher constantly repositioned herself to look at the data from a neutral stance.
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The discussion that accompanies the findings illuminates how the data provides a
response to the research questions. Within each finding, the researcher invites the reader
to enter into the array of lived experiences of the participants. The interviews elevated
their actual voices as they described their experiences in this complex and rich topic.
Figure 1 illustrates the themes and subcategories that came through during the data
analysis phase.
Figure 1
Emergent themes and subcategories
Culturally
Competent/Racially
Conscious Teachers

Impactful support

Professional
Practices

District Racial Equity
Vision

Safe community

Self reflection

Multidimensional
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and understanding

Social/academic
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Racial equity
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Parent outreach

Cultural
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continuum
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success

Common tools

Social relations

Equity and justice

Oppressive
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Access to resources

Critical
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Knowing student
needs

Finding #1: Culturally Competent/Racially Conscious Teachers
All of the participants believed that their success with students was, first and
foremost, the result of using their own cultural knowledge to build a strong, safe
classroom community that honors each other’s cultural and racial assets.
Safe Community. The primary, overriding finding of this study is that the
participants overwhelmingly expressed how their own cultural competency and racial
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consciousness have paved the trail for their success with all of their students. They
described how each one of them established a foundation of trust, using strong
connection-making skills and modeling to promote a safe environment where students
learn to discuss issues authentically, care for one another, voice concerns, and value each
other. According to Gay (2002) and Nieto (2004), culturally competent teachers provide
an environment where students feel validated as a member of the school community
when information is presented to them in a learner-centered context that is responsive to
their strengths. Andrea shared the following about building this foundation of trust in the
school community:
The district training has helped me to be purposeful about how I go about
developing relationships, putting that as the primary emphasis. I have built my
capacity to have courageous conversations with my students, and it has been a
night and day difference with my students regarding the depth of our relationships
and level of care they have for each other in our classroom community.
The importance of building relationships was discussed by Morgan:
An effective teacher, to me, starts with the relationships you have with all
students, including our Black and Brown students. Any training that is coming
forward to give you tools to deepen your relationships with kids just means the
students are going to have more buy-in, which means they’re going to want to
learn more, they’re going to want to do more.
Terry agreed with her colleagues on knowing her students:
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I need to get to know my students and have a relationship with them that is
authentic and real, and has nothing to do with learning at first other than just
learning about each other and who we are as people.
Another teacher, Dakota, described: “It is about creating space and community for
students and their families to show up authentically as who they are, and know that they
are valued, seen, and heard just for who they are racially and culturally.” Jessie, another
participant, said, “We need to have a feeling of trust, that feeling of safety, so that our
students can voice concerns at any time.”
Social/academic empowerment. One overwhelming response from the
participants was about creating socially and academically empowering communities by
developing systems to give students responsibility and exercise deep-level thinking
through developing agency and choice. This was done by teachers planning intentionally
and collaboratively for the structures of their instructional day to include these high-level
practices. Andrea shared, “At the end of the day, building agency for students is really
about community, building trust, and the kids knowing that their voices truly matter.”
Dakota shared:
[What is] foundational is to just value everyone’s brilliance. Have a belief in all
children’s brilliance that can be showcased. And then, how do I engage with that
so really positioning my students to be inquirers, wonderers, and knowledge
seekers? To have them take more ownership and agency for their learning, that is
my goal.
Andrea gave an example of how she uses academic choice:
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I have really focused on giving kids agency and choice. I have tried to explicitly
add those into my teaching to better meet my students’ needs. For example, book
clubs with student choice [are] not necessarily based on reading level. Kids can
choose an audio book that they might not otherwise access for independent
reading. It’s about building a community and a love of reading, not completing
some silly reading log. The students together hold each other accountable in their
book clubs to do the work and enjoy the book together. It’s about empowering
them to do the learning and enjoy it!
Commitment to success. An additional strong response from participants was a
commitment to every student’s success. Many participants also discussed setting high
expectations for students. The work of teachers who use culturally responsive teaching
foundations includes setting high expectations by socially and academically empowering
students (Gay, 2010). For teachers, this means enabling the students to create knowledge
collectively and authentically in a way that lifts up each child to succeed. Teri expressed,
“I believe that each child walks in with incredible brilliance.” Dakota stated the
following: “My students are the co-creators of knowledge in the classroom; they are the
knowledge holders versus me just dumping ideas into students’ minds.” Terry went
further to describe her instructional planning for success: “Giving a formative
assessment, reflecting on the data, figuring out where the student needs to grow, that is
the driver of every moment in my class.” She also talked about what data and scores she
is actually using to determine needs:
When I see a student being able to articulate content at such a high level in a
classroom discussion, and then the data does not demonstrate that in the scores, it
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is my job to understand why their brilliance is not coming through in the test
scores. Because that student is clearly capable and that’s the kind of data that I’m
heavily involved in.
Finding #2: Impactful Support
Most of the teachers believed that the district training and support had a large
impact on how they were able to self-reflect on the role of race in their personal and
professional lives.
Self reflection. The district vision and expectation of educational equity as the
driving force of all ongoing improvement measures has provided a clear direction for
staff, according to all of the participants. Support structures have been developed for
professional development around race and culture that include self-reflection, personal
learning, collaboration with colleagues, and working with a racial equity coach.
The participants discussed being racially conscious in their work with students
and families to transform their classrooms and schools into equitable, authentic learning
environments that are safe and connect to the real world. All of the teachers identified
themselves as White and discussed unpacking their Whiteness to better understand and
question current educational systems, structures, and classroom practices. Gloria LadsonBillings (1995) discusses “the conception of self” (p. 38) as an important factor for
centering educators. During the interviews, participants shared about their racial learning
journeys. Dakota stated, “For me, knowing thyself is fundamental, then being able to see
the ways that you can contribute productively to the community is what it’s all about.”
Andrea reflected in the following way: “This training goes deep into your soul. It’s not
about your practice as a teacher or being effective in your job, it’s about you as a person
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deep in your heart. Then it moves into your professional practice.” Terry shared, “I never
identified myself as White before, I just called myself ‘me.’ Now I identify myself as a
White woman and I say that a lot to colleagues and students: ‘As I White woman, I see . .
. ’ “ Dakota talked about her own learning in a larger context:
Being developed in cultural fluency, [which means] first and foremost in
understanding your own culture, then working towards fluency in other cultures,
and then finally, this idea of developing students as kind of socio-political beings.
Trying to connect all of our work to the real world and make it have more
relevance is such a big theme for me as we work with this idea of justice.
Andrea stated the following about the impact district support has had on her learning:
Racial equity training hasn’t always been about practices per se as much as it is
about knowing your beliefs and rethinking how you approach things. The most
impactful part is then going to come back to changing what and how we are
teaching.
Racial equity coaching. A structure that is unique to this school district is the
support of racial equity coaching for every staff member. The racial equity coaching
model, when consistent in a school, has had an enormous impact on supporting teachers
as they become more racially conscious and culturally competent in their daily work.
Racial equity coaches are assigned to schools to work with each individual staff member
in a collective manner. Most participants had positive feedback on their partnership with
their coaches and stated that their racial equity coach has partnered with them for
significant support and transformation. Dakota reflected, “Having a racial equity coach
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over the years has been really transformative for me. She has helped me unpack the
opportunities I’ve had, growing up in a White bubble.” Morgan shared the following:
Racial equity coaches have broadened me as a teacher because I’ve never really
had somebody who I could talk to about race in my classroom, and how to bring
in more diverse perspectives, how to ask better questions and look at things in a
different way. The racial equity coach has had a huge impact on my teaching...he
is really good at taking a look at what I’m doing, and then asking me questions
like, “Have you thought about it from this perspective?” and “Have you ever seen
yourself leading with this type of question instead?”
Dakota shared more about working with her coach:
My equity coach has been transformational for me in terms of that self-reflection
and looking at my own life of being a White woman with White children of my
own. It has really changed my life. Had I not had racial equity coaching, I would
not have begun to unpack the ways that White supremacy has shown up in my
life.
Despite the successes of many participants in working with the coaches, there is
less impact when the racial equity coach position changes staff frequently. One teacher in
particular talked about how important trust and relationships are in a teacher-coaching
partnership, and when the person in the coaching role is constantly changing, that
relationship is difficult to build in a short amount of time. This has been the case at one
school, and according to one participant it has had an effect on the amount of learning
staff has been able to do. Terry shared, “I feel that there are components to the equity
program that my building hasn’t gotten to because of the consistent change in equity
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coaches, so maybe at other buildings which have had a steady equity coach there has
been more deep work.” In fact, the participants who have had a long-term relationship
with their equity coach over multiple years spoke favorably about their experiences in
working with the coach. Most participants spoke about how transformational the
coaching had been for their learning, increasing their ability to meet student needs and
plan for high-level instructional practices.
Common tools. All of the teachers believe that the district vision has provided a
common language and vocabulary for teachers to use with their students. An example of
this was to provide opportunities for students to use the compass (and the language
surrounding that) to center authentic discussions. Andrea shared that her “students would
use the compass as they spoke and listened to each other, and would say things like ‘I’m
in my believing space right now.’” Terry stated that “The district program has given us a
familiar language to use with students, and then that language follows them as they go
through our district schools.” Morgan agreed in the following way:
The district trainings gave me more vocabulary to bring to my classroom. I wasn’t
always comfortable having conversations around race. The trainings helped me
understand that it’s okay to be vulnerable with kids, to let them see you for who
you are, and to ensure that I am making them be seen through authentic
conversations. The district support has helped me gain confidence in this area so
that I can bring it to my classroom.
Oppressive practices. School staff who are culturally competent are
“emancipatory and liberating from oppressive educational practices and ideologies”
(Gay, 2010, p. 38). All of the teachers have used the district vision, trainings and
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coaching support to question oppressive educational practices and ideologies. Participants
also spoke broadly about examining school structures and programming through a racial
equity lens. According to Aronson & Laughter (2016), the critical examination of
systems of oppression are present in educational environments and learning processes
where racial equity and cultural competency are the focus. This district’s focus on racial
equity and cultural competency have done just that, and district staff have taken
opportunities to look at their systems to question access and equity.
Participants shared their involvement in some of the programs that have been
recently examined, such as intervention services and gifted/talented
programming. Andrea talked about how changing intervention support needs careful
consideration:
It’s about looking at our structures. If we eliminate pull-out intervention services,
but the intervention teacher comes into my classroom and still pulls the same four
students at the back table, all we’ve really done is change the location. This is an
example of how we need to deeply examine practices that we say we are
changing, but truly think about the student identity behind the change.
Dakota shared her experience being intricately involved in some of these examinations at
the district level:
I’ve been part of our gifted and talented enrichment design review process. We
have been looking at the ways we can easily name that gifted and talented
programming is predominantly White students, and the flip side of that is reading
intervention is predominately students of color. We’ve been digging into that, and
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have used our district transformational equity plan to guide our decisions on
programming.
Morgan talked the district engagement in these examinations:
When thinking about the achievement gap, everyone knows it’s there. But I feel
like it has been put in the wrong place—it’s not because the students can’t
achieve, it’s because we have a racist system built up that is created for certain
people to achieve. I feel like this is the first time I’ve been in a district where
people actually see that and want to really do something about it.
Critical engagement. Most teachers expressed their efforts in the critical
engagement of this work and shared how the district support has grown them and helped
them stay engaged in both a personal and professional manner. Dakota reflected on her
own learning and transformation:
Through the district trainings and coaching, I now have different ways of being an
educator. A lot of it for me has centered around better understanding White
culture and how schools are really built on hierarchical authoritative structures.
Before, I never wanted to rock the boat. Now we have more transformational
ways of being, and understanding that being White isn’t wrong, the problem is
that when we center the White culture is the one way or the only way of being.
Understanding my own self-examination around race helps how I show up
differently in the classroom.
Morgan’s experiences with district training has been about increasing perspectives:
Every time we do training, I feel like it opens up more perspectives for me. Not
every PD gives me 10 new tools to use in the classroom, but they open up
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perspectives that I haven’t seen or thought about before, or ways of doing things
that I haven’t ever done.
Andrea shared her thoughts on district support:
The professional development has helped me do better at engaging students, being
responsive to them, and creating community. When my students are more
engaged in our work as a classroom community, when they know that each one of
them is valued for who they are, that is when they do better academically.
In terms of staying engaged in the work, the district mission on racial equity and
cultural competence was discussed by all participants as keeping them focused and
intentional. All participants are grateful to work in a district where the focus is on all
students achieving through intentional racial consciousness and cultural competency
work. Morgan stated:
We are in a rare situation in our district because our racial equity beliefs are in our
mission statement and our vision. It’s out there for everyone to see and understand
what we are doing. That has been super impactful, not only because it is an
expectation, because I have permission to do this work everyday with students.
Finding #3: Professional Practices
All of the teachers indicated that the foundation for strong academic learning was
engaging with the whole child, including knowing and valuing who they are culturally, to
intentionally plan for successful, inclusive, relevant instruction.
Multidimensional. All participants reflected on their instruction as being
multidimensional and diversified, providing opportunities for students to develop agency
through building independence and providing choice. Teachers who are multidimensional
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engage cultural knowledge, experiences, contributions, and perspectives (Gay, 2010, p.
38). Morgan stated, “I give my students a lot of choice and options for learning things,
but the heart of it is always the relationships I have with the kids so that they can go
further and deeper.” Andrea shared, “The training we have had has really reminded us to
keep things student-centered, to know how we are providing for our students’
engagement, how we are seeing our students, and how to keep things culturally relevant.”
Andrea added, “It is impactful to incorporate student voices into their learning and
understand their perspectives. Students need to know that their voices matter.”
Participants shared experiences in engaging students in their learning, such as Dakota:
I like to do more project-based learning, leaning into students’ own inquiries or
wondering about things, making sure we are still hitting all of the standards but
it’s kind of like that dance…keeping it engaging and relevant. But it’s not just the
content, it’s the process. I’ve been thinking a lot about where I am, creating space
for students to be seen as the knowledge holders or the co-creators of the
knowledge in the classroom.
Terry reflected on the cautions of only following district curriculum:
If you only allow the set curriculum to drive your classroom instruction, then
most White affluent students will look brighter. But if you allow students choice
and voice, that flow allows the brilliance of all kids to come through.
Parent outreach. Engaging parents through both traditional and non-traditional
outreach efforts was important to all of the teachers. Gay (2010) states that effective
teachers validate every student’s culture and work to strengthen the bond between school
and home.
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While all participants used regular, more traditional communication methods such
as weekly electronic newsletters, three of the teachers used non-traditional means such as
sending photo text messages of the child learning to his/her parents, asking what parents
themselves might want to do to stay involved with the class, and getting out to the
neighborhoods for connections. Dakota shared, “I ask families what their hopes and
dreams are for their child, and I center my practice around those. I believe that family
relationships with school are really foundational.” One participant shared that parent
involvement, especially with families of color, is still a growth area. Dakota talked about
that first family interaction:
I believe in my students’ caregivers as being the experts, so I want to ensure that I
hear their perspectives and point of view. I do home visits for each student in my
classroom so that caregivers can share. Having a positive first interaction is huge
for me.
Terry shared her beliefs on family involvement:
Building a relationship with parents and families is almost just as important as
building the relationship with the students. A parent always backs you up when
they know that you truly love their child. If a parent questions my student
expectations, it’s my job to have a dialogue with that parent about why the
expectations are what they are, and explain what the value is in those high
expectations and then together agree what is appropriate for their child.
Social relations. Structuring social relations in the classroom was discussed as a
highly successful strategy by most of the teachers, enabling students to process, share,
reflect, and collaborate as they learn. The manner in which social relations are structured
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in their classrooms by culturally relevant teachers has a powerful effect on students and
the learning they are doing (Ladson-Billings, 1995).
All of the teachers believed that validating students’ cultures through dialogue,
morning meetings, conversations, and curriculum integration led to high levels of
learning. Morgan stated, “It doesn’t matter if you’re the best teacher who does all of the
most highly effective strategies. Putting the time into creating those relationships with
students is what elevates my classroom.” Dakota defined it as this: “Collaboration,
connection, and success in my classroom is dependent on how our community is doing
together, functioning.” These conversations engaged the students’ cultural knowledge,
experiences, contributions and perspectives. Terry shared about her daily structure
providing important discussions in her classroom:
In my classroom, there is an hour every morning for discourse and authentic
conversations. My students have these high level discussions and yes, all of my
students feel safe to participate. During these discourses, I can assure you that
there is no achievement gap in my room.
Andrea shared similar experiences:
My students were very open to sitting with each other, listening and honoring
each other’s successes and pain. If a student needed space, they’d back off, but
just really listening to each other and learning from one another. One of my
students brought up a very compelling issue one day, and presented it with her
saying to us: “This class is a place where I feel safe and I know you guys are
going to take care of me.”
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Access to resources. Ensuring that students have access to appropriate
multicultural curricula and resources was mentioned by all teachers. Gay (2010)
discussed the power of teachers using multicultural curricula in their diversified
instructional strategies. Participants shared their actions around advocating for books,
visuals (posters), role models, and other resources where students can see themselves and
others. Jessie stated, “I make sure my walls have images of role models that look like my
students.” Andrea discussed the following:
I was talking to a colleague about resources, and she was getting rid of some of
her classroom children’s literature and replacing them with books that students
can relate to, instead of sort of trying to add in, as an afterthought, books that
show Black and Brown voices. We need to truly center those voices in our
resources because they’ve been missing.
Knowing student needs. Culturally responsive teachers are “transformative of
schools and societies by using students’ existing strengths to drive instruction,
assessment, and curriculum design” (Gay, 2010, p. 38). All participants discussed
knowing their students in all ways possible, including racially and culturally, in order to
guide them to their next steps in learning, some of them referencing the district training
as a reference. Teachers discussed knowing their students’ strengths and building off of
their strengths to plan for next steps. These skilled teachers put student needs into
practice, always following a dance between collecting data and planning for high quality
instruction, while constantly involving the students to keep them highly engaged in the
learning process. Morgan shared the following reflection on doing this dance:
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I always need to be leaning into students’ own inquiries, keeping it engaging and
relevant. It’s not only about the checking off the standards, the content, or what
exactly we teach, but the process or how we teach it.
Using student data is a vital component of instruction. Andrea shared:
We have always looked at data but now we are not only disaggregating the data
but how we are going to move our students forward, even looking at gaps that
might exist for us to plan to meet the needs of our kids. The training we have had
has helped us re-look at the way we understand data, and has pushed us to
consider a qualitative approach to data and progress monitor more.
Terry reflected on the need for inquiry:
As a teacher, it is my job to probe my students, to model for them what I want
them to do with their peers…always questioning each other. The more I can get
them to expound and talk about why they think what they are thinking, the more
relevant it becomes. They are really able to reflect.
As teachers plan intentionally around meeting individual student needs, it’s crucial that
careful thought is consistently given to student identity and classroom structures. Dakota
said this:
If I’m not careful, I can create a hierarchy or status in the classroom in regards to
ability grouping. So much can be focused on a student’s reading level, so if you’re
a proficient reader there are successes laid out for you in other areas of the
classroom, too. Some of the training I’ve received has been around heterogeneous
grouping and really what that does to interrupt this status within the classroom.
Instead, it helps to honor the importance of seeing each other’s full selves and the
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uniqueness and gifts that each one brings…noticing and naming all of us…it’s
really been transformational.
Finding #4: District Racial Equity Vision
All of the teachers stated that the district equity vision has had an impact on their
personal and professional growth in racial equity/cultural competency in some way.
Cultural knowledge and understanding. The teachers discussed the role that
this vision has had on their conception of cultural knowledge. The conception of cultural
knowledge (Ladson-Billings, 2014) by teachers has been a strong focus for this district,
starting with personal reflection and moving into professional practices. However, one
participant (Terry) expressed that she had these beliefs before so the district vision and
support has served as more of a confirmation: “The professional development on equity
and cultural competency has given legitimacy to a lot of what I do. I’ve always believed
in equity so it has confirmed a lot of my beliefs and practices.” Jessie, on the other hand,
said this: “I’ve learned what it means to be White, and how to develop a healthy White
racial identity so that I can do this work authentically and in a real way.” Morgan shared,
“In this district, there is a very wide perspective, a place where people feel comfortable
pointing out my biases and where I am in this journey and how I might consider shifting.
She then went on to say, “The district vision and work around it has given me the
language, tools, and confidence to make race part of the conversation all of the time. I
have really grown personally and as an educator because of this work.”
Cultural competency continuum. All teachers described characteristics of how
one might be placed on Lindsey et al.’s (2010) cultural proficiency continuum while
using a moral framework for conducting oneself within the organization. (Lindsey, et. al,
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2018) gives this definition of cultural proficiency while working through the continuum:
“Cultural proficiency is a model for shifting the culture of the school or district, it is a
model for individual transformation and organizational change. It is a mindset, a
worldview…” (p. 5). Andrea shared: “Having conversations about race and culture is
how we are changing things.” Dakota shared about her realization over time:
Before, I always just wanted the checklist of what I needed to do to be culturally
relevant. To show up as racially conscious, realizing that a magic checklist
doesn’t exist, is the ongoing work of learning, unlearning, and being intentional in
my actions.
Morgan shared a similar evolution in her journey:
For a long time, racial equity work for me was more along the lines of
multicultural education…how do I greet a Somali family or what kinds of heroes
or holidays should I teach about? When we think of the tree of culture, it’s very
much like the leaves of trees that have easy access pieces that I can grab on to.
But then after working with my racial equity coach, the truth is…it’s more about
me and the need to go deeper down to the tree trunk or to the roots. I need to
really go there to unpack and understand my own relationship with White
supremacy culture in ways that I’ve upheld throughout my teaching. It’s been a
journey of really learning and relearning different ways of being.
One participant expressed concern about some of the comments that have recently
emerged from colleagues while engaging in this work. She shared frustration that her
White colleagues, while working tirelessly on being racially conscious, have started to try
“one up” each other with their knowledge and learning on racial equity, creating a sense
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of “who is doing this better.” Terry expressed worry that this attitude has led to other
White teachers being afraid to ask questions during district trainings for fear of coming
across as not “woke” enough in their professional beliefs and practices. She shared that
she hopes for “authentic discourse in district sessions where teachers can ask probing
questions without feeling they aren’t ‘woke.’” While one participant shared this concern,
it was not expressed by the other participants.
Equity and Justice. Specific practices that explicitly engage in questions of
equity and justice (Ladson-Billings, 2014) were identified by all teachers. They gave
examples of how they have, through the district focus on racial equity, examined
traditional school and district practices. Jessie shared, “I feel like our district is really
cutting-edge with what we are doing right now. We are making this real for our
students.” Morgan shared her confidence with engaging in the work:
Being in this district gives me the permission to open my classroom to having
authentic conversations with students, which includes race. I’m not scared to do
this now because I know it’s part of our mission and vision and we are all
working toward having a more equitable community for all. And I can do my part
in my classroom and know that I’m supported at the district level.
She went on to talk about moving forward:
Change is happening when we can actually have conversations, using common
language and vocabulary with our students. We are honoring perspectives when
we have conversations with each other. That affects how we can positively move
forward.
Morgan shared the impact of the district focus:
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In this district, race is always on the table in every conversation. We have a lens
that we use. For example, we have been looking at science standards and we’ve
been talking about how our racial equity work plays into these standards.
The work of being racially conscious and culturally competent was discussed by the
participants as keeping their engagement current. Andrea talked about it being a
grounding moment in her decision to continue in this profession:
In my recent past, I started to consider other career options because of the fast
pace of education. The equity piece that has gotten so strong in this district
actually kept me here in teaching, and it’s the part I keep coming back to…it’s the
work I want to be doing. This equity work gives me so much hope for the future.
This is where we are at now, imagine what’s going to happen in the future when
my students are grown!
Summary
The purpose of this research was to determine the impact of the lived experiences
of cultural competency and racial equity training and how they transformed practices in
ways that increased student achievement. This chapter unveiled the coded analysis of the
five teachers’ interviews, along with data from researcher observations and memos. The
thoughtful words of the participants during the interviews provided the foundation for
this chapter, as they shared their experiences. The teachers were selected for the study
due to evidence of high student growth. The researcher used open, axial, and selective
coding to analyze the transcripts and the following categories emerged: culturally
competent/racially conscious teachers, impactful support, professional practices, and
district racial equity vision. The findings included extensive quotations from the research

78

participants. The primary finding of this study was that all of the participants believed
that their success with students was, first and foremost, the result of using their own
cultural knowledge to build a strong, safe classroom community that honors each other’s
cultural and racial assets. The second finding of this research was that most of the
teachers believed that the district professional development training and racial equity
coaching support had a large impact on how they were able to self-reflect on the role of
race in their personal and professional lives. The third finding of this study was that all of
the teachers indicated that the foundation for strong academic learning was engaging with
the whole child, including knowing and valuing who they are culturally, to intentionally
plan for successful, inclusive instruction. The fourth finding of this research was that all
of the teachers stated that the district equity vision has had an impact on their personal
and professional growth in racial equity/cultural competency in some way. The following
chapter discusses the results of the research within the framework of cultural
competency, as well as implications for future practice and study limitations.
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CHAPTER V
Discussion
School systems are at the forefront of opportunity for our country’s future. Our
public educational institutions need to re-examine belief systems and practices (Gay,
2010; Nieto, 2002) in order to close the achievement gap and meet the needs of all
students. Potential changes in the ideology and pedagogy of our current structure (Nieto,
2014) could have enormous ramifications in supporting all students at high levels, not
only for them to succeed in the classroom but to apply their high-level skills to play a part
in forming a more equitable world for all. The research participants embraced this
responsibility. Not all school districts have taken on the prioritization of racial
consciousness and cultural competence. School districts boldly setting forth with a strong
racial equity vision take on some challenges while they experience successes.
It was the desire of the researcher to expand on the limited research in this area,
with a moral imperative to strengthen understandings of the impact that district and
school-level professional development on cultural competency and racial consciousness
can have on students and their futures. To better understand how teachers of high-growth
students think, believe, and act, this research included the voices of five successful
teachers. These participants shared their experiences with their own school district’s
racial equity vision and how that has affected their personal and professional growth and,
ultimately, their practices with students.
This phenomenological study used qualitative inquiry. The data collected was
coded, analyzed, and organized first by the research questions and then by developing
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categories based on the theoretical framework discussed in Chapter II. Four research
questions guided this study:
1. How does staff cultural competency correlate with student achievement in
a racially and culturally diverse school?
2. What school and district structures have been most impactful for staff to
become culturally competent?
3. What classroom practices are used by teachers of high-performing
students of color?
4. How does the district racial equity vision impact a teacher’s journey in
becoming culturally competent?
The research questions are aligned with the analytic categories that evolved and
were used to code the data. The findings in Chapter IV were presented through a
narrative form, with the data organized by the researcher into themes and categories that
were developed through open and axial coding. The analytic categories came through the
process of searching for connecting patterns and themes. In this chapter, relevant research
and current literature are brought in to compare with this study’s findings.
This chapter will provide interpretive understandings. The discussion takes on
insights from developing cultural competence and racial consciousness in school systems.
The implications of these findings are aimed at augmenting the understanding of the role
of racial consciousness and cultural competence in educating students to reach their full
potential. This chapter concludes with a reexamination of the researchers’ biases,
recommendations, and ramifications for future research.
Theoretical framework
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The findings in this chapter will center around the combination of three
theoretical frameworks that were discussed in detail in Chapter II. The combination of the
three chosen were based on the works of Gloria Ladson-Billings, Geneva Gay, Randall
Lindsey and Dolores Lindsey and include cultural responsive teaching, culturally relevant
pedagogy, and cultural competency.
Culturally responsive teaching is a set of practices that are responsive to students’
cultural and linguistic abilities, utilizing teacher practices based on the work of Geneva
Gay (2002, 2010). Culturally relevant pedagogy focuses on teachers’ positionality in
delivering content, based on the work of Gloria Ladson-Billings (1992, 1995) and
creating a fluid understanding of culture connected to educational practices that explicitly
engage in questions of equity and justice (2014). Social justice is emphasized in both
Gay’s and Ladson-Billings’ theories through a critical examination of the systems of
oppression present in the educational environments and learning processes (Aronson &
Laughter, 2016). Lindsey et al. (2008) state that critical aspects of a culturally competent
school environment include equitable, inclusive, and socially just practices that are
manifested in behaviors.
Analytic Categories
In this chapter, the careful analysis of the concentrated responses followed a
process of examining data to the formation of further explorations and analysis. The
coding process was described in detail in Chapter III, but the sequence of data analysis
that the researcher followed can be viewed by referencing the researcher’s process in the
following tables that appear at the end of this study: Table 3: Data Summary, Table 4:
Thematic Chart: Using Themes to Discover Findings/Outcomes, and Table 5: Road Map
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of Findings which ultimately led to Table 6: Analytic Category Development, Appendix
I: Integration Outline, and Table 7: Consistency of Findings, Interpretations, and
Conclusions.
The overriding finding in this research study is that being developed in one’s
racial consciousness and cultural competence has a profound impact on student
achievement. Analytic category 1 describes this concept and speaks to Finding 1. This
overarching finding was related to analytic category 2, which describes how
understanding the whole child, including culturally and racially, leads teachers to create
opportunities for high achievement, which speaks to finding 3. Analytic categories 3 and
4 lean toward the role of district support and vision, with analytic category 3 describing
the support that staff need to grow culturally/racially consciously in multiple ways
(referencing finding 2) and how having a strong vision provides clarity for growth (which
speaks to finding 4).
Category 1: The Relationship Between Being Racially Conscious/Culturally Proficient
and Student Success
The first research question, which was the main question of this study, sought to
answer how being racially conscious and culturally competent can have a positive impact
on student achievement. A number of studies have indicated the lack of preparedness of
the current force of both teachers for working with students of color (Sleeter, 1991). In
our current teaching positions in the United States, stark imbalances persist between the
ethnicities of teachers, who are 79% White (NCEA, 2021) and the students they serve,
52% of whom are students of color (NCEA, 2021).
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Now more than ever, teachers have the responsibility to learn how to teach
children from diverse backgrounds. This starts with teachers having the opportunity to
learn first about themselves. Solomona et. al (2005) highlighted the role that learning
about one’s racial identity can play in understanding how to work with students of a race
different from one’s own. Howard (2003) discussed that in order to begin practicing
culturally relevant pedagogy, teachers must first engage in a process of rigorous self
reflection before embarking on what it means to teach racially and culturally diverse
students. Some teachers have already done this through lived life experiences, such as
one participant in this study who shared that she has had personal experiences with being
racially conscious: “I look at my students as if they are my own children or nieces, and
that has probably had the most impact on my journey as a person and professional.”
Other teachers need support to reflect and learn on their racial journeys.
Teachers who are racially conscious and culturally competent understand the
importance of getting to know their students first and foremost, who they are culturally
and racially, and begin to establish a strong classroom community. Gutiérrez & Rogoff,
(2003) discussed how successful teachers take the time to get to know their students, then
shape their instruction around relationships with their students. Teachers nurture the
whole child by understanding that children bring their ways of doing, seeing, and
knowing to school and teachers respond by scaffolding those cultural experiences to be
successful (Brown-Jeffy & Cooper, 2011). One participant in this study shared, “Think of
how a student feels when an adult acknowledges who they are and what they bring to our
class. They are validated and can go forward with lots of learning.”
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Gay (2000) discussed using “the cultural knowledge, prior experiences, frames of
reference, and performance styles of ethnically diverse students to make learning more
relevant and effective. . . . it teaches to and through strengths of these students. It is
culturally validating and affirming” (p. 29). Teachers must understand the whole child,
the spirit of every child, and search for ways to nurture that spirit (Darling-Hammond,
2006). According to Nieto (1999), “the nature and the extent of the relationships between
teachers and their students are critical in promoting student learning” (p. 167). BrownJeffy & Cooper’s (2011) study pointed out that because teachers and students spend large
amounts of time together, it is vital that students know that teachers care about their
students’ own cultures.
Students who have experienced high levels of growth and success are not only
part of a strong community built on trust, they are also empowered academically. This
entails the teachers presenting themselves authentically to their students to build trust by
honoring each child’s cultural and racial assets to then give students responsibility and
exercise deep-level thinking. One participant, Dakota, stated, “I look at culturally
relevant pedagogy as my students being the owners of the learning and how I am
positioning them to do that.” Howard (2003) pointed out that the most important goal of
culturally relevant pedagogy is to increase the academic achievement of culturally
diverse students. All participants in this research study discussed the importance of
empowering students to be at the center of their learning. Rychly & Graves (2012) stood
behind this theory by observing that students have higher levels of learning when they are
fully engaged in their classrooms and with the content that is being presented. Jackson
(2005) emphasized the following about high levels of learning for students:
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Constructing meaning is the major requisite to learning and the core of intellectual
processing. Cultural experience is what makes something relevant and meaningful
to an individual, so that understanding and learning are directly impacted by
culture. (p. 204)
Three of this study’s participants discussed developing agency to empower
student learning. Manyukhina & Wyse (2019) acknowledged that developing a sense of
agency in students is vital for their learning. At the same time, they urged educators to
take it a step further:
Merely instilling in children a sense of agency is not sufficient for empowering
them to take ownership of their learning. Real opportunities are required for
pupils to exercise their agency in relation to various aspects of the learning
process thereby acquiring effective control over it. Furthermore, such
opportunities need to be made explicit and readily accessible, so that every
student can easily recognize and tap into their latent potential for learning. (p. 4)
One participant, Morgan, shared that her students respond positively when they are given
opportunities to take charge: “I do see more engagement, even with the stuff that the kids
normally wouldn’t want to do.” Andrea agreed:
Those are the most powerful parts of agency, there’s choice in assignments,
there’s opportunities for how students want to work that day. At the end of the
day, it’s really more about my students knowing that I listened to them and what
they needed to learn.
Along with developing agency, participants shared that they have an unwavering
set of high expectations for all of their students. One dimension of Gay’s (2010) work on
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culturally responsive teaching is that teachers are “socially and academically empowering
by setting high expectations for students with a commitment to every student’s success
(p.38).” Andrea shared in her interview that she “focuses on an asset view and an asset
lens” when thinking about her students’ strengths to “lift them to high levels.”
Jackson (2005) developed her theory of the pedagogy of confidence, which is
based on “the fearless expectation that all students will learn. When teachers practice this
pedagogy, they do not doubt the potential of their culturally different students” (p. 206).
Teachers who have experienced high levels of growth in their students have relied on
their knowledge of students and their confidence in them to achieve at high levels. Terry,
a participant in this study, shared that her high expectations come with daily reminders of
support: “I always reiterate to my students all year long that we will use curiosity, hard
work, focus, and determination to make amazing things happen. They know I care.” That
kind of care is shown through patience and persistence with learners by teachers
facilitating learning, validating learners’ knowledge construction, and empowering
learners’ individual and collective learning capacity. . . that is how teachers maintain high
standards for excellence and equity (Brown-Jeffy & Cooper 2011).
In summary, highly successful teachers used their cultural competence and racial
consciousness in creating a strong, safe classroom community with their students as the
foundation for everything. The community is built on the teacher’s ability to develop
systems to establish relationships, build trust, and honor each person’s cultural and racial
assets. This illustrates the sense that students are then able to take more ownership in
their learning inside a safe environment, where they are able to create knowledge
collectively through developing agency.
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Category 2: Understand the Whole Child to Create Opportunities for Achievement
All of the participants believed that engaging with students in who they are
culturally served as the foundation for strong academic learning. Nieto (1999) reminded
educators that “the way students are thought about and treated by society and
consequently by the schools they attend and the educators who teach them is fundamental
in creating academic success or failure” (p. 167). Teachers who are racially conscious
and culturally competent truly care for their students. This caring extends beyond concern
for the students’ academic well-being to include a holistic focus on the overall needs of
the students (Ladson-Billings, 1995). Successful teachers also understand that their
knowledge of students is crucial in creating multidimensional learning opportunities.
“Culturally responsive teachers are multidimensional because they engage cultural
knowledge, experiences, contributions, and perspectives” (Gay, 2010, p. 38). The idea
that school learning must be connected to students’ prior knowledge, culture and
experiences is paramount (Morrison et al., 2008). Participants in this study engaged
students in activities aimed at creating a sense of belonging.
Structuring the flow of the instructional day in a way that enables high levels of
learning, along with validating students’ perspectives was a sentiment expressed by all
participants. Dakota expounded on this:
Teaching students about perspective really transcends all subject areas, like what
perspective does this artist have or what perspective do you have from the
problem on the playground or another student’s perspective on how to solve the
math problem? So really trying to find what these larger ideas are that we can
work with to make the learning more contextual. It’s the idea of just banking or
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dumping knowledge into students versus making it hugely relevant for each
student.
Other participants agreed that validating students’ cultures through dialogue, morning
meetings, conversations, and curriculum integration led to high levels of learning.
Brown-Jeffy & Cooper (2011) emphasized that teachers should be non-judgmental and
inclusive of the cultural backgrounds of their students in order to be effective facilitators
of learning in the classroom. Educators must never lose sight of how race, ethnicity and
culture shape the learning experiences for students, and as Howard (2003) urged, to
construct pedagogical practices that provide strong relevance and meaning to students’
cultural realities.
Providing learning experiences that were meaningful was echoed throughout the
participant interviews. Teachers who are racially conscious and culturally competent are
intentional in connecting children’s cultural experiences to the content and practices of
the classroom (Gay, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 1994). Brown’s (2004) study unveiled that
successful “teachers take time out of each day to communicate individually with many
students on non-academic matters” (p. 275). Andrea discussed setting up her instructional
day and then “constantly asking my students for feedback on their learning throughout
the day so that I can make adjustments for them.” All of the teachers reflected on
integrating strong connections to students by offering appropriate scaffolding and
support. This was acknowledged as a strong factor in students success by Morrison, et al.
(2008):
Teachers understand that offering a rigorous curriculum rarely results in student
achievement if students are not supported throughout the process of
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learning. This involves teachers offering intensive modeling, scaffolding, and
clarification of the challenging curriculum and teachers using students’ strengths
as instructional starting points. (p. 435)
This was echoed by Gay (2000) who stated that a successful teacher is one who “teaches
to and through the strengths of ethnically diverse students” (p. 29). Teachers who
approach teaching and learning with a culturally responsive pedagogy are both warm and
demanding, they are warm demanders (Ware, 2006). Hayes & Juárez (2012) point out
that warm demander teachers are always conscious of historical context and orient their
teaching toward social-justice ends.
Another way that successful teachers make connections between their students’
knowledge and cultural identities and school is through the teachers’ choice of
instructional materials. Banks & Banks (2004) described that one way to create a
multicultural curriculum is through the integration of non-mainstream content into the
traditional, Eurocentric curriculum is crucial in order for school learning to be fully
connected to all students’ identities. Therefore, it is vital for all students to have access to
materials that are related to students' lives and cultures. Dakota shared about replacing
her classroom library books with books that depict all of her students and their cultures in
a positive way. Terry discussed reading biographies of people of color, and Andrea also
stated, “When we were working through a poetry unit, I chose some poems that included
racial themes.”
Teachers also transform their curriculum by using a multitude of visual imagery
in their classrooms. They display images depicting children and adults of color, both
everyday people and historically significant individuals. Jessie shared, “My students need
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to see themselves on the walls of my instructional area, and what they need to see are
people who look just like my students.” Glazewski & Ertmer (2020) stress the need for
teachers to reshape the traditional curriculum by expanding the materials they use by
integrating non-mainstream content, such as works of authors of color and resources from
students’ home communities. Important to note is that resources aren’t the only piece of
having an inclusive classroom, being racially conscious and culturally competent truly
transcends beyond resources and instructional strategies. Dakota shares an example of
this: “Equity and inclusion efforts need to go further than just changing the names in the
math problem to match students’ names.”
Bridging school and home was another important part of a racially conscious,
culturally competent teacher understanding the whole child. Williams & Sánchez (2013)
discovered that improving parent involvement for families of color sometimes involves
taking family context into consideration while planning school-based programs and
events. Grolnick (2015) categorized parent involvement into traditional types that take
place at school and involvement activities that take place outside of school. Participants
all talked in some way about parent outreach and involvement, and the range of
reflections ranged from one teacher doing regular home visits to another teacher saying
that parent involvement is something she is still working on improving. One participant
shared that involving families is “opening the door to be more authentic with my
students.”
Asking parents and families to participate in the day-to-day workings of the
school has sent a powerful message to students that where they come from is important
(Williams & Sánchez, 2013). Many of the teachers invited parents, families, and the
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students’ communities into their classrooms. One participant described how a mother of
one of her students wrote a story about the class, after spending time with them in school,
and published it for the students to keep in their classroom.
Another participant in this study described a school program at her school that
“helps families understand the hidden rules within school systems, like the attendance
line or finding the report card rubrics.” Abaya & Normore (2010) argued that schools
should not be isolated entities, and that all families must feel welcome to have a
relationship with their child’s school, which includes open and transparent
communication. Since the pandemic, teachers and schools now offer electronic
messaging platforms for parents to both read and use to communicate back with school
staff. This has been helpful, according to the study participants, as it provides them with
multiple modes of communicating.
In summary, knowing and understanding the whole child begins with cultural
critical consciousness on a variety of levels: knowing who each child is racially and
culturally, and building off of strengths; understanding how to empower students both
socially and academically; and connecting with parents/caregivers in an intentional
manner. All of these were found to have a profound impact on student achievement, both
in this study and in a review of the current literature.
Category 3: Supporting Staff to Grow Culturally/Racially Consciously in Multiple
Ways
The perception of the overwhelming majority of the research participants was that
the district training and support have had a large impact on how they were able to selfreflect on the role of race and culture in both their personal and professional lives. Behind
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all of the support for this growth is the district vision, which serves as the driving force
for the expectation of educational equity in this district. Support structures have been
developed for professional development around race and culture that include selfreflection, personal learning, collaboration with colleagues, and working with a racial
equity coach.
The participants discussed being racially conscious in their work with students
and families to transform their classrooms and schools into equitable, authentic learning
environments that are safe and connect to the real world. As Howard (2003) stated,
Effective reflection of race within a diverse cultural context requires teachers to
engage in one of the more difficult processes for all individuals—honest selfreflection and critique of their own thoughts and behaviors. Critical reflection
requires one to seek deeper levels of self-knowledge, and to acknowledge how
one’s own worldview can shape students’ conceptions of self. (p. 198)
Opportunities for teachers to engage in critical racial and cultural consciousness should
be coupled with self-reflection and staff development (Gay & Kirkland, 2003). Because
the district has embraced a stance that focuses on racial equity and cultural competence,
each teacher receives formal staff development and support for growing and learning.
Milner & Laughter (2015) applaud districts doing this, as they point out:
We cannot assume that any teacher understands how oppression and
marginalization work to the detriment of too many P-12 students of color. Any
teacher might not understand the role that racist and classist systems and
structures play in perpetuating the status quo and maintaining White privilege. All
teachers can benefit from opportunities to engage in race. (p. 343)
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One participant, Morgan, who came to this district a few years ago after teaching in two
other districts, commented on her training upon arrival:
One of the greatest gifts this district gives to its new teachers is Beyond Diversity
training and then the structures of support that follow...professional development,
racial equity coaching. . . everything has really helped me look inward and learn.
For teachers to be racially and culturally attuned to the identities of their students, they
must examine their own identities and how those may be divergent from the identities of
their students (Brown-Jeffy & Cooper 2011). Gay & Kirkland (2003) discussed that
teachers must know who they are, understanding the contexts in which they teach, and
question their assumptions in order to be effective. Howard (2003) points out that the
willingness of a teacher to question his or her own attitudes toward diverse students can
reflect a true commitment toward students’ academic success and emotional well-being.
During one of the interviews, a participant expressed concern over the continued
large number of White teachers in this district who are all learning to be more racially
conscious and culturally competent. This participant said, “Sometimes a small amount of
information can be dangerous. Some of the teachers are now labeling themselves as
‘woke’ and labeling others not racially conscious enough.” She feels this “one-upping”
by teachers could be harmful to the district’s efforts surrounding their vision.
Andrea felt that, at times over recent years, the professional development had
been a bit too “scattered” in terms of content. Researchers have confirmed that the type of
professional development around becoming more racially conscious and culturally
competent is not an easy undertaking. Sleeter (2012) posits this:
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Connecting professional development of practicing teachers, their implementation
of culturally responsive pedagogy, and its subsequent impact on students is
challenging because teachers do not necessarily enact a robust conception of
culturally responsive pedagogy as a result of professional development. (p. 575)
This is exactly where this district has expanded support in professional development.
Each teacher is given support for learning through a racial equity coach. There were
varying degrees of success for this coaching, but none of it related to the coach’s ability
nor the racial coaching model but rather the length of time the coach was in the school.
For example, one school has gone through a number of coaches in the position in a short
amount of time, which has led to some frustration with the staff. In fact, Marshall &
Khalifa (2018) found that coaches can have significant impact in promoting culturally
sustaining pedagogy, but trust between the teacher and the coach must be formed in order
to engage in meaningful work. Building trust takes time. Having a consistent coach in a
school is the first step to building that trusting relationship with the teachers.
In schools where the coach has been consistent, the impact has been “enormous,”
as one participant described. Morgan talked about her racial equity coach “broadening me
as a teacher in so many ways.” Dakota talked about co-teaching in class with her racial
equity coach and “learning about how to use different questioning techniques to dig
deeper with students and how to better foster strong relationships with them.” Dakota
also talked about how working with her racial equity coach has helped her uncover some
structural parts of her instructional day that, upon reflection, were too “traditional and not
as inclusive as I could have been.”
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One part of the professional development expanded to giving teachers additional
time in teams to examine data. Three of the five participants discussed the power of
examining data in different ways. Dakota shared:
The emphasis on working as a team, collectively, is the only way we are ever
going to transform our practices. Before, it was just me looking at my 27 students.
Now, collaboratively, we all look at working together to authentically create and
do better for all of our students.
Another impactful part of the professional development that participants reflected
on was a common language, vocabulary, and tools for teachers to use with their students.
An example of this is providing opportunities for students to use the compass (and the
language surrounding that) to center authentic discussions. Andrea reflected on her use of
the compass this year, for the first time, with her students:
I was just blown away by how my students took to the tools of the compass. They
would talk from their racial perspectives. The compass was a tool they could
really relate to and easily use throughout the year, and the conversations we had
using it were deeper conversations than I've ever had with my students.
In summary, all of the participants discussed being critically engaged in this work
through personal beliefs, professional development and/or racial equity coaching support.
All of the teachers have used the district vision and trainings to better understand their
students, how to use student strengths and data to plan for next steps, and how to recenter their classrooms around the identity of the child. Teachers have also been critically
engaged in questioning the status quo of school programming in some way, and one
participant has been involved in the district redesign of the gifted and talented
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programming, formal intervention services, and examining classroom differentiated
groupings. Gay (2010) spoke to the importance of teachers having a “fluid understanding
of culture connected to educational practices that explicitly engage in questions of equity
and justice” (p. 135).
Category 4: A Strong Vision Provides Clarity For Growth
In this district, the strong vision for developing racial equity and cultural
competency is the core of its improvement efforts. This focus is transformational for a
school district to better serve all students, especially those historically underserved.
Milner & Laughter (2015) agree that structural commitments to focus on helping all
teachers build consciousness regarding their own identity, others, society, and cultural
practices can be essential in shaping their instructional practices in P-12 schools. Landa
(2011) concurs that cultural competency professional development should be at the center
of a larger school improvement process that aligns with district and school-wide visions
for student success. Participants in this study understood the district vision and felt the
impact. Dakota expanded on this: “I have been part of this transformational way of
learning in our district, and I’ve spent time leaning into my own unpacking of White
supremacy systems and what that means for my students on a deeper level.”
Educators need opportunities to self-reflect, bring that reflection and new learning
to their teaching practices, and be a part of dismantling and creating systems that are part
of improving outcomes for all students. Through this they have the opportunity to
transform our changing world by developing cultural competency through continual
assessment of one’s beliefs, values and own cultural background (Lindsey, et al, 2009;
Gay, 2010). Lindsey et al. (2019) goes further to define cultural competence as the
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“behavior that aligns with standards that move an organization or an individual toward
culturally proficient interactions” (p. 5). These behaviors include critiquing and
interrupting current and historical social equities (Morrison, 2008) that are emancipatory
and liberating from oppressive educational practices and ideologies as they lift “the veil
of presumed absolute authority from conceptions of scholarly truth typically taught in
schools” (Gay, 2010, p. 38). Morgan shared: “I now have a larger perspective and I’m in
a place where I feel comfortable discussing my racial biases and helping me make shifts
that will be better for student outcomes.”
In summary, the reason teachers are so focused on the work of becoming more
racially conscious and culturally competent is most likely the result of a strong district
vision that leads to a moral imperative. Most teachers are embracing this change, and
many are having high levels of success with their students of color. According to
Glazewski & Ertmer (2020), cultivating success involves promoting fluency beyond the
dominant culture of public education.
Implications
In our country, racial inequities in academic performance continue to grow. As
the students in our public educational systems continue to become racially, culturally and
linguistically more diverse, educators need support and training. Mayfield (2020)
proclaims that educators integrating racial consciousness and cultural competency into
their school improvement efforts will “recognize the power of their influence to change
the course of history for the better, and they work collaboratively with colleagues to
strategically critique where we failed in the past and where we’ll endeavor to navigate in
the future” (p. 21).
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As schools look to strengthen their improvement processes, there are several areas
to consider. Education professionals and decision makers must truly understand how
fundamental beliefs about race and culture affect pedagogy. Once this is clear, change
can begin. Thus, professional development opportunities should include more than
teaching strategies.
First, being grounded in a strong vision in racial equity provides focus and
direction for all staff. This vision is essential to enable all staff to bring alignment to their
beliefs and actions. Developing racial consciousness and cultural competence is no easy
task for teachers, but it is a journey that teachers must undertake if they wish to help
fulfill our society's ideals for equitable education for all. In their journeys for continuing
to develop their racial consciousness and cultural competence, educators need regular,
high quality support and guidance both at the school and district levels. Constant
reflection and processing new learning are an important part of this process and pave the
way for the dismantling and creating of systems that are part of improving outcomes for
all students. Tatum (1999) said, “In a race conscious society, the development of a
positive sense of racial/ethnic identity not based on assumed superiority or inferiority is
an important task for both White people and people of color. The development of this
positive identity is a lifelong process that often requires unlearning the misinformation
and stereotypes we have internalized not only about others, but also about ourselves” (p.
53).
Another implication for schools to consider is providing professional
development that is meaningful and rooted in the district vision of racial equity. Being
knowledgeable and entrenched in racial equity and cultural competence theory is crucial
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for teachers to be successful with all students. This process of self-reflecting and learning
is multi-faceted and should be offered to teachers in a variety of formats. Howard (2003)
reminded us that “Teacher practice and thought must be reconceptualized in a manner
that recognizes and respects the intricacies of cultural and racial difference” (p. 199).
Collaborative opportunities can provide a source of support for teachers to discuss
content and plan reflective action. Direct, regular work and dialogue with racial equity
coaches have the strong potential for the development of continued learning, self
reflecting, gaining new understandings and putting it all together in the classroom setting.
The final implication of this research is felt at the classroom level, where
educators are doing their daily work with students. However, planning and implementing
classroom practices require deep introspection and reflection. Becoming a racially
conscious and culturally competent teacher is complex. A teacher cannot expect that
being aware of race or mastering pedagogy alone will prepare them for successfully
working with all students. Becoming racially conscious and culturally competent is a
journey that a teacher undertakes both personally and professionally. It is a process of
discovery of racial identity, which then leads to content-specific pedagogy that can then
be put into place in classrooms. This is based on high levels of trust, empowerment, and
strong relationships between educators and students, with a focus on high expectations
and support.
Howard (2003) stated, “Teachers must construct pedagogical practices in ways
that are culturally relevant, racially affirming, and socially meaningful for their students”
(p. 200). Providing multi-dimensional instructional strategies that are based on students’
identities is crucial for student success. Connections between cultural experiences to the
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content and practices of the classroom, including resources, are a vital part of a
community where every child can not only achieve but feel valued as a contributing
member of the school community. Those connections extend into intentional, responsive
parent outreach efforts that benefit the child. In summary, educators who are racially
conscious and culturally competent have a positive impact on student achievement. The
educators in this study were witness to high amounts of growth in their students of color,
and shared the role that being racially conscious and culturally competent served.
Recommendations
“Advancing culturally responsive pedagogy requires not only a stronger research
base but also political work to combat its marginalization due to persistent simplistic
conceptions of what it means, and backlash prompted by fear of its potential to transform
the existing social order” (Sleeter, 2012, p. 577). As Sleeter stated almost one decade
ago, and still holds true today, there is much more work to be done in ensuring that our
historically marginalized students receive a high-quality education. The
recommendations offered are based on the findings, analysis, and implications of this
study. The recommendations that follow are for (a) educators, and (b) district central
office and school administrators.
Recommendations for Educators
Given that providing an equitable education requires an intense personal introspection
journey, the professional responsibilities that follow could seem daunting. Throughout
this journey:
1. Take sufficient time for self-reflection in the area of race and cultural
competency. This is an ongoing process that is never finished.
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2. Seek support from colleagues, coaches, and administrators as you pledge to learn
from professional development opportunities.
3. Engage in dialogue and continual reflection as you refine your pedagogy.
4. Continue to search for perspectives that will include student identities as the basis
for their learning.
Recommendations for central office and school administrators
1. Include racial equity and cultural competence in the district vision as a foundation
for all work and improvement processes.
2. Provide high-quality opportunities for educators to learn that are multi-faceted:
formal speakers, smaller dialogue opportunities, collective opportunities for data
analysis, and ongoing, consistent racial equity coaching support. These
opportunities should include the development of a strong pedagogy that includes
valid, challenging curriculum materials that are representative of our world.
3. Review, on an ongoing basis, the effectiveness of the professional development
opportunities and support by soliciting feedback from educators.
4. Open doors for educators to question systems that are not benefitting all students,
and provide opportunities to dismantle and create structures that are equitable.
Limitations
Presenting an analysis of the findings that were discovered in this research study
requires transparency in several areas. First, the research sample was small, comprising
interview data from only five interviews with identified teachers. Second, the focus of the
study was on the teachers who have fostered high levels of growth for their students of
color. Therefore, the perceptions of teachers who may struggle to meet the needs of their
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students of color were not represented. For this reason, it should be noted that the
implications discussed are specific to the experiences of the sample group of teachers
under study and are not necessarily generalizable.
The position of the researcher presented potential biases. First, as an elementary
administrator committed to racial equity in schools, the researcher acknowledged
possible additional bias in analyzing the findings simply because of this role. To help
minimize this limitation, the researcher constantly reflected, revisited interview
transcripts, and consulted with several colleagues throughout the data collection and data
analysis process.
As a White woman interviewing White teachers, a voice of color from a
professional educator was clearly absent. This may have explicitly and implicitly affected
what was and wasn’t spoken in the interviews. On the contrary, the shared status of the
researcher and participants all working in elementary schools may have shaped the
interview process. This common thread could have facilitated greater sharing on the part
of the participants.
Further Research
While this study was qualitative in nature, more research is recommended to be
done in this area. Additional qualitative studies are recommended, along with potential
mixed methods which would allow digging deeper into student achievement scores over
time. More studies should be undertaken to determine the effect of professional
development opportunities on less successful teachers. This phenomenological study,
which uncovered the essence of successful teachers, did confirm a great deal of prior
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research and posed some considerations for educators. Sleeter (2012) reminded us of this
over a decade ago, but her calling still holds true:
There is clearly a need for much more systematic research that links culturally
responsive pedagogy with its impact on students, and also research that links
teacher professional development in culturally responsive pedagogy with
improved student learning. (p. 576)
Summary
While no checklist of attitudes, dispositions, behaviors, or actions can define what
thriving teachers look like, the teachers. . .give us powerful examples of what it
takes to face their profession with courage, their content with enthusiasm, and
their students with love. (Nieto, 2013)
As I come to the close of this research study, I want to pause to reflect on the
intention of this undertaking. The moral imperative to ensure an equitable education for
all students has never been greater, and this study was an attempt, albeit on a very small
scale, to contribute to the urgent need for improving the educational opportunities and
outcomes for students of color. To dig deeper into the personal reflections and
professional practices of successful teachers was insightful on many levels. The
participants of this study so willingly gave their time to share their rich experiences and
enhance the research in this area. The level of reflection of these participants was brought
forward with a strong commitment of advocacy for their students, honoring their
identities, believing in their futures, and finding joy and love in teaching students of all
backgrounds. I am grateful to be part of this noble profession in public education and
conclude this study feeling inspired and hopeful for the future of our students.
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Table 1
Research Questions/Interview Questions Matrix

Research Questions

Interview Questions
1.Describe how the
professional training
and support around
culture and racial equity
has impacted your
interactions with
students and their
families. (ability to
form relationships, get
to know students
individually,
incorporate their
backgrounds in your
communication to
families, problem
solving with parents,
etc)
2.Describe how the
professional training
and support around
culture and racial equity
has impacted your
ability to collaborate
with your colleagues
and teams. (ability to
collaboratively plan
lessons/units, analyze
data in a collective way,
monitor progress as a
team, overall collective
understanding of the
grade level students,
etc.)
3.How has the training
and support on cultural
competency impacted
the achievement of your
students?
4.Your district has had
a strong focus on
developing the cultural
competency of staff.
4a. Talk about your
experiences with
district-wide
professional
development
opportunities in the area
of cultural competency.

1: How does staff
cultural competency
correlate with student
achievement in a
racially and culturally
diverse school?

2: What school and
district structures have
been most impactful
for staff to become
culturally competent?

3: What classroom
practices are used by
teachers of highperforming students
of color?

X

X

X

X

X

X

4: How does the
district racial equity
vision impact a
teacher’s journey in
becoming culturally
competent?

X

X

X
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4b. Describe your
experiences with
school-level
professional
development
opportunities in the area
of cultural competency.
4c. Describe your
experiences with the
professional
development
opportunities you had
in working with racial
equity coaches.
5.What has been your
greatest success from
this training and
support?
6.How has the
professional training
and support around
culture and racial equity
impacted your
instruction with
students? (ability to
plan units and lessons,
adapt lessons for
relevancy, impact
student engagement,
using data to analyze
and inform instruction,
etc.)
7.What has been the
most impactful for your
personal and
professional learning
around culture and
racial equity through
the training and
support?
8.In what ways has the
district racial equity
vision impacted your
own journey of
becoming culturally
competent to meet the
needs of ALL
students?
9. Is there anything else
you would like to share
about the impact that
cultural competency has
on the school
improvement process?

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

Note: This figure first appeared in Bloomberg, L. D. (2011). Understanding qualitative inquiry: Content and process
(Part III).
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Table 2
Overview of Information Needed
Research Questions

Information Needed/
What the Researcher Wanted to Know

Research Question 1: How does staff
cultural competency correlate with student
achievement in a racially and culturally
diverse school?

Participants’ perceptions about how their
training affected their students’
achievement, including classroom
culture and community.

Research Question 2: What school and
district structures have been most impactful
for staff to become culturally competent?

District and school trainings, supports,
and structures that have made the most
impact on the teachers’ ability to become
culturally competent.

Research Question 3: What classroom
practices are used by teachers of highperforming students of color?

The professional teaching practices that
the participants engaged in with their
students that led to high levels of growth.

Research Question 4: How does the district
racial equity vision impact a teacher’s
journey in becoming culturally competent?

The impact the district vision had in the
teachers’ cultural competency learning
and growth.

Note: This figure first appeared in Bloomberg, L. D. (2011). Understanding qualitative inquiry: Content and process
(Part III).
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Table 3
Data Summary Tables From Interviews

Andrea
Terry
Dakota
Jessie
Morgan
Total

How cultural competence affected students’ achievement
Socially and
Setting high
Commitment to
Use students’
academically
expectations
every student’s
strength to drive
empowering
success
instruction
20
7
13
11
15
16
15
7
8
2
12
3
8
12
10
5
8
5
11
1
59
42
61
27

Total
51
53
25
35
25
189

Note: N = number of indications during interview

School/district structures that have been most impactful to change

Andrea
Terry
Dakota
Jessie
Morgan
Total

Conception of
self

Transform
schools and
societies

2
3
8
7
5
25

5
5
23
4
5
42

Note: N = number of indications during interview

Emancipate and
liberate from
oppressive
educational
practices and
ideologies
11
1
11
2
12
37

Critical
engagement in
work

Total

7
4
7
8
10
36

25
13
49
21
32
140
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Professional teaching practices
Multidimensional
teaching

Andrea
Terry
Dakota
Jessie
Morgan
Total

8
6
10
8
5
37

Engage
cultural
knowledge,
experiences,
contributions
and
perspectives
15
6
6
10
5
42

Validate
every
student’s
culture

Bridge
gaps
between
school
and
home

Use
multicultural
curricula and
diversified
teaching
strategies

Structure
social
relations

Total

8
9
7
3
3
30

5
13
10
2
8
38

11
4
2
2
8
27

13
7
1
6
7
34

60
45
36
31
36
208

Note: N = number of indications during interview

Impact of district equity vision on personal/professional growth
Conception of
cultural
knowledge
Andrea
Terry
Dakota
Jessie
Morgan
Total

4
3
7
5
10
29

Distinguish
healthy practices
on the cultural
proficiency
continuum
9
11
13
3
4
40

Practice that
explicitly engage
in questions of
equity and
justice
18
9
10
3
10
50

Total

31
23
30
11
24
119

Note: N = number of indications during interview
Note: This figure first appeared in Bloomberg, L. D. (2011). Understanding qualitative inquiry: Content and process
(Part III).
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Table 4
Thematic Chart: Using Themes to Discover Findings/Outcomes

THEME A: CULTURALLY COMPETENT TEACHERS
Question: What do culturally competent teachers foster to ensure high growth in
students?
Keywords: build relationships, racially conscious, connections, honor, listening,
developing community, create space for authentic conversations, students develop
agency and have choice, belief, safety, value student assets
OVERVIEW
Culturally competent teachers provide an environment where students feel validated as
a member of the school community, when information is presented to them in a
learner-centered context that is responsive to their strengths (Gay, 2002; Nieto, 2004).
The work of teachers who use culturally responsive teaching foundations includes
setting high expectations by through socially and academically empowering students
(Gay, 2010).
FINDINGS/OUTCOMES
1.
All of the teachers believed that their success with students was, first and
foremost, the result of building a strong, safe classroom community with their students.
2.
This entails showing up authentically to their students, developing systems for
getting to know each other, building trust, honoring each other’s cultural and racial
assets, giving students responsibility, and exercising deep-level thinking.
3.
The teachers use strong connection-making skills and modeling to promote a
safe environment where students learn to discuss issues authentically, care for one
another, voice concerns, and value each other.
4.
This foundation serves to enable the students to create knowledge collectively
through developing agency and academic choice.

PARTICIPANT PERSPECTIVES
The district training has helped me to be purposeful about how I go about developing
relationships, putting that as the primary emphasis. I have built my capacity to have
courageous conversations with my students, and it has been a night and day difference
with my students regarding the depth of our relationships and level of care they have
for each other in our classroom community. (Andrea)
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I need to get to know my students and have a relationship with them that is authentic
and real, and has nothing to do with learning at first other than just learning about each
other and who we are as people. (Terry)
I have really focused on giving kids agency and choice. I have tried to explicitly add
those into my teaching to better meet my students’ needs. For example, book clubs
with student choice is not necessarily based on reading level. Kids can choose an audio
book that they might not otherwise access for independent reading. It’s about building
a community and a love of reading, not completing some reading log. The students
together hold each other accountable in their book clubs to do the work and enjoy the
book together. (Andrea)
I believe that each child walks in with incredible brilliance. (Terry)
At the end of the day, building agency for students is really about community, building
trust, and the kids knowing that their voices truly matter. (Andrea)
Giving a formative assessment, reflecting on the data, figuring out where the student
needs to grow, that is the driver of every moment in my class. (Terry)
When I see a student being able to articulate content at such a high level in a classroom
discussion, and then the data does not demonstrate that in the scores, it is my job to
understand why their brilliance is not coming through in the test scores. Because that
student is clearly capable and that’s the kind of data that I’m heavily involved in.
(Terry)
Foundational is to just value everyone’s brilliance. Have a belief in all children’s
brilliance that can be showcased. And then, how do I engage with that so really
positioning my students to be inquirers, wonderers, and knowledge seekers? To have
them take more ownership and agency for their learning, that is my goal. (Dakota)
It is about creating space and community for students and their families to show up
authentically as who they are, and know that they are valued, seen, and heard just for
who they are. (Dakota)
My students are the co-creators of knowledge in the classroom, they are the knowledge
holders versus me just dumping ideas into students’ minds. (Dakota)
A student is more than a number, a score, and families need to know that we see their
child as whole. Who they are. (Dakota)
We need to have a feeling of trust, that feeling of safety, so that they can voice
concerns at any time. (Jessie)
An effective teacher, to me, starts with the relationships you have with the students and
any training that is coming forward to give you tools to deepen your relationships with
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kids just means the students are going to have more buy-in, which means they’re going
to want to learn more, and they’re going to want to do more. (Morgan)

MOVING FROM FINDINGS TO ACTION
1.
What are the key indicators and barriers in implementation of cultural
competency/racial equity work?
2.
What structures need to be in place in order to nurture the ongoing success of
many teachers and the continuing journey for all?

THEME B: IMPACTFUL DISTRICT/SCHOOL STRUCTURES
Question: What impact have district and school professional development structures
had on staff’s journey to become culturally competent?
Keywords: deep reflection, personal journey, unpacking my Whiteness, racially
conscious, knowing thyself, equity coach, compass, authentic discussions, permission
to question, common district language, consistent vocabulary, examination of
structures and practices, redesigning programs, cultural fluency, real world
connections, family outreach, community partnerships, noticing and naming,
engagement, hierarchy, collective knowledge, transformations, tools and confidence,
connections.
OVERVIEW
There is a district vision and expectation that educational equity is the driving force of
all ongoing improvement measures. Structures have been developed for professional
development that include self-reflection and personal learning around race and culture.
This is part of Ladson-Billings’s (1995) culturally relevant pedagogy, “the conception
of self.”
School staff who are culturally competent are “emancipatory and liberating from
oppressive educational practices and ideologies (Gay, 2010, p. 38).
The critical examination of systems of oppression are present in educational
environments and learning processes where racial equity and cultural competency are
the focus (Aronson & Laughter, 2016).

FINDINGS/OUTCOMES
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1.
Most of the teachers believed that the district and school trainings had a large
impact on how they were able to self-reflect on the impact of race in their personal and
professional lives.
2.
All of the teachers identified themselves as White and discussed unpacking
their Whiteness to better understand and question current educational systems,
structures, and classroom practices.
3.
The teachers discussed being racially conscious in their work with students and
families to transform their classrooms into equitable, authentic learning environments
that are safe and connect to the real world.
4.
Most of the teachers use the district vision and trainings to explore parent
outreach efforts in more engaging ways.
5.
The racial equity coaching model, when consistent in a school, has had an
enormous impact on supporting teachers as they become more racially conscious and
culturally competent in their daily work. There is less impact when the racial equity
coach changes frequently.
6.
All of the teachers have used the district vision and trainings to question the
status quo of school programming in some way. Examples include: redesigning the
gifted & talented programming, re-programming formal intervention services, and
examining classroom differentiated groupings.
7.
All of the teachers believe that the district vision has provided a common
language and vocabulary for teachers to use with their students. An example of this is
providing opportunities for students to use the compass (and the language surrounding
that) to center authentic discussions.

PARTICIPANT PERSPECTIVES
My students would use the compass as they spoke and listened to each other, and
would say things like “I’m in my believing space right now.” (Andrea)
This training goes deep into your soul. It’s not about your practice as a teacher or being
effective in your job, it’s about you as a person deep in your heart. Then it moves into
your professional practice. (Andrea)
The professional development has helped me do better at engaging students, being
responsive to them, and creating community. When my students are more engaged in
our work as a classroom community, when they know that each one of them is valued
for who they are, that is when they do better academically. (Andrea)
Racial equity training hasn’t always been about practices per se as much as it is about
knowing your beliefs and rethinking how you approach things. The most impactful part
is then going to come back to changing what and how we are teaching. (Andrea)
The district program has given us a familiar language to use with students, and then
that language follows them as they go through our district schools. (Terry)
I never identified myself as White before, I just called myself “me.” Now I identify
myself as a White woman, and I say that a lot to colleagues and students, “As I White
woman, I see…” (Terry)

131

Having a racial equity coach over the years has been really transformative for me. She
has helped me unpack the opportunities I’ve had, growing up in a White bubble.
(Dakota)
Through the district trainings and coaching, I now have different ways of being an
educator. A lot of it for me has centered around better understanding White culture and
how schools are really built on hierarchical authoritative structures. Before, I never
wanted to rock the boat. Now we have more transformational ways of being, and
understanding that being White isn’t wrong, the problem is that when we center the
White culture is the one way or the only way of being. Understanding my own selfexamination around race helps how I show up differently in the classroom. (Dakota)
The emphasis on working as a team, collectively, is the only way we are ever going to
transform our practices. Before, it was just me looking at my 27 students. Now,
collaboratively, we all look at working together to authentically create and do better for
all of our students. (Dakota)
It’s about looking at our structures. If we eliminate pull-out intervention services, but
the intervention teacher comes into my classroom and still pulls the same four students
at the back table, all we’ve really done is change the location. This is an example of
how we need to deeply examine practices that we say we are changing, but truly think
about the student identity behind the change. (Dakota)
My equity coach has been transformational for me in terms of that self-reflection and
looking at my own life of being a White woman with White children of my own. It has
really changed my life. Had I not had racial equity coaching, I would not have begun to
unpack the ways that white supremacy has shown up in my life. (Dakota)
Being developed in cultural fluency, first and foremost in understanding your own
culture, then working towards fluency in other cultures, and then finally, this idea of
developing students as kind of socio-political beings. Trying to connect all of our work
to the real world and make it have more relevance is such a big theme for me as we
work with this idea of justice. (Dakota)
For me, knowing thyself is fundamental, then being able to see the ways that you can
contribute productively to the community is what it’s all about. (Dakota)
Racial equity coaches have broadened me as a teacher because I’ve never really had
somebody who I could talk to about race in my classroom, and how to bring in more
diverse perspectives, how to ask better questions and look at things in a different way.
The racial equity coach has had a huge impact on my teaching. (Morgan)
The district trainings gave me more vocabulary to bring to my classroom. I wasn’t
always comfortable having conversations around race. The trainings have helped me
understand that it’s okay to be vulnerable with kids, to let them see you for who you
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are, and to ensure that I am making them be seen through authentic conversations. The
district support has helped me gain confidence in this area so that I can bring it to my
classroom. (Morgan)
My racial equity coach is really good at taking a look at what I’m doing, and then
asking me questions like, “Have you thought about it from this perspective?” and
“Have you ever seen yourself leading with this type of question instead?” (Morgan)
Every time we do a training, I feel like it opens up more perspectives for me. Not every
PD gives me 10 new tools to use in the classroom, but they open up perspectives that I
haven’t seen or thought about before, or ways of doing things that I haven’t ever done.
(Morgan)
When thinking about the achievement gap, everyone knows it’s there. But I feel like it
has been put in the wrong place, it’s not because the students can’t achieve, it’s
because we have a racist system built up that is created for certain people to achieve. I
feel like this is the first time I’ve been in a district where people actually see that and
want to really do something about it. (Morgan)
We are in a rare situation in our district because our racial equity beliefs are in our
mission statement and our vision. It’s out there for everyone to see and understand
what we are doing. That has been super impactful because I have permission to do this
work everyday with students. (Morgan)
MOVING FROM FINDINGS TO ACTION
1.
What is the extent of consensus among stakeholders regarding the ongoing
professional development and racial equity coaching?
2.
To what extent can discrepancies among stakeholder perspectives be addressed
in the area of professional development?
3.
How can successes with racial equity coaches be expanded?

THEME C: TEACHING PRACTICES IN THE CLASSROOM
Question: What are practices that are used by teachers who have high-performing
students of color?
Keywords: creating agency, providing choice, meeting student needs, higher level
questioning, probing, expanding on the why, reflecting on learning, inquiry,
connections, experiencing success, honoring racial perspectives, identities, courageous
conversations, sharing deeply, student voices, authentic work, justice, learning related
to bigger ideas, binary and spectrum thinking, engagement, relevancy, heterogeneous
groups, personal race journey, responsive, mistakes, goal setting, student leaders,
affiliations, students as holders of knowledge, opportunities, stories, parent feedback,
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the why behind high expectations, home visits, family’s hopes and dreams, parent
outreach and engagement, community.
OVERVIEW
Teachers who are multidimensional engage cultural knowledge, experiences,
contributions, and perspectives (Gay, 2010, p. 38). They validate every student’s
culture, and work to strengthen the bond between school and home.
These teachers use diversified instructional strategies and multicultural curricula (Gay,
2010).
The manner in which social relations are structured in their classrooms by culturally
relevant teachers has a powerful effect on students and the learning they are doing
(Ladson-Billings, 1995).
Culturally responsive teachers are “transformative of schools and societies by using
students’ exisiting strengths to drive instruction, assessment, and curriculum design
(Gay, 2010, p. 38).
FINDINGS/OUTCOMES
1.
All of the teachers believed that engaging with students in who they are
culturally served as the foundation for strong academic learning.
2.
All of the teachers reflected on using multiple modes of instruction, providing
opportunities for students to develop agency through building independence and
providing choice.
3.
All of the teachers believe that validating students’ cultures through dialogue,
morning meetings, conversations, and curriculum integration led to high levels of
learning.
4.
Engaging parents through both traditional and non-traditional outreach efforts
was important to all of the teachers.
5.
Structuring social relations in the classroom was discussed as a highly
successful strategy by all of the teachers, enabling students to process, share, reflect,
and collaborate as they learn.
6.
Ensuring that students have access to appropriate resources was mentioned by
all teachers. Examples include books, visuals (posters), role models, and other
resources where students can see themselves and others (an analogy is windows,
mirrors, and sliding glass doors).

PARTICIPANT PERSPECTIVES
It is impactful to incorporate student voices into their learning and understand their
perspectives. Students need to know that their voices matter. (Andrea)
I was talking to a colleague about resources, and she was getting rid of some of her
classroom children’s literature and replace it with books that students can relate to,
instead of sort of trying to add in, as an afterthought, books that show Black and Brown
voices. We need to truly center those voices in our resources. (Andrea)
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Building a relationship with parents and families is almost just as important as building
the relationship with the students. A parent always backs you up when they know that
you truly love their child. (Terry)
If a parent questions a student expectation, it’s my job to have a dialogue with that
parent about why the expectations are what they are, and explain what the value is in
those high expectations. (Terry)
My students were very open to sitting with each other, listening and honoring each
other’s successes and pain. If a student needed space, they’d back off, but just really
listening to each other and learning from one another. (Andrea)
One of my students brought up a very compelling issue one day, and presented it with
her saying to us: “This class is a place where I feel safe and I know you guys are going
to take care of me.” (Andrea)
Collaboration, connection, and success in my classroom is dependent on how our
community is doing together, functioning. (Dakota)
I like to do more project-based learning, leaning into students’ own inquiries or
wondering about things, making sure we are still hitting all of the standards but it’s
kind of like that dance…keeping it engaging and relevant. But it’s not just the content,
it’s the process. I’ve been thinking a lot about where I am, creating space for students
to be seen as the knowledge holders or the co-creators of the knowledge in the
classroom. (Dakota)
I make sure my walls have images of role models that look like my students. (Jessie)
As a teacher, it is my job to probe my students, to model for them what I want them to
do with their peers…always questioning each other. The more I can get them to
expound and talk about why they think what they thinking, the more relevant it
becomes. They are really able to reflect. (Terry)
In my classroom, there is an hour every morning for discourse and authentic
conversations. My students have these high level discussions and yes, all of my
students feel safe to participate. During these discourses, I can assure you that there is
no achievement gap in my room. (Terry)
We have always looked at data but now we are not only desaggregating the data but
how we are going to move our students forward, even looking at gaps that might exist
for us to plan to meet the needs of our kids. The training we have had has helped us relook at the way we understand data, and has pushed us to consider a qualitative
approach to data and progress monitor more. (Andrea)
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The training we have had has helped really reminded us to keep things studentcentered, to know how we are providing for our students’ engagement, how we are
seeing our students, and how to keep things culturally relevant. (Andrea)
If you only allow the set curriculum to drive your classroom instruction, then most
White affluent students will look brighter. But if you allow students choice and voice,
that flow allows the brilliance of all kids to come through. (Terry)
I always reiterate to my students all year long that we will use curiosity, hard work,
focus, and determination to make amazing things happen. (Terry)
I believe in my students’ caregivers as being the experts, so I want to ensure that I hear
their perspectives and point of view. I do home visits for each student in my classroom
so that caregivers can share. Having a positive first interaction is huge for me. (Dakota)
I ask families what their hopes and dreams are for their child, and I center my practice
around those. I believe that family relationships with school are really foundational.
(Dakota)
I look at culturally relevant pedagogy as my students being the owners of the learning
and how I am positioning them to do that. (Dakota)
It doesn’t matter if you’re the best teacher who does all of the most highly effective
strategies. Putting the time into creating those relationships with students is what
elevates my classroom. (Morgan)
If I’m not careful, I can create a hierarchy or status in the classroom in regards to
ability grouping. So much can be focused on a student’s reading level, so if you’re a
proficient reader there are successes laid out for you in other areas of the classroom,
too. Some of the training I’ve received has been around heterogeneous grouping and
really what that does to interrupt this status with in the classroom. Instead, it helps to
honor the importance of seeing each other’s full selves and the uniqueness and gifts
that each one brings…noticing and naming all of us…it’s really been transformational.
(Dakota)
Teaching students about perspective really transcends all subject areas, like what
perspective does this artist have or what perspective do you have from the problem on
the playground or another student’s perspective on how to solve the math problem. So
really trying to find what these larger ideas are that we can work with to make the
learning more contextual. It’s the idea of just banking or dumping knowledge into
students versus making it hugely relevant for each student. (Dakota)
I always need to be leaning into students’ own inquiries, keeping it engaging and
relevant. It’s not only about the checking off the standards, the content, or what exactly
we teach, but the process or how we teach it. (Morgan)
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I give my students a lot of choice and options for learning things, but the heart of it is
always the relationships I have with the kids so that they can go further and deeper.
(Morgan)
MOVING FROM FINDINGS TO ACTION
1.
How and in what ways can follow-up measures be set in place to ensure that
this professional development is long-lasting and ongoing?
2.
What else needs to be in place for teachers to continue to grow with classroom
support for high student success?

THEME D: IMPACT OF DISTRICT EQUITY VISION
Question: What impact does the district equity vision have on teachers growing in
their journey to become culturally competent?
Keywords: asset view, deep introspection, Whiteness, way of being, beliefs, high
expectations, reflecting inward, racial equity, White privilege, personal, journey, strong
district vision, impactful, family interactions, examine approaches, value student
assets, multicultural education continuum, inclusion, courageous conversations, aspects
of identity, hope for the future, transforming systems, marginalization of student
groups, redesign programs, persistence, anti-racist schools, racial consciousness,
cultural competence, advocacy, cutting edge, honor, contributions.
OVERVIEW
The strong district vision to racial equity and developing cultural competency in staff is
communicated throughout the community, with staff at the forefront of the efforts. The
mission statement for this district is: our school district sees, inspires, and empowers
each learner to live their brilliance in an environment that centers student voice and
experience to create racially equitable learning that energizes and enhances the spirit of
our community. The vision statement is: Where students are seen and valued and
become their best selves as racially conscious, globally minded contributors to society.
The district has also identified core values that align with the mission and vision.
The School Board recently approved an updated strategic plan for racial equity
transformation. The conception of cultural knowledge (Ladson-Billings, 2014) by
teachers has been a strong focus for this district, starting with personal reflection and
moving into professional practices. Teachers interviewed gave comments that reflected
where they are on Lindsey et al.’s (2010) cultural proficiency continuum while using a
moral framework for conducting oneself within the organization. Specific practices that
explicitly engage in questions of equity and justice (Ladson-Billings, 2014) were
identified.
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FINDINGS/OUTCOMES
1.
All of the teachers stated that the district equity vision has had an impact on
their personal and professional growth in racial equity/cultural competency in some
way.
2.
The teachers discussed the role that this vision has had on their conception of
cultural knowledge, although one participant expressed that she had these beliefs
before so the district vision and support has served as more of a confirmation.
3.
All teachers described characteristics of how one might be placed on the
cultural proficiency continuum.
4.
All teachers gave examples of how they have examined practices, explicitly
engaging in questions of equity and justice.

PARTICIPANT PERSPECTIVES
In this district, there is a very wide perspective, a place where people feel comfortable
pointing out my biases and where I am in this journey and how I might consider
shifting. (Morgan)
Being in this district gives me the permission to open my classroom to having authentic
conversations with students, which includes race. I’m not scared to do this now
because I know it’s part of our mission and vision and we are all working toward
having a more equitable community for all. And I can do my part in my classroom and
know that I’m supported at the district level. (Morgan)
Change is happening when we can actually have conversations, using common
language and vocabulary with our students. We are honoring perspectives when we
have conversations with each other. That affects how we can positively move forward.
(Morgan)
I feel like our district is really cutting-edge with what we are doing right now. We are
making this real for our students. (Jessie)
The district vision and work around it has given me the language, tools, and confidence
to make race part of the conversation all of the time. I have really grown personally and
as an educator because of this work. (Andrea)
Having conversations is how we are changing things. (Andrea)
This equity work gives me so much hope for the future. This is where we are at now,
imagine what’s going to happen in the future when my students are grown! (Andrea)
In my recent past, I started to consider other career options because of the fast-pace of
education. The equity piece that has gotten so strong in this district actually kept me
here in teaching, and it’s the part I keep coming back to…it’s the work I want to be
doing. (Andrea)
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The professional development on equity and cultural competency has given legitimacy
to a lot of what I do. I’ve always believed in equity so it has confirmed a lot of my
beliefs and practices. (Terry)
For a long time, racial equity work for me was more along the lines of multicultural
education…how do I greet a Somali family or what kinds of heroes or holidays should
I teach about? When we think of the tree of culture, it’s very much like the leaves of
trees that have easy access pieces that I can grab on to. But then after working with my
racial equity coach, the truth is…it’s more about me and the need to go deeper down to
the tree trunk or to the roots. I need to really go there to unpack and understand my
own relationship with White supremacy culture in ways that I’ve upheld throughout
my teaching. It’s been a journey of really learning and relearning different ways of
being. (Morgan)
In this district, race is always on the table in every conversation. We have a lens that
we use. For example, we have been looking at science standards and we’ve been
talking about how our racial equity works plays into these standards. (Morgan)
I’ve learned what it means to be White, and how to develop a healthy White racial
identity so that I can do this work authentically and in a real way. (Morgan)
Before, I always just wanted the checklist of what I needed to do to be culturally
relevant. To show up as racially conscious, realizing that a magic checklist doesn’t
exist, is the ongoing work of learning, unlearning, and being intentional in my actions.
(Dakota)

MOVING FROM FINDINGS TO ACTION
What motivates districts to uphold equity efforts?
How can the momentum around becoming racially conscious and culturally competent
continue to build?
What else needs to be in place for teachers to continue to grow with racial
consciousness and cultural competency?

Note: This figure first appeared in Bloomberg, L. D. (2011). Understanding qualitative
inquiry: Content and process (Part III).

139

Table 5
Road Map of Findings
Finding 1
All of the participants believed that their success with students was, first and foremost,
the result of using their own cultural knowledge to build a strong, safe classroom
community that honors each other’s cultural and racial assets.
•
•

•

The teachers indicated that they used strong connection-making skills and modeling to
promote a safe environment where students learn to discuss issues authentically, care
for one another, voice concerns, and value each other.
An overwhelming response from the participants was about creating socially and
academically empowering communities by showing up authentically to their students,
developing systems for getting to know each other, building trust, giving students
responsibility, and exercising deep-level thinking.
An additional strong response was a commitment to every student’s success. Many
responses also included setting high expectations for students. This foundation serves
to enable the students to create knowledge collectively.

Finding 2
Most of the teachers believed that the district trainings and support had a large impact
on how they were able to self-reflect on the role of race in their personal and
professional lives.
•
•
•

•

•

•

The teachers discussed being racially conscious in their work with students and
families to transform their classrooms and schools into equitable, authentic learning
environments that are safe and connect to the real world.
All of the teachers identified themselves as White and discussed unpacking their
Whiteness to better understand and question current educational systems, structures,
and classroom practices.
The racial equity coaching model, when consistent in a school, has had an enormous
impact on supporting teachers as they become more racially conscious and culturally
competent in their daily work. There is less impact when the racial equity coach
changes frequently.
All of the teachers have used the district vision, trainings and coaching support to
question oppressive educational practices and ideologies. Examples include:
redesigning the gifted & talented programming, re-programming formal intervention
services, and examining classroom differentiated groupings.
All of the teachers believe that the district vision has provided a common language and
vocabulary for teachers to use with their students. An example of this is providing
opportunities for students to use the compass (and the language surrounding that) to
center authentic discussions.
Most teachers expressed their efforts in the critical engagement of this work.

Finding 3
All of the teachers indicated that the foundation for strong academic learning was
engaging with the whole child, including knowing and valuing who they are culturally.
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•
•

•
•
•

•

All of the teachers reflected on their instruction as being multi-dimensional and
diversified, providing opportunities for students to develop agency through building
independence and providing choice.
All of the teachers believe that validating students’ cultures through dialogue, morning
meetings, conversations, and curriculum integration led to high levels of learning.
These conversations engaged the students’ cultural knowledge, experiences,
contributions and perspectives.
Engaging parents through both traditional and non-traditional outreach efforts was
important to all of the teachers. Most of the teachers use the district vision and
trainings to explore parent outreach efforts in more engaging ways.
Structuring social relations in the classroom was discussed as a highly successful
strategy by most of the teachers, enabling students to process, share, reflect, and
collaborate as they learn.
Ensuring that students have access to appropriate multicultural curricula and resources
was mentioned by all teachers. Examples include books, visuals (posters), role models,
and other resources where students can see themselves and others (an analogy is
windows, mirrors, and sliding glass doors).
All participants discussed knowing their students in all ways possible in order to guide
them to their next steps in learning.

Finding 4
All of the teachers stated that the district equity vision has had an impact on their
personal and professional growth in racial equity/cultural competency in some way.
•
•
•

The teachers discussed the role that this vision has had on their conception of cultural
knowledge, although one participant expressed that she had these beliefs before so the
district vision and support has served as more of a confirmation.
All teachers described characteristics of how one might be placed on the cultural
proficiency continuum.
All teachers gave examples of how they have examined practices, explicitly engaging
in questions of equity and justice.

Note: This figure first appeared in Bloomberg, L. D. (2011). Understanding qualitative
inquiry: Content and process (Part III).
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Table 6
Analytic Category Development
Research Question
1: How does staff
cultural competency
correlate with student
achievement in a
racially and
culturally diverse
school?
3: What classroom
practices are used by
teachers of highperforming students
of color?

2: What school and
district structures
have been most
impactful for staff to
become culturally
competent?

4: How does the
district racial equity
vision impact a
teacher’s journey in
becoming culturally
competent?

Finding Statement
Finding 1: All of the
participants believed that their
success with students was,
first and foremost, the result
of using their own cultural
knowledge to build a strong,
safe classroom community
that honors each other’s
cultural and racial assets.
Finding 3: All of the teachers
indicated that the foundation
for strong academic learning
was engaging with the whole
child, including knowing and
valuing who they are
culturally, to intentionally
plan for successful, inclusive,
relevant instruction.
Finding 2: Most of the
teachers believed that the
district professional
development training and
racial equity coaching support
had a large impact on how
they were able to self-reflect
on the role of race in their
personal and professional
lives.
Finding 4: All of the teachers
stated that the district equity
vision has had an impact on
their personal and
professional growth in racial
equity/cultural competency in
some way.

Outcome
Teachers needed to
understand who they were
racially and culturally
before planning for how
they will structure
instruction.

Analytic Category
Category 1:
The relationship between
being racially
conscious/culturally
proficient and student
success

Category 2:
Understand the whole child
to create multidimensional, relevant
opportunities for
achievement

The district created a strong
vision and multiple
structures of support too
enable staff to grow in their
racial
consciousness/cultural
competence.

Category 3:
Supporting staff to grow
culturally/racially
consciously in multiple
ways

Category 4:
A strong racial equity
vision provides clarity for
growth

Note: This figure first appeared in Bloomberg, L. D. (2011). Understanding qualitative
inquiry: Content and process (Part III).
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Table 7
Consistency of Findings, Interpretations, and Conclusions
Findings
Finding Statement 1:
All of the participants
believed that their
success with students
was, first and foremost,
the result of using their
own cultural
knowledge to build a
strong, safe classroom
community that honors
each other’s cultural
and racial assets.

Interpretations
•

•

•

Finding Statement 2:
Most of the teachers
believed that the
district professional
development training
and racial equity
coaching support had a
large impact on how
they were able to selfreflect on the role of
race in their personal
and professional lives.

•

•

•

Teachers who are racially
conscious and culturally
competent understand the
importance of getting to
know their students first and
foremost, who they are
culturally and racially, and
begin to establish a strong
classroom community.
Students who have
experienced high levels of
growth and success are not
only part of a strong
community built on trust,
they are also empowered
academically.
Successful teacher have an
unwavering set of high
expectations for all of their
students

District training and support
have had a large impact on
how they were able to selfreflect on the role of race
and culture in both their
personal and professional
lives.
Opportunities for teachers to
engage in critical racial and
cultural consciousness
should be coupled with selfreflection and staff
development.
Racial equity coaching,
when consistent, is highly
impactful.

Conclusions
Becoming a racially
conscious and culturally
competent teacher is
complex. A teacher cannot
expect that being aware of
race or mastering pedagogy
alone will prepare them for
successfully working with all
students. Becoming racially
conscious and culturally
competent is a journey that a
teacher undertakes personally
and professionally. It is a
process of discovery of racial
identity, which then leads to
content-specific pedagogy
that can be put into place in
classrooms. This is based on
high levels of trust,
empowerment, and strong
relationships with a focus on
high expectations and
support.
Being grounded in racial
equity and cultural
competence theory is crucial
for teachers to be successful
in working with all students.
This process of self-reflecting
and learning is multi-faceted
and should be offered to
teachers in a variety of
formats. Collaborative
opportunities can provide a
source of support for teachers
to discuss content and
reflective action. Direct,
regular work and dialogue
with racial equity coaches
have the strong potential for
the development of new
understandings and putting it
all together in the classroom
setting.
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Finding Statement 3:
All of the teachers
indicated that the
foundation for strong
academic learning was
engaging with the
whole child, including
knowing and valuing
who they are culturally,
to intentionally plan for
successful, inclusive,
relevant instruction.

•

•

•

•

•

•

Finding Statement 4:
All of the teachers
stated that the district
equity vision has had
an impact on their
personal and
professional growth in
racial equity/cultural
competency in some
way.

•

•

Engaging with students in
who they are culturally
served as the foundation for
strong academic learning.
Teachers who are racially
conscious and culturally
competent truly care for
their students.
Successful teachers also
understand that their
knowledge of students is
crucial in creating
multidimensional learning
opportunities.
Teachers are intentional in
connecting children's
cultural experiences to the
content and practices of the
classroom
All students must have
access to materials that are
related to students' lives and
cultures.
Bridging school and home
was another important part
of a racially conscious,
culturally competent teacher
understanding the whole
child.
The strong vision for
developing racial equity and
cultural competency is the
core of its improvement
efforts
Educators need
opportunities to self-reflect,
bring that reflection and new
learning to their teaching
practices, and be a part of
dismantling and creating
systems that are part of
improving outcomes for all
students.

Providing multi-dimensional
instructional strategies that
are based on students’
identities is crucial for
student success. Connections
between cultural experiences
to the content and practices
of the classroom, including
resources, are a vital part of a
classroom where every child
can not only achieve but feel
valued as a contributing
member of the school
community. Those
connections extend into
intentional, responsive parent
outreach efforts that benefit
the child.

Being grounded in a strong
vision provides focus and
direction for all staff. This
vision is essential to enable
all staff to bring alignment to
their beliefs and actions.
Developing racial
consciousness and cultural
competence is no easy task
for teachers, but it is a
journey that teachers must
undertake if they wish to help
fulfill our society's ideals for
equitable education for all. In
these journeys for continuing
to develop their racial
consciousness and cultural
competence, educators need
regular, high quality support
and guidance both at the
school and district levels.
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Constant reflection and
processing new learning are
an important part of this
process and pave the way for
the dismantling and creating
of systems that are part of
improving outcomes for all
students.

Note: This figure first appeared in Bloomberg, L. D. (2011). Understanding qualitative
inquiry: Content and process (Part III).
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Appendix A
Student Achievement Data: MAP Growth Reading and Math

School 1

School 1

School 2

School 2

School 3

School 3

School 4

School 4
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Colors indicate schools: School 1 School 2 School 3 School 4

School 1

School 2

School 3

School 4
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Appendix B
Participant Recruitment Letter
Greetings,
I would like to offer you an opportunity to advance research in school improvement
practices related to cultural competency professional development. Based on your work
in your school district, I invite you to participate in a research study. This would entail
you spending an hour of your time in a private interview with me, sharing your thoughts
and experiences about the cultural competency professional development and coaching in
which you have participated.
The purpose of this interview is to hear your voice and understand what you have learned
in the professional development and coaching you have received and how that has
impacted your professional practice.
I would like to document your experiences for my doctoral dissertation and have
completed an application for IRB #1753287. I am working under the direction of my
advisor, Dr. Candace Raskin, at Minnesota State University, Mankato.
Please know that your participation in this interview is completely voluntary. Your
decision whether or not to participate will not affect your relationship with Minnesota
State University, Mankato, and refusal to participate will involve no penalty or loss of
benefits. Your name or other identifying information will never be disclosed in my
dissertation or any subsequent use of this data. If you choose to join in, you must
complete the consent form using the following link:
https://mnsu.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_ac3IkMbwIAp2YcK. After you have
completed your electronic signature consent, you will be asked to give your contact
information in order for me to contact you to schedule the interview.
Due to COVID-19, the entire private interview will be held and video recorded via
Zoom. If you are willing to participate, please complete the digital consent form by June
11, which will include giving your contact information at the end of the consent form so
that I can schedule the interview in the next few weeks at a time that is convenient for
you. Once you complete the consent form, I will email you for your availability to
participate in the interview.
I would be honored to include your voice and experiences in my research.
Sincerely,
Michelle deKam Palmieri
Doctoral student researcher
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Appendix C
Informed Consent Form
The Effect of Cultural Competency on School Improvement
IRBNet ID #: 1753287
https://mnsu.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_ac3IkMbwIAp2YcK

Researchers:
Principal Investigator (PI)

Student Researcher

Candace Raskin, Ed.D.
Professor
Minnesota State University, Mankato
7700 France Ave. S. #501-7
Edina, MN 55435
Phone: (952) 818-8881
email: Candace.Raskin@mnsu.edu
Michelle deKam Palmieri
Doctoral student
Minnesota State University, Mankato
Phone: (612) 702-4685
email: Michelle.Palmieri@mnsu.edu

You are invited to participate in a research study at Minnesota State University, Mankato.
This study is being conducted by student researcher Michelle deKam Palmieri, under the
guidance of Dr. Candace Raskin, in partial fulfillment of the doctoral program in
educational leadership, with the following IRBNet ID #: 1753287. Dr. Candace Raskin is in
the Department of Educational Leadership. The purpose of this research study is to
examine the effect of cultural competency staff training, support and capacity building in
teachers and how it has affected student achievement.
What will happen if I take part in this research study?
If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to attend a one-time, one-hour
recorded interview with Michelle Palmieri, who will facilitate and record the sessions. To
practice social distancing due to the COVID-19 virus, the interview will be conducted via
Zoom video conferencing. You will be asked specific questions related to your
experiences in participating in cultural competency professional development and
coaching sessions in your school and how that support has impacted your professional
work with students.
Michelle Palmieri, the student researcher, will conduct and record the individual
interview via Zoom and will utilize its transcription feature. Depending on the quality of
the Zoom transcription of the recorded sessions, a transcription service may be used to
transcribe the voice and video-recorded data collected in this study. The researcher will
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ensure the protection of your confidentiality and privacy with the transcriptionists
involved.
Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect your relationship with
Minnesota State University, Mankato, and refusal to participate will involve no penalty or
loss of benefits. This study will include between 10-20 participants.
How long will I be in the study?

Participation in the study will involve one session lasting about one hour. After you
complete the electronic signature in this consent form, you will be asked to provide your
contact information so that the researcher can contact you to schedule a date and time that
is convenient for your one-hour interview, then subsequently, she will send you a
calendar invitation and a Zoom link.
Can I stop being in the study?

Participation in this research study is voluntary. You may stop at any time without
penalty or loss of benefits. You may withdraw at any point by telling the student
researcher (Michelle Palmieri) that you wish to withdraw. Please know that the
researcher will assign pseudonyms to all participants and therefore, only the researcher
will be able to identify your particular comments in the study.
What risks can I expect from being in the study?

The risks you will encounter as a participant in this research are not more than
experienced in your everyday life.
Are there benefits to me or others by taking part in the study?

There will be no direct benefit to you from participating in this study. However, an
indirect benefit may be a time of reflection and self-examination. There may be a
potential benefit to the St. Louis Park School district as to assess its effectiveness in the
work that has been done in cultural competency professional development and coaching.
Additionally, there may be potential benefit to society as this study could inform
educational best practices for schools and districts.
Will information about me be kept private?

The researcher will do everything possible to make sure that the personal information
gathered for this study is kept private. If information from this study is published or
presented at scientific meetings, your name and other personal information will not be
used. A transcription service may be used to transcribe the voice-recorded data collected
in this study. The researchers will ensure the protection of your confidentiality and
privacy with the transcriptionists involved. Digital recordings will be kept on the student
researcher’s password protected device until they are fully transcribed by the
transcription service at which point, they will be deleted by the student researcher.
Additionally, identifiers will be removed from private information. After removal, this
information could be used for future research studies or distributed to another investigator
for future research studies without your additional informed consent.
Will I be compensated for taking part in this study?
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You will not be compensated for taking part in this study.
What are my rights if I take part in this study?

Taking part in this study is your choice. If you decide to take part in this study, you may
leave the study at any time. Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect
your relationship with St. Louis Park Public Schools, and refusal to participate will
involve no penalty or loss of benefits. You have a right to a copy of the consent form
which can be obtained by contacting the student researcher, Michelle deKam Palmieri, or
the Principal Investigator, Dr. Candace Raskin.
Who do I contact if I have questions about the study?

If you have any questions, contact Michelle deKam Palmieri (the student researcher) at
(612) 702-4685 or at michelle.palmieri@mnsu.edu who is conducting this research under
the direction of Dr. Candace Raskin (the principal investigator), who can be reached at
(952) 818-8881 or at candace.raskin@mnsu.edu
If you have any questions about participants' rights and for research-related injuries,
please contact the Administrator of the Institutional Review Board, at (507) 389-1242.
If you would like more information about the specific privacy and anonymity risks posed
by online surveys, please contact the Minnesota State University, Mankato IT Solutions
Center (507) 389-6554.
Consent to Participate in the Research Study
Participation in this research study is voluntary. You have the right to decline to
participate in this study, or to withdraw from it at any time without penalty or loss of
benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. If you choose to discontinue your
participation in the research study any time, contact the researchers to convey your
wishes or simply do not attend the scheduled interview.
If you choose to participate in the research study, please provide your signature in the
next section, indicating your consent and willingness to participate in this recorded
research study and to indicate that you are at least 18 years of age.
Please sign your name here indicating your consent and willingness to participate in this
recorded research study and to indicate that you are at least 18 years of age.
(signature in Qualtrics)
Thank you! Now that you have completed the consent to participate, please provide
your contact information so that Michelle can contact you to schedule the one-hour
interview Zoom session. This contact information will only be used for arranging the
interview.
Feel free to print a copy of this entire consent form for your records.
Please write your first and last name:
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What is the email address that you would like to use to be contacted for participating in
this study?
What is your mobile telephone number?
Thank you for being willing to be part of this research study! You will be contacted soon
by Michelle Palmieri to schedule your interview.
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Appendix D
Institutional Review Board Approval
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Appendix E
Participant Demographic Matrix
Participant Code

Pseudonym

CC10
CC20
CC30
CC40
CC50

Andrea
Terry
Dakota
Jessie
Morgan

Years of Teaching
3-10
1125+
25
X
X
X
X
X

Identified Race/Gender
White female
White female
White female
White male
White female
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Appendix F
Semi-structured Interview Questions Based on Research Questions
(Research Question #1: How does staff cultural competency correlate with student
achievement in a racially and culturally diverse school?)
1. Describe how the professional training and support around culture and
racial equity has impacted your interactions with students and their families.
(prompts: ability to form relationships, get to know students individually,
incorporate their backgrounds in your communication to families, problem
solving with parents, etc.)
2. Describe how the professional training and support around culture and
racial equity has impacted your ability to collaborate with your colleagues
and teams. (prompts: ability to collaboratively plan lessons/units, analyze
data in a collective way, monitor progress as a team, overall collective
understanding of the grade level students, etc.)
3. How has the training and support of cultural competency impacted the
achievement of your students?
(Research Question #2: What school and district structures have been most impactful for
staff to become culturally competent?)
4. Your district has had a strong focus on developing the cultural competency
of staff.
a. Talk about your experiences with district-wide professional
development opportunities in the area of cultural competency.
b. Describe your experiences with school-level professional development
opportunities in the area of cultural competency.
c. Describe your experiences with the professional development
opportunities you had in working with racial equity coaches.
5. What has been your greatest success from this training and support?

(Research Question #3: What classroom practices are used by teachers of highperforming students of color?)
6. How has the professional training and support around culture and racial
equity impacted your instruction with students? (prompts: ability to plan
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units and lessons, adapt lessons for relevancy, impact student engagement,
using data to analyze and inform instruction, etc)
7. What has been the most impactful for your personal and professional
learning around culture and racial equity through the training and support?
(Research Question #4: How does the district racial equity vision impact a teacher’s
journey in becoming culturally competent?)
8. In what ways has the district racial equity vision impacted your own journey
of becoming culturally competent to meet the needs of ALL students?
9. Is there anything else you would like to share about the impact that cultural
competency has on the school improvement process?
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Appendix G
Coding Legend/Schema
How training affected students’ achievement
ACH1 Socially and academically empowering
ACH2 Setting high expectations
ACH3 Commitment to every student’s success
ACH4 Use students’ strength to drive instruction
School/district structures that have been most impactful
STRUC1 Conception of self
STRUC2 Transform schools and societies
STRUC3 Emancipate and liberate from oppressive educational practices and
ideologies
STRUC4 Critical engagement in work
Professional teaching practices
TEA1 Multi-dimensional teaching
TEA2 Engage cultural knowledge, experiences, contributions and
perspectives
TEA3 Validate every student’s culture
TEA4 Bridge gaps between school and home
TEA5 Use multicultural curricula and diversified teaching strategies
TEA6 Structure social relations
Impact of district equity vision on personal/professional growth
VIS1 Conception of cultural knowledge
VIS2 Distinguish practices on the cultural proficiency continuum, using a
moral framework for conducting oneself in the organization
VIS3 Practices that explicitly engage in questions of equity and justice
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Appendix H
Coding Schema Related to Theoretical Framework
How training affected students’ achievement
• Socially and academically empowering (GG)
• Setting high expectations (GG)
• Commitment to every student’s success (GG)
• Use students’ strength to drive instruction (GG)
School/district structures that have been most impactful
• Conception of self (GLB)
• Transform schools and societies (GG)
• Emancipate and liberate from oppressive educational practices and
ideologies
• Critical engagement in work (GLB)
Professional teaching practices
• Multi-dimensional teaching (GG)
• Engage cultural knowledge, experiences, contributions and
perspectives (GG)
• Validate every student’s culture (GG)
• Bridge gaps between school and home (GG)
• Use multicultural curricula and diversified teaching strategies
(GG)
• Structure social relations (GLB)
Impact of district equity vision on personal/professional growth
• Conception of cultural knowledge (GLB/LL)
• Distinguish practices on the cultural proficiency continuum using a
framework for conducting oneself in the organization (LL)
• Practice that explicitly engage in questions of equity and justice
(GLB)
Note: The theoretical framework referenced is a combination of the work of Geneva Gay,
Gloria Ladson-Billings, Robert Lindsey, and Dolores Lindsey. The following
abbreviations are used above for these researchers:
GG: Geneva Gay
GLB: Gloria Ladson-Billings
LL: Robert Lindsey & Dolores Lindsey
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Appendix I
Integration Outline
Analytic Category 1:
The relationship between being racially conscious/culturally proficient and student
success
Using their own cultural competence and racial consciousness, teachers looked inward
first to then create a strong, safe classroom community that honored each student’s
cultural and racial assets. Why? Teachers know that in order to best serve all students,
including Black and Brown students, they must deeply understand the role that race and
culture play in order to set structures for student success.
There are three themes:
Safe community
Why?
• The foundation of a safe school is to foster trust and the formation of
strong relationships. The primary focus of building a community is getting to
know each other.
• For teachers to best understand students who are racially and culturally
different from themselves, teachers first need to understand who they are
racially and culturally.
• Teachers must understand their own biases and where their own race and
culture exist in society.
• Professional training, personal experiences, and other opportunities to
learn about themselves provide teachers with the tools for getting to know
each student individually – racially and culturally.
• This is the foundation for creating a safe community of learners. Teachers
used strong connection-making skills.
• A safe environment is where students learn to discuss issues authentically,
care for one another, voice concerns, and value each other.
Social/academic empowerment
Why?
• Students need to be empowered to learn.
• Teachers create socially and academically empowering communities by
showing up authentically to their students.
• Systems are developed for social empowerment: getting to know each
other, building trust, having authentic conversations. Empowering students
socially fosters a sense of belief in them, instilling confidence and lighting a
fire for motivation.
• Academic empowerment is about giving students responsibility, fostering
agency, creating opportunities for academic choice, and exercising deep-level
thinking. Academically empowering students enables them to have more
ownership in their learning process.
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Commitment to success
Why?
• Teachers experience barriers and can get “stuck” with individual students.
• Having a commitment to success is a hallmark for teachers who
experience high growth in students.
• Setting high expectations for students is a part of being committed to
student success.
• Students need to see, experience and believe that their teacher has high
expectations and will never give up.
Analytic Category 2:
Understand the whole child to create multi-dimensional, relevant opportunities for
achievement
A foundation for strong academic learning is engaging with the whole child.
Why? Because students need a dynamic classroom experience where they are valued
racially and culturally in order to be successful.
There are five underlying themes:
Multidimensional practices
Why?
• Multidimensional teacher provides opportunities for students to develop
agency through building independence and providing choice.
• Students have different styles of learning.
• Interactive teaching practices that include student ownership is highly
engaging for students.
Parent outreach
Why?
• Parents are the child’s expert.
• Parents are partners in a child’s education.
• Engaging parents is the responsibility of the teacher.
• Both traditional and non-traditional family outreach efforts are equally
important.
• District vision and trainings serve to support parent outreach efforts in
more engaging ways.
Social relations
Why?
• Structuring social relations in the classroom is foundational for academic
learning.
• Social relations among students and teachers should be a priority.
• Managing social relations, although can be organic, should have a
predictable structure for students.
• Social relations enable students to process, share, reflect, and collaborate
as they learn.
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Access to resources
Why?
• Students must have access to appropriate multicultural curricula and
resources.
• Students need to see themselves in resources.
• Historical events must be presented accurately.
• Resources should reflect all perspectives.
• Resources serve as windows (to learn other perspectives), mirrors (to see
themselves), and sliding glass doors (to step into other perspectives and
opportunities).
Knowing student needs
Why?
• Knowing their students first as people, racially and culturally, is
foundational.
• Knowing learning styles assists in planning diversified instructional
opportunities.
• Using data to inform next steps involves using complex data points (“soft”
and “hard” data) in all ways possible in order to guide teachers to their next
steps in student learning.
Analytic Category 3:
Supporting staff to grow culturally/racially consciously in multiple ways
Trainings and support impact how staff are able to self-reflect on the role of race and
culture in their personal and professional lives.
Why? Educators have not necessarily had the opportunity to learn about the role of race
and the impact it has on supporting students learn.
There are five underlying themes:
Self reflection
Why?
• Educators should be racially conscious in their work, yet this is a personal
process journey that requires each individual to look inward to examine
personal beliefs and understandings.
• Continual self reflection is a necessary part of growing in racial
consciousness and cultural competence
Racial equity coaches
Why?
• Educators need regular support in growing in racial consciousness and
cultural competence
• Support from trainings and meetings can be explained on a more personal,
individualized level through a teacher’s racial equity coach.
• Equity coaches support the district vision on an individual level.
• Daily classroom practices are supported by the equity coaches.
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• A successful coaching relationship begins with trust, which is achieved
over time.
• When trust is not fully developed, such as when there is a new racial
equity coach, less impact is made or progress might be slower.
Common tools
Why?
• Providing common language and vocabulary for teachers to use with their
students provides consistency.
• Students benefit from common language by engaging with multiple staff
members over the course of time.
• Common language aligns with a clear district vision.
Oppressive practices
Why?
• It is necessary to question oppressive educational practices and ideologies.
• School structures and systems have been built on White culture.
• Programming needs to be examined for more equity and opportunities for
all students to succeed.
Critical engagement
Why?
• Educators must stay critically engaged.
• It is not the work of one person or a group of administrators to change
practices for our Black and Brown students to succeed. It is the work of
everyone.
• White educators must be aware of their ability to disengage when they
choose. Staying critically engaged in this work is the responsibility of
everyone, especially our White educators.
Analytic Category 4:
A strong vision provides clarity for growth
A strong vision is crucial in order to have a signification impact on the racial
equity/cultural competence personal and professional growth of each stakeholder.
Why? Because each stakeholder deserves clarity and focus for their work. A vision
provides an opportunity for all stakeholders to center their commitment and blossom their
efforts from that center.
There are three underlying themes:
Cultural knowledge and understanding
Why?
• Cultural and racial competence is crucial for successfully working with
our Black and Brown students.
• Racial consciousness and cultural competence are the foundation for
creating equitable systems in our schools.
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Cultural competency continuum
Why?
• Understanding culture and race is a journey.
• A continuum of growth is helpful for educators to self reflect.
Equity and justice
Why?
• Personal growth in racial equity and cultural competence is put into action
by examining practices for equitable learning.
• Educators should be explicitly engaging in questions of equity and justice
in their daily practices.

