
EDITOR’S NOTE
Education equity provides students with 
resources to overcome their specific 
challenges. This Spotlight will help you 
learn about leaders who champion equity; 
the meaning of culturally responsive 
teaching; the importance of cultivating 
Native teachers; the positive social-
emotional effects of teachers of color; how 
the suspensions for students of color can 
be reduced by having teachers of color; 
strategies for promoting diversity and 
inclusion; and more.
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As Students, They Felt Disconnected.  
As Leaders, They Champion Equity
By Andrew Ujifusa

T he paths Leslie Torres-Rodri-
guez and Madeline Negrón took 
to lead Connecticut’s Hartford 
public schools share important 
similarities—and the end re-

sults seemed unlikely when they themselves 
were students in the state’s schools.

Both were born in Puerto Rico and came 
to the U.S. mainland as children. Torres-Ro-
driguez, Hartford’s superintendent, was 9 
when she moved to the city, while Negrón, the 
district’s chief academic officer, was 10 when 
her family settled in Willimantic, roughly 20 
miles away.

But their common history extends beyond 
geography. While their families provided 
them with love and support, they struggled fi-
nancially, and their schools were often sources 
of significant tension.

A school counselor once told Negrón that, 
at best, she should aspire to be a secretary. 
An English-language learner who often felt 
looked down upon in class, Negrón in turn 
scorned the idea of ever becoming a teach-
er. Meanwhile, at one time the only reason 
Torres-Rodriguez—a self-described “disen-
gaged” student—stayed in high school was so 
that she could keep her job at a local pharma-
cy, in a deal she made with her mother, who 
wanted her to keep going to class.

“In retrospect, boy, were there some glar-
ing inequities in the district that I went to and 
that I now serve,” Torres-Rodriguez said.

The two leaders’ shared background is the 
source of a strong professional bond. Those 
formative experiences are a major influence on 
their work in a district where about 55 percent 
of students are Hispanic, like the district lead-
ers. It’s pushed Negrón, 49, and Torres-Rodri-
guez, 47, to prioritize flexibility and humility 
when trying to help students and families and 
establish firm strategies and plans that hold 
firm—even in the face of a huge, unforeseen 
challenge as a global pandemic.

They have focused on strengthening the 
connections between students, families, and 
schools—from improving basic attendance 
and keeping students on track to graduate to 
providing opportunities for them to learn and 
grow outside traditional school hours.

“What’s great about it is that I know that 
she’s genuine about her passion for doing right 
by kids,” Negrón said of Torres-Rodriguez. “I 
know that’s where my heart is, too. I know that 
her values are pretty much the same.”

Keeping students engaged  
and learning

The district’s focus on attendance and ab-
senteeism predates the COVID-19 pandemic 
but ramped up during the health crisis when 

remote and hybrid learning and out-of-school 
commitments increased pressures on students 
of color and those experiencing poverty, lead-
ing many to disconnect or drop out of school.

Although located in the capital of one of the 
wealthiest states in the country, the district 
educates students amid significant financial 
and political challenges. Nearly half of fam-
ilies with children in schools receive federal 
nutrition benefits, and the median household 
income of the district’s families was $36,278 in 
2019, less than half the state’s.

The school system has also been at the 
center of a 33-year-long school desegregation 
battle to offer more academically rigorous 
schooling options for Black, Hispanic, and 
low-income students.

Torres-Rodriguez and Negrón started dou-
bling down on absenteeism after an eye-open-
ing 2020 study revealed that while the dis-
trict’s four-year graduation rate for its 2016 
class was 80 percent, just half those students 
enrolled in postsecondary education, and only 
32 percent of the class persisted into their sec-
ond year at two- and four-year institutions.

Those findings raised alarm bells among 
Hartford’s K-12 leaders, who eventually creat-
ed a series of early-warning metrics to identify 
students at risk of falling off track.

LESSON FROM THE LEADER:  
Leslie Torres-Rodriguez

•   Embrace Your Story: Proximity 
matters. Leaders should draw on 
their lived experiences and challenge 
biases toward those who are most 
marginalized—students living in 
poverty, new arrivals, multilingual—to 
avoid perpetuating inequity. Honor and 
share your truth and the truth of others.

•  Get Comfortable With Discomfort: 
Don’t shy away from data and evidence. 
To lead continuous improvement on a 
personal and team level, leaders need 
to use data to continually adapt based 
on their context and what works.

•  Commit to Equity in All Things: Bring 
an equity lens to the development of 
processes, resource allocation, inputs, 
and outputs. Center student needs and 
stakeholder voice, bringing those who 
are most impacted into decision making 
to disrupt historic patterns of inequity.

The district found that 83 percent of students 
with at least one of those early-warning signs—
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Madeline Negrón, the chief academic officer for the Hartford public schools, left, and Leslie 
Torres-Rodriguez, the superintendent, launched the Student Success Center at Hartford 
Public High School to help students get back on track to graduate.
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such as an attendance rate below 90 percent 
and suspension for at least one day—veered off 
course, compared with just 37 percent of stu-
dents without any of those indicators.

Slashing absenteeism became a key prior-
ity for Torres-Rodriguez’s team, with the dis-
trict pledging in its current strategic plan to cut 
the rate to a maximum of 12 percent.

Over the last two years, Hartford has mar-
shaled its resources to find and reengage stu-
dents who had disengaged from school during 
the pandemic.

At the start of this school year, about 2,600 
students—or roughly 15 percent of the 17,700 
enrolled—were considered “no shows.” They 
weren’t showing up to school and weren’t ac-
counted for. That number plummeted to 50 
by the end of 2021 after an all-hands-on-deck 
undertaking that included more than 55,000 
phone calls and 1,400 home visits, according 
to the district.

Statistics don’t tell the full story.
Run by the Family and Community Part-

nerships team, the effort included assistance 
from student-engagement specialists, behav-
ioral experts, and other district staff.

Hartford’s leaders took nothing for grant-
ed. They scrutinized each step and were quick 
to make changes when necessary. They paid 
attention to who was making phone calls and 
visiting students’ homes; which, if any, of the 
district’s external partners were working with 
school staff on outreach efforts; and whether 
students’ families were experiencing food or 
housing insecurity, and, if so, how the district 
could deploy resources to help.

The district hosts “attendance incentive” 
days to encourage students to keep coming to 
school, and held virtual “Attendance, Culture, 
and Engagement” learning sessions for fami-
lies led by its outreach specialists.

One might assume that Torres-Rodriguez 
recalls her own desire as a teenager to focus on 
a job and not class as misguided, and that she 
wants students to shun paid work in the name 
of focusing on their classes. But her attitude is 
quite different.

“Some of our students were frankly saying, 
‘I don’t know if I want to go back. I don’t know 
if I want to give up my job,’” Torres-Rodriguez 
said. “We should never put a student in a situ-
ation where they have to choose: Should I go 
to school or support my family? Because I was 
that student.”

Negrón also understands that being dis-
connected from school doesn’t mean that stu-
dents lack ambition.

“I do see students that are in these very 
challenging economic situations,” she said. 

“They have dreams and they have goals. 
When I look at kids that are still struggling 
and still haven’t found themselves, I say, ‘That 
could easily have been me.’ ”

Listening to families to meet their 
needs

Some of Torres-Rodriguez’s earliest work 
after becoming Hartford’s superintendent in 
2017 was to draft plans and oversee the clo-
sure of several schools, a painful process that 
taught her the value of listening to parents and 
others and showing them how what they said 
influenced her actions.

That commitment to listen to families 
and deliver for them has led to, among other 
things, the Saturday Academy, an initiative to 
help children whose lives and ability to learn 
were disrupted by the pandemic and who need 
support outside normal school hours.

The program is slated to run for 16 Saturdays 
this school year and provides a mix of academic 
and enrichment classes led by Hartford educa-
tors and local community-based organizations.

More than 400 students signed up shortly af-
ter the initiative was announced. The academy, 
funded by federal COVID-19 relief aid, supports 
extended learning time, one of the four priorities 
the district developed to guide how it will spend 
the windfall. Other priorities build on years of 
work Torres-Rodriguez has already done, in-
cluding providing professional development to 
train all K-2 teachers in the science of reading.

Those “pillars,” as Torres-Rodriguez calls 

them, grew from some 50 hours of meetings 
with parents and other key community members 
about how the school system should use federal 
aid to address the pandemic and accelerate work 
the district already considered essential.

Karen Hawley Miles, the president and 
CEO of Massachusetts-based Education Re-
source Strategies who has worked with Hart-
ford schools for several years, said the super-
intendent’s approach is an example of what 
happens when a district leader doesn’t just 
toss out a few goals and call it a plan. Instead, 
her approach builds common ground with 
communities to meet their needs.

“It’s not like she’s building this stuff from 
scratch,” Hawley Miles said. “It reinforced and 
helped people better understand her strategy.”

Every time a family takes part in programs 
like the academy, “that’s now a family that’s a 
little bit closer to us,” Torres-Rodriguez said. 
“Oftentimes, our families have had very neg-
ative experiences with schools.”

Aldwin Allen, the senior director of com-
munity programs at the Village for Families 
and Children, a Hartford group that partic-
ipates in the district’s community schools 
program, said Torres-Rodriguez has also 
strengthened bonds with the community 
through the Office of Family Engagement and 
by partnerships with local groups through the 
13 full-service community schools.

“She understands that the central office 

Leslie Torres-Rodriguez
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itself has to facilitate engagement with fam-
ilies” and not just rely on teachers, princi-
pals, and individual school leaders to do that 
job, Allen said. “She’s done a more strategic 
job of making it the district’s responsibility.” 

LESSON FROM THE LEADER:  
Madeline Negrón

•  Lead With Your Core: A leader often 
has to arrive at decisions that are not 
easy to make. Knowing your core values 
and leading with your core during 
challenging times will be the reassurance 
that you are doing what is best.

•  Be Clear About the ‘Why': Change is 
never easy, especially for adults. Rely 
on the data, face the brutal truth, and 
communicate clearly about the need for 
change.

•  Invest in People: Take time to get to 
know the people you serve in order to 
build strong, positive relationships.

Redesigning schools to reengage 
students

One of Negrón’s primary responsibilities 
in Hartford has been to establish Student Suc-
cess Centers, which help students get back on 
a path to graduation. The centers emerged 
from Negrón’s, Torres-Rodriguez’s, and oth-
ers’ desire to redesign the high school experi-
ence for students who were behind in credits 
to get back on a graduation path.

The first center opened in the 2019-20 
school year, and two centers, based at high 
schools, are serving approximately 280 stu-
dents this year.

Staff members invite students who may be 
struggling with chronic absenteeism, course 
failures, or other hurdles to attend. Those who 
enroll have access to a variety of supports, 
including a coordinator, two graduation spe-
cialists, a social worker, and either one or two 
academic interventionists, who develop indi-
vidualized academic plans for them.

They attend for one period every day or ev-
ery other day, with instruction in small groups 
of three to four students, to help them earn 
the credits they need to get their high school 
diploma.

Students often use online courses but have 
staff alongside them to provide what’s ultimate-
ly a blended approach. They also work closely 
with the graduation specialists to check their 
progress toward individual targets and goals, 

as well as school counselors to ensure that the 
students remain engaged with their work.

If a student encounters difficulties or shows 
signs of falling further behind, counselors and 
others step in to help and contact families if 
needed. Students are also publicly celebrated 
for meeting their targets.

Negrón’s awareness that the school system 
had simply “lost” students and her search for 
answers to urgent questions on how to expand 
access to opportunities to each student were piv-
otal in the centers’ development and expansion.

“ ‘All’ for me means ‘all,’ ” she said. “Are we 
creating access for English-language learners? 
Are we creating access for students with dis-
abilities?”

“We did not have what I call a continuum 
of supports throughout high school,” Tor-
res-Rodriguez continued. “There was no sys-
temic approach to that.”

In addition to providing academic support, 
Negrón said it’s important that the employees 
at the center reflect Hartford’s diversity.

“I’m the chief of academics. But at the end 
of the day, I need people who can connect with 
kids, who can pause and get to know a student, 
somebody who’s going to be genuine,” she said.

Negrón hopes that all high school stu-
dents—and even those in middle school—will 
have access to a success center at some point.

It was Negrón’s and Torres-Rodriguez’s 
commitment to equity and inclusion that in-
spired Liliana Ballestas-Cuevas, the director 
of the centers, to work with them.

“They really are practitioners,” she said. “I 
came here because the superintendent said, ‘I 
want to create safe havens in our schools.’ Her 

follow-through has been impeccable.”
For her part, Negrón said the centers would 

have had less impact without Torres-Rodri-
guez’ support, especially through a “rocky pe-
riod” when the first one opened.

“There is no secret sauce here,” Negrón 
said. “It’s: Let’s build a sustaining relationship 
with students. It’s probably the first time in 
years that people have looked at them, and 
seen them, and shown them with actions that 
they matter. We have a plan, and yes, it’s diffi-
cult, and yes, we’re going to continue to figure 
it out right alongside them. 

‘All’ for me means ‘all.’ 
Are we creating access for 
English-language learners? 
Are we creating access for 
students with disabilities?”
MADELINE NEGRÓN

Madeline Negrón
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Creating ELA Curriculum Equity: 
The importance of culturally relevant books

When I was young, I loved the Little House on the Prairie series. As a child, I couldn’t get enough of Laura 
Ingalls Wilder’s tales of her 19th-century pioneer family as they traversed the country in search of a better 
future, persevering in the face of untold dangers and tragedies.

But a funny thing happened as I grew up. Revisiting the series through an older, more critical lens, I realized 
something: Laura was not simply the plucky prairie heroine I remembered. As an adult revisiting her books, 
I came to realize that her story and legacy were far more complex than I ever could have imagined at 8
years old – a realization underscored by the fact that in 2018, the Association for Library Service to 
Children, a division of the American Library Association, voted to remove her name from one of their 
annual children’s literature awards, citing the “anti-Native and anti-Black sentiments in her work.”

Is all of this to say that no one should ever read the Little House on the Prairie series again? Not necessarily 
– the Laura Ingalls Wilder Legacy and Research Association argues that “it is not beneficial to the body of 
literature to sweep away her name as though the perspectives in her books never existed. Those 
perspectives are teaching moments to show generations to come how the past was and how we, as a 
society, must move forward with a more inclusive and diverse perspective.”

But what this small anecdote does represent is a microcosm of why it’s so important for K-12 schools to 
prioritize adoption of inclusive, culturally relevant curriculum reading. Because the experience of one is not 
the experience of all, and yet for many students, their ELA reading occurs primarily through the narrative 
lens of white authors and white protagonists.

A MATTER OF PERSPECTIVE: WHY ELA INCLUSIVITY IS IMPORTANT

When it comes to K-12 students – especially younger learners, who may not be able to assert agency 
over their reading options – the old adage is true: they only know what they know. And if their world is 
relatively insular and homogenous, then a context-free reading of texts that reinforce that perspective 
can be problematic. So they may end up espousing the view that Catcher in the Rye’s Holden Caulfield – 
a white, relatively wealthy teenage boy from the early 1950s – is an accurate, wholesale representation 
of a typical teenager, and not just one facet of the experience.

But what does this mean for underrepresented student groups – particularly students of color, who make 
up over half of U.S. public school enrollment – who may be looking at things from a much different 
perspective? What is their takeaway when their lessons are dominated by curriculum stalwarts centered on 
white characters? It might just be that their classroom reading doesn’t reflect their own lived experiences – 
making it difficult to engage with the texts. But it can also foster a long-term learning disconnect that 
does little to help reduce existing academic achievement gaps.

As journalist Amanda MacGregor notes in School Library Journal, “It’s not that Catcher is no longer worth 
picking up to read; it’s that in the nearly 70 years since this book’s publication, contemporary YA literature 
has flourished, offering teenagers reflections of all kinds of growing pains. When we challenge the classics, 
we make room for other texts, other voices, other experiences – ones more reflective of the teenagers 
reading them. Expanding the canon means centering and amplifying a wide range of voices.”

And a conscious effort to increase representation in K-12 schools has never been more necessary, 
particularly in the wake of 2020’s months-long global protests in support of the Black Lives Matter 
movement, sparked by the police killing of George Floyd in Minneapolis, MN.
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https://www.npr.org/2018/06/25/623184440/little-house-on-the-controversy-laura-ingalls-wilders-name-removed-from-book-awa
https://www.alsc.ala.org/blog/2018/02/board-action-update-laura-ingalls-wilder-award/
https://steinhardt.nyu.edu/metrocenter/research-evaluation/why-public-school-curriculum-still-whites-only-2018
https://www.learningforjustice.org/magazine/holden-caulfield-is-a-typical-teenager
https://cepa.stanford.edu/educational-opportunity-monitoring-project/achievement-gaps/race/
https://www.schoollibraryjournal.com/?detailStory=Catcher-in-the-Rye-Challenging-the-Classics-canon-librarians-reading
https://www.npr.org/2020/12/30/950053607/in-2020-protests-spread-across-the-globe-with-a-similar-message-black-lives-matt


DiscoverSora.com
schools@overdrive.com 

(216) 573 -6886Follow us on social! @sorareadingapp

WHEN IT COMES TO CURRICULUM OVERHAUL, ONE SIZE DOES NOT FIT ALL

Outside of Common Core Standards (which have not been adopted by every U.S. state, and do not include 
a required reading list –  though the exemplar texts do skew largely toward white authors), the U.S. does 
not have a centralized set of national education standards.

This means that curriculum updates can vary state-by-state, or even district by district, presenting a real 
challenge to any efforts toward widespread change. In many cases, it means that students are largely 
reading the same books, year after year – and have been, in some cases, for decades.

In the absence of concerted, unified efforts to introduce more diversity into ELA and other curriculum, 
some students and teachers have taken matters into their own hands. Grassroots organizations like 
student-led Diversify Our Narrative and educator-run #DisruptTexts were founded with a focus on 
campaigning for more equitable curricula, including (but not limited to) the addition of authors of color 
to required reading lists.

THE CHALLENGES OF BUILDING INCLUSIVE CURRICULUM

Efforts to limit the outsized influence of classic texts in the classroom are often met with pushback, 
and not only because of the seemingly sacred space these books occupy in the literary canon. The 
longevity of these titles also means that educators typically have more lesson planning resources at 
their disposal, plus a higher level of comfort teaching them. 

To illustrate this challenge, a nationally representative survey from EdWeek Research Center reported 
that while 83 percent of teachers said they were somewhat or very willing to teach an anti-racist curricu-
lum, only 22 percent of nonwhite teachers and 9 percent of white teachers felt they had both the training 
and the resources to do so. Overcoming such a disparity will take more than a few new recommended or 
required reading lists – it will take a concerted effort on the part of teachers to look inward and learn, 
and on administrators to provide the necessary tools to facilitate that.

STRATEGIES TO BOOST CURRICULUM EQUITY

Even taking the difficulties outlined above into consideration, there are smaller-scale steps that educators 
can take to begin integrating more representative reading into their lesson plans.

Here are a few strategies to consider implementing.

Reframe seminal curriculum works by pairing them with inclusive contemporary texts that incorporate 
similar themes, but deliver them via alternate perspectives. Some popular companion texts to common 
books like Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird include contemporary titles like Angie Thomas’ The Hate 
U Give or Bryan Stevenson’s Just Mercy: A Story of Justice and Redemption.”

Approach the classics from new angles, contextualizing problematic elements and finding fresh ways 
to deliver old stories. For example, Gareth Hinds’ graphic novelization of Romeo & Juliet features a 
diversely illustrated cast that underscores the play’s universal themes.

First-grade teacher Keenan Lee recommends read-alouds as a way to incorporate culturally diverse 
texts into the classroom, featuring titles chosen by students and teachers.

The founders behind #DisruptTexts suggest keeping these four pillars in mind to create a more 
equitable reading environment: 1.) Continuously interrogate biases to understand how they inform 
teaching; 2.) Center Black, Indigenous and voices of color and literature; 3.) Apply a critical literacy
lens to teaching practices; and 4.) Work in community with others, especially BIPOC.

Listen to your students – Often, students will be able to provide fresh insights and feedback on 
classroom reading based on their own unique experiences. By showing that their opinions are valued, 
educators can encourage more meaningful engagement with their learning overall.

Establishing a more equitable curriculum is not something that will happen overnight. But the results 
are well worth the time and effort, leading to a more comprehensive, inclusive learning experience that 
benefits all students and better prepares them for life in the real world.
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What Is Culturally Responsive Teaching?
By Madeline Will & Ileana Najarro 

F or decades, researchers have 
found that teachers in public 
schools have undervalued the 
potential for academic success 
among students of color, setting 

low expectations for them and thinking of cul-
tural differences as barriers rather than assets 
to learning.

In response, scholars developed teach-
ing methods and practices—broadly known 
as asset-based pedagogies—that incorporate 
students’ cultural identities and lived experi-
ences into the classroom as tools for effective 
instruction. The terms for these approaches 
to teaching vary, from culturally responsive 
teaching and culturally sustaining pedago-
gy to the more foundational culturally rele-
vant pedagogy. Though each term has its own 
components defined by different researchers 
over time, all these approaches to teaching cen-
ter the knowledge of traditionally marginalized 
communities in classroom instruction. As a re-
sult, all students, and in particular students of 
color, are empowered to become lifelong learn-
ers and critical thinkers. 

But as a growing number of states seek to 
pass legislation banning the teaching of the ac-
ademic concept known as critical race theory in 
K-12 schools—as well as more broadly limiting 
classroom discussion on topics of race, gender, 
and sexuality—this work is caught in the fray. 
Some politicians have conflated culturally re-
sponsive teaching with separate academic con-
cepts and initiatives, including diversity, equity, 
and inclusion programs. As a result, legislation 
gets written in ways that could stifle efforts to-
ward equity in schools, such as policies that can 
help underserved students, researchers say.

This explainer unpacks what it means to be 
a culturally responsive teacher, how all these 
research terms are related, and where other ac-
ademic concepts such as critical race theory tie 
in—or not.

What is the definition of culturally 
responsive teaching?

Culturally responsive teaching means us-
ing students’ customs, characteristics, experi-
ence, and perspectives as tools for better class-
room instruction.

The term was coined by researcher Geneva 

Gay in 2000, who wrote that “when academ-
ic knowledge and skills are situated within 
the lived experiences and frames of reference 
for students, they are more personally mean-
ingful, have higher interest appeal, and are 
learned more easily and thoroughly.”

It’s the kind of teaching that helps stu-
dents of color see themselves and their com-
munities as belonging in schools and other 
academic spaces, leading to more engage-
ment and success.

What is culture, and why is it 
relevant to student learning?

Culture refers to the customs, languages, 
values, beliefs, and achievements of a group of 
people. Students’ culture and lived experiences 
that influence how they understand and make 
sense of the world or themselves are an integral 
part of who they are as learners. As Emily Style, 
the former founding co-director of the National 
SEED Project (Seeking Educational Equity and 
Diversity), once wrote, “Half the curriculum 
walks in the door with the students.”

While more than half of public school stu-
dents are students of color, most schools are 
organized around the mainstream culture of 
white Americans. The culture that many stu-
dents experience at home and in their commu-
nities is not always represented at school—or is 
represented in a stereotypical way.

Also, 80 percent of teachers are white. Re-
search has found that teachers are just as likely 
to have racial biases as non-teachers, and those 
biases tend to influence the expectations they 
have for their students and their ways of manag-

ing their classrooms. For example, past research 
has found that white teachers have lower expec-
tations for Black students than they do for white 
students, and those can turn into “self-fulfilling 
prophecies” when students internalize them or 
when teachers change their approach to students 
as a result of their mindsets.

One study found that white teachers were 
more likely to praise a poorly written essay 
if they thought it was written by a student of 
color than if they thought the essay was by 
a white student. Teachers’ racial biases can 
also result in decreased access to advanced 
coursework and higher rates of suspensions. 

When did culturally responsive 
teaching start?

Culturally responsive teaching stems from 
the framework of culturally relevant pedago-
gy, which was introduced by scholar Gloria 
Ladson-Billings in the 1990s. Ladson-Billings 
was tired of the commonly held narrative that 
Black children were deficient and deviant, and 
that there was something wrong with them. 
Instead, she wanted to find out what was right 
with Black children, their families, and their 
communities. To do so, she researched the 
practices of effective teachers of Black students.

For about two years, Ladson-Billings ob-
served teachers who were identified by both 
principals and Black parents as being ex-
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Plenty of educators say they use 
culturally responsive teaching in the 
classroom but many don't know its 
history or what it means.
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cellent. The teachers had different ways of 
teaching, but they all had high expectations 
for their students and fostered academic 
success. They also all valued and integrated 
themselves in the community from which 
their students came.

Ladson-Billings distilled the commonal-
ities in those teachers’ beliefs and practices 
into the framework of culturally relevant 
pedagogy, which she defined as a model that 
“not only addresses student achievement but 
also helps students to accept and affirm their 
cultural identity while developing critical 
perspectives that challenge inequities that 
schools (and other institutions) perpetuate.”

There are three components of culturally 
relevant pedagogy: 

•  student learning—prioritizing 
students’ intellectual growth, including 
their ability to problem-solve;  

•  cultural competence—creating an 
environment where students affirm 
and appreciate their culture of origin 
while also developing fluency in at least 
one other culture; and  

•  critical consciousness—teaching 
students how to identify, analyze, 
and solve real-world problems, 
especially those that result in societal 
inequities against marginalized groups.

So, what are the characteristics of 
culturally responsive teaching?

Gay’s research shows five essential compo-
nents of culturally responsive teaching: 

•  A strong knowledge base about 
cultural diversity. Teachers should 
understand different racial and ethnic 
groups’ cultural values, traditions, and 
contributions to society, and incorporate 
that knowledge into their instruction. 

•  Culturally relevant curricula. 
Teachers should include multiple 
perspectives in their instruction 
and make sure the images displayed 
in classrooms—such as on bulletin 
boards—represent a wide range 
of diversity. Teachers should also 
contextualize issues within race, class, 
ethnicity, and gender. 

•  High expectations for all students. 
Teachers should help students achieve 

academic success while still validating 
their cultural identities. 

•  An appreciation for different 
communication styles. Teachers should 
understand different communication 
styles and modify classroom interactions 
accordingly. For example, many 
communities of color have an active, 
participatory style of communication. 
A teacher who doesn’t understand this 
cultural context might think a student 
is being rude and tell the student to be 
quiet. The student may then shut down.   

•  The use of multicultural instructional 
examples. Teachers should connect 
students’ prior knowledge and cultural 
experiences with new knowledge. 

Doesn’t that require teachers to 
reinforce stereotypes about students 
of color and even discriminate 
against white children?

In short, no. While the academic frame-
work of culturally responsive teaching and 

other asset-based pedagogies emerged from 
how to best support students of color, it 
evolved into a teaching approach that serves 
all students, regardless of their racial back-
ground.

Sharroky Hollie, the director of the non-
profit Center for Culturally Responsive Teach-
ing and Learning, works with teachers to 
practice what he calls cultural and linguistic 
responsiveness. In his work, he talks about the 
rings of culture, meaning the various aspects 
of students’ identities that can impact how 
they interact with the world around them.

To Hollie, it’s not just about thinking of ways 
to validate and incorporate a student’s racial 
background into the classroom. It’s not about 
thinking of students in a one-dimensional, ste-
reotypical way. Culturally responsive teachers 
must also consider the student’s gender, age, 
socio-economic status, whether they live in the 
suburbs or a rural area, and more.

“It’s not as simplistic as we’re trying to 
value our students of color,” he said. “We’re 
actually trying to value the rings of culture 
that they bring to our schools, regardless of 
their racial background.”

For instance, in predominately white 
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school districts, there are white students 
who, due to where they live or their family’s 
socio-economic status, are underserved by 
their school district and could benefit from a 
culturally responsive approach to education, 
Hollie said.

What is culturally sustaining 
pedagogy, and how is it different 
than culturally relevant teaching?

Schools are still places where white norms 
are considered the default standard in the 
curricula, behavioral expectations, linguistic 
practices, and more. Culturally sustaining 
pedagogy says that students of color should 
not be expected to adhere to white mid-
dle-class norms, but their own cultural ways 
of being should be explored, honored, and 
nurtured by educators.

Django Paris, who coined the term in 2012, 
and co-author H. Samy Alim once told Educa-
tion Week that culturally sustaining pedagogy 
“positions dynamic cultural dexterity as a nec-
essary good, and sees the outcome of learning 
as additive, rather than subtractive, as re-
maining whole, rather than framed as broken, 
as critically enriching strengths rather than 
replacing deficits. … As such, CSP explicitly 
calls for schooling to be a site for sustaining—
rather than eradicating—the cultural ways of 
being of communities of color.”

The framework builds on the work of Lad-
son-Billing and others but offers a “loving 
critique” that cultural relevance in the cur-
riculum is not enough for students in today’s 
world, given demographic shifts toward a 
more diverse society. Paris and Alim also ar-
gue that asset-based pedagogies, like cultur-
ally relevant teaching, traditionally haven’t 
paid enough attention to young people’s more 
fluid relationships with their identities. 

Ladson-Billings has embraced the evolu-
tion of her foundational pedagogy, writing 
in 2014 that “culturally sustaining pedagogy 
uses culturally relevant pedagogy as the place 
where the beat drops.” She also told Education 
Week that she is now paying close attention to 
how teenagers shape culture, an aspect that 
wasn’t present in her original work.

It’s important to remember that these as-
set-based pedagogies—culturally responsive, 
culturally relevant, and culturally sustain-
able, among others—are not in conflict with 
each other. While their frameworks vary, 
they all have the same goal of dismantling a 
deficit approach to educating students of col-
or and focusing instead on their strengths, 
assets, and communities in the classroom.  

What does the research say about 
the effectiveness of these teaching 
frameworks?  

A 2016 synthesis of decades of research 
on culturally responsive teaching and related 
frameworks found that engaging in culturally 

affirming practices across subject matters, in-
cluding mathematics and science, led to posi-
tive increases in students’ understanding and 
engagement with academic skills and con-
cepts.  For instance, students in high school 
math class could learn about statistics by 
assessing the probabilities of racial profiling 

GLOSSARY

To better understand the dynamics of culturally relevant teaching, browse the 
terms below.

•  asset-based pedagogies: teaching methods and practices that incorporate 
students’ cultural identities and lived experiences into the classroom as tools  
for effective instruction. These types of pedagogies seek to dismantle a deficit 
approach to educating students of color and instead focusing on their strengths, 
assets, and communities in the classroom. Examples include culturally relevant 
teaching, culturally responsive teaching, and culturally sustaining teaching, 
among others.

•  critical consciousness: teaching students how to identify, analyze, and solve real-
world problems, especially those that result in societal inequities against 
marginalized groups

•  critical race theory: an academic concept with the core idea that race is a social 
construct, and racism is not merely the product of individual bias or prejudice,  
but also something embedded in legal systems and policies

•  culture: the customs, languages, values, beliefs, and achievements of a group  
of people

•  cultural competence: the ability to understand, appreciate, and interact with 
people from other cultures. Students should be taught to value and affirm their 
culture of origin while also developing fluency in at least one other culture.

•  cultural identity: how an individual or group identifies themselves according  
to ties to one or more cultures

•  culturally relevant pedagogy: a way of teaching that fosters student 
achievement while helping students to accept and affirm their cultural identity,  
as well as develop critical perspectives that challenge societal inequities

•  culturally responsive teaching: a pedagogy that uses students’ customs, 
characteristics, experiences, and perspectives as tools for better classroom 
instruction. Students of color see themselves and their communities as belonging 
in academic spaces.

•  culturally sustaining pedagogy: a way of teaching that explores, honors, and 
nurtures students’ and communities’ cultural ways of being. This approach 
considers the evolving identities and languages of students.

•  pedagogy: teaching methods and practices; more broadly the art and science  
of the teaching profession

•  racial biases: perceptions of, attitudes toward and treatment of a person or group 
based on their race
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cases in various neighborhoods or using other 
datasets applicable to their communities that 
bring up questions about justice and injustice.

Culturally responsive teaching and sim-
ilar approaches to teaching also increased 
students’ motivation, interest in content, and 
the perception of themselves as capable stu-
dents, among other benefits, the study found. 
Brittany Aronson, an associate professor in 
educational leadership at Miami University 
in Oxford, Ohio, and a co-author of the study, 
said, whenever teachers drew direct connec-
tions between classroom lessons and students’ 
experiences outside of school, students could 
see greater value in the academic content as it 
applies to the real world. Such work helps stu-
dents see themselves as knowledge producers 
and researchers.

Overall, teaching that makes school rele-
vant to students helps them succeed both in 
terms of quantitative measures such as high 
test scores, and more qualitative measures 
such as becoming life-long learners able to 
ask critical questions about the world around 
them, both in and out of school, Aronson said.

What are some examples of 
culturally responsive teaching?

Teachers who practice culturally respon-
sive teaching have a classroom full of books 
featuring characters and images that repre-
sent a variety of ages, genders, ethnicities, 
and other types of diversity. They share the 
achievements and expertise of people from 
different ethnic groups in every subject area. 
They include multiple perspectives when dis-
cussing historical and contemporary events, 
including those from oppressed groups who 
are often left out of the narrative. And they 
encourage students to draw on their prior 
knowledge and cultural experiences to make 
connections to the academic content.

Culturally responsive teaching also must 
have an element of critical consciousness, 
where students are empowered to critique and 
analyze societal inequities. For example, Ted-
di Beam-Conroy, an associate teaching pro-
fessor at the University of Washington, was 
teaching the Declaration of Independence to 
a class of 5th graders. When they got to the 
line that said, “All men are created equal,” 
Beam-Conroy asked her students, “Who 
were the men who were considered equal at 
that point?” To illustrate the point, she asked 
everyone to stand up—and then told them to 
sit down if they didn’t identify as male, if they 
didn’t identify as white, or if their parents rent-
ed instead of owned a home. 

That exercise opened the door to a con-
versation about how Americans weren’t all 
equal in the late 18th century. Beam-Conroy’s 
students discussed when women and African 
Americans got the right to vote—and what im-
plications that has had on the composition of 
U.S. Congress or the Supreme Court. The crit-
ical consciousness piece is “examining how 
historically, power has been distributed and 
guarded among particular folks who make the 
laws,” Beam-Conroy said. “Fifth graders can 
understand that.” 

Culturally responsive teaching can also 
involve a deeper reimagining of classroom 
codes of conduct. For instance, in some stu-
dents’ culture, talking while someone else 
talks shows how invested and engaged they 
are in the conversation, said Hollie with the 
Center for Culturally Responsive Teaching 
and Learning. Culturally responsive teachers 
find ways to incorporate that verbal overlap 
into their lesson rather than seeing it as rude 
or worthy of discipline. 

What isn’t culturally responsive 
teaching?

Researchers note that some educators 
say they’re practicing culturally responsive 
teaching, but it’s an overly simplified version. 
For example, for some teachers, a multicul-

tural school potluck meal or adding diverse 
books to their classroom library sufficiently 
counts as affirming students’ culture in edu-
cation. But culturally responsive teaching is 
deeper, more critical work.

“There’s a tendency to truncate cultur-
ally responsive teaching to be about a whole 
myriad of things—it’s about relationships, it’s 
about anti-racist education, it’s about diverse 
books,” said Zaretta Hammond, the author of 
Culturally Responsive Teaching and the Brain. 
“It’s like that old parable of the king who asks 
nine blind men to describe an elephant. Each 
one grabs a different part of the elephant. ‘Oh, 
it’s flat and wide’—he’s got the ear. ‘No, it’s like 
a rope’—he’s got the tail. No one has the whole 
picture.”

Too often, she said, white progressive edu-
cators view culturally responsive teaching as 
an add-on to their regular instruction instead 
of a fundamental shift in their pedagogy. For 
example, a teacher might think students of 
color just need to see themselves in order to 
feel motivated and do the work, so she’ll in-
corporate diverse books into her classroom or 
syllabus—but not change anything to the con-
tent or her way of instruction.

Another common misconception is that 
culturally responsive teaching is a way of 
addressing student trauma, which is a defi-
cit-based ideology that assumes the universal 
experience of people of color is one of trauma, 
Hammond said.

How widespread is culturally 
responsive teaching?  

A 2019 analysis by the think tank New 
America found that all states include some 
combination of culturally responsive teaching 
competencies into their professional teaching 
standards, but some are more widely incorpo-
rated than others. For example, every state’s 
standards says teachers must work with fam-
ilies and develop relationships to learn more 
about students’ cultural background, and 28 
states say that teachers should bring real-world 
issues into the classroom, but only three 
states—Alabama, Minnesota, and Washing-
ton—advise that teachers learn how institution-
al racism and other biases can hinder students.  

Most teacher-preparation programs have 
also incorporated culturally responsive teach-
ing into their courses. And some school dis-
tricts, including New York City and Baltimore 
City, have adopted a culturally responsive 
and/or sustaining approach to education.

Still, experts say it’s difficult to pinpoint ex-

There’s a tendency  
to truncate culturally 
responsive teaching to 
be about a whole myriad 
of things—it’s about 
relationships, it’s about  
anti-racist education,  
it’s about diverse books.”
ZARETTA HAMMOND
Author of Culturally Responsive Teaching 
and the Brain
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actly how many teachers have adopted these 
asset-based pedagogies because some may 
use only certain tenets. For instance, helping 
students develop a critical consciousness is of-
ten ignored. 

What does all of this have to do 
with critical race theory?  

Critical race theory, broadly speaking, is an 
academic concept with the core idea that race 
is a social construct, and racism is not only the 
product of individual bias or prejudice but is also 
embedded in policies and systems, such as a 
legal system—or as some scholars such as Lad-
son-Billings propose, an educational system. 

Aspiring K-12 teachers in graduate level 
courses may study aspects of critical race the-
ory to better understand how school systems 
are designed in ways that don’t serve the needs 
of students of color. But critical race theory is 
not taught as a guide for classroom instruction, 
nor is it typically used as a culturally relevant or 
culturally responsive lesson plan for kids and 

teens, said Aronson with Miami University. 
Asset-based pedagogies, like culturally 

relevant or culturally responsive teaching, are 
not the same thing as critical race theory. They 
have different theoretical bases and different 
goals. However, there might be some common-
alities—for example, the questions students are 
encouraged to ask about social systems, includ-
ing education, may ring close to the conscious-
ness critical race theory is meant to evoke.  

Because these pedagogies directly address 
aspects of students’ cultural identities and 
how those identifiers are present in classroom 
conversations, legislation against critical race 
theory—or protests at school board meet-
ings—often end up lumping these concepts 
together and targeting them in bans and in-
vestigations.

For instance, in his first executive order 
earlier this year, Virginia Gov. Glenn Youn-
gkin, a Republican, ordered the superinten-
dent of public instruction to “review the de-
partment of education’s cultural competency 
training to determine if it or any portion pro-

motes inherently divisive concepts.” Divisive 
concepts as defined by the executive order 
includes “critical race theory and its progeny.” 

And in Florida last year, publishers of math-
ematics instructional materials were told that 
“in an effort to make sure Florida students have 
the highest quality instructional materials, we 
are advising publishers and school districts to 
not incorporate unsolicited strategies, such as 
social emotional learning and culturally re-
sponsive teaching.” That memorandum led to 
the recent rejection of more than 50 math text-
books from next school year’s curriculum.

In an interview with Education Week, 
Ladson-Billings stressed that culturally rele-
vant teaching, as she defined it, has nothing 
to do with critical race theory. But opponents 
to critical race theory have glossed over those 
nuances, she said, adding that deliberative 
public debate is hard when people don’t know 
what they’re talking about.

“The attack on anything that allows more 
participation and moves us toward equity is 
going full force,” she said.

Published November 17, 2021

‘More Than a Demographic’: The Important Work 
Of Cultivating Native Teachers 
By Kaylee Domzalski

G rowing up, Tyler Sumpter 
never considered becoming a 
teacher. She lived on the Pyra-
mid Lake Paiute Reservation 
but attended public schools 

just outside of her community in Sparks, Nev., 
where just 2 percent of the student population 
is Native and Alaska Native. Her teachers did 
not look like her.

“I always thought I was going to have a Na-
tive teacher at my school,” Sumpter said. “I 
just never did.”

As an enrolled member of the Cheyenne 
and Arapaho Tribes of Oklahoma and part 
of the Pyramid Lake North Paiute Tribe, 
Sumpter remembers being frustrated that 
her school had lessons around Columbus Day 
while she had to miss out on the celebrations 
for Indigenous People’s Day that took place at 
the schools on her reservation.

It wasn’t until she attended Haskell Indian 
Nations University in Lawrence, Kan., as an 

undergrad that she had her first Native teach-
er. Sumpter’s experience is similar to that of 
many Indigenous youth and other students of 
color who spend their formative years with-

The University of Oregon is training 
Native pre-service teachers to create  
a better classroom experience for 
Native students.
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out seeing educators who share their race or 
ethnicity.

Native and Alaska Native students have 
the lowest graduation rate of any racial or eth-
nic group, according to the National Center 
for Education Statistics, with just 74 percent 
finishing high school. Studies have shown 
there’s a positive impact on graduation rates 
for students of color whose teachers look like 
them and can affirm their identity and foster a 
meaningful relationship with them.

Finally making that connection with teach-
ers in the college setting helped Sumpter real-
ize that she wanted to be a teacher—the kind 
she wished she’d had as a K-12 student. With 
that goal in mind, she applied and was accept-
ed to the University of Oregon’s Sapsik’wałá 
Teacher Education master’s program.

‘Our state wants more Native 
teachers in the classroom’

Sumpter is part of a cohort of eight Native 
students who graduated from the Sapsik’wałá 
program this June.

For nearly two decades, the Sapsik’wałá 
teacher education program has worked with 
Oregon’s nine federally recognized tribes to 
create a career pathway to address the tre-
mendous gap in Native teacher representation 
in the classroom.

According to a NCES 2020 report, there 
are nearly 3.5 million K-12 teachers in the 
United States, but only 0.5 percent of them 
are Native and Alaska Native. The majority 
of Native and Alaska Native students attend 
public schools, where they make up roughly 1 
percent of the student population.

“Schools have been sites that harm Native 
communities and that have sought to assim-
ilate Native communities. But schools aren’t 
the same as education,” said Leilani Sab-
zalian, an assistant professor of Indigenous 
studies in education and the co-director of 
the Sapsik’wałá program. “So our program is 
really about reclaiming that idea of education, 
helping Indigenous students see themselves 
as teachers, and then helping those Indige-
nous teachers shape and impact the lives of 
Indigenous youth.”

These goals are also, in part, mandated by 
the state of Oregon. In 2017, the Oregon leg-
islature passed Senate Bill 13, also known as 
the Tribal History/Shared History law. The 
law requires the state education department 
to create a K-12 curriculum around Native 
history and culture and direct funding to 
the nine federally recognized tribes to create 
place-based curriculum that immerses all 

Oregon students in the histories and cultures 
of the tribes closest to them. It also provides 
funding for teacher professional development 
about Oregon’s Native communities. Many of 
the Sapsik’wałá program’s alumni who have 
gone to work in Oregon school districts now 
help lead this professional development.

“Our state wants more Native teachers to 
be in the classroom,” said Sabzalian, who is an 
Alutiiq Alaska Native. “The students coming 
out of our program recognize that teaching 
students about their treaties, for example, and 
about treaty rights, is an important aspect of 
civic education.”

Leilani Sabzalian is co-director  
of the Sapsik’wałá Teacher Education 
Program at the University of Oregon.
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Students lean into their identities 
while training

Identity is a pillar of the Sapsik’wałá pro-
gram. In the weekly seminars, students share 
stories from their families and tribes—talking 
about cultural touchpoints such as beadwork 
and harvesting maple syrup—to foster com-
munity within the cohort. The program also 
encourages its aspiring teachers to draw on 
their personal and tribal backgrounds in their 
lesson planning. Sapsik’wałá students also 
hear from Oregon tribal community elders to 
foster intergenerational connection.

Stephanie Wright is an enrolled member 
of the Klamath Tribes from southern Oregon, 
which is one of the nine sovereign tribes the 
program collaborates with to shape its direc-
tion. But when she first entered the program, 
Wright felt like she wasn’t connected to her 
Klamath heritage and she worried the oth-
er students would not see her as Native. She 
thought that her appearance and growing 
up in Springfield, Ore., away from her tribe, 
would make her seem like an imposter.

Hearing from her cohort on things like their 
favorite traditional foods and the intricacies of 
weaving and cradle-making made her realize 
she knew more about her heritage than she 
thought. And it reinforced for her that she could 
acknowledge her students’ different cultural 
backgrounds by relating them to her own.

Sabzalian says this is why it’s important to 
create pathways for more Native teachers.

“When someone like a teacher affirms 
who you are, it has its own special power,” Sa-
bzalian said. “When our Indigenous teacher 
candidates feel comfortable and confident in 
who they are as Indigenous people, I think 
they’re [more likely] to help students feel 
comfortable and confident in who they are.”

Sapsik’wałá students pay nothing to be in 
the program, but they agree to work for two 
years in schools with a high percentage of Na-
tive students after graduating. The Sapsik’wałá 
program is funded in part by the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education’s Indian Education Profes-
sional Development Grant program.

“I think programs like Sapsik’wałá, that’s 
what they’re for, to help people like me, who 
can’t afford to go to school to be a teacher,” 
said Wright. “I didn’t have to have a job [while 
I was training], which was amazing. I could 
spend all day just working on homework, and 
that would be my focus and I didn’t have to 
feel guilty.”

But after graduation, Sapsik’wałá students 
can still face challenges that are unique to 
their identities as Indigenous educators, such 

as being the only Native teacher in the school 
or district and struggling to find a community 
of support. Some move hundreds of miles, far 
from friends and families, to find schools that 
have high percentages of Native and Alaska Na-
tive students. Some work in rural, underfunded 
schools with high teacher turnover rates.

State policies can also make this work 
tough. “We try to do the strategic work of 
helping our educators think critically and 
carefully about how they can infuse Indige-
nous education into their own practice, while 
also understanding Oregon state standards, 
understanding Common Core,” Sabzalian 
said. “But that’s a complex task, and it’s a very 
complex task for first-year teachers.”

On top of this, Sumpter and Wright’s co-
hort entered the profession in the middle of 
the pandemic, as teachers across the country 
dealt with heightened professional burnout.

Federal data show that 8 percent of teach-
ers leave the profession every year, and 
younger, often early-career, teachers are 
the most likely to leave. An Education Week 
survey showed that the challenges from the 
pandemic have also spurred more teachers to 
consider leaving.

“The Indigenous teachers coming out of 
our program are more than a demographic,” 
Sabzalian said. “They offer meaningful repre-
sentation to schools. … How are you going to 

support them? What are you going to do as a 
leader or policymaker to ensure that they stay 
in the classroom?”

’I feel like I’m drowning’

Wright began teaching 9th grade English 
this summer at White Swan High School 
in Washington state. Three weeks into the 
school year, she felt overwhelmed. She didn’t 
have her school-issued laptop yet, her printer 
wasn’t working, and she was having trouble 
navigating the attendance system. She also 
felt like she let her students down after fin-
ishing one of her lessons earlier than she had 
planned.

“I feel like I’m drowning, and everyone 
keeps saying that’s normal. And I’m like, but 
why is that normal?” she said.

Stephanie Wright graduated from the 
Sapsik’wałá master’s program at the University 
of Oregon in the spring of 2021, and began her 
teaching career at White Swan High School in 
Yakima, Wash., this fall.

Teachers at White Swan, her family, and 
other alums from the Sapsik’wałá cohort have 
helped her regain confidence in her teaching 
skills. Wright has also relied on her mentor, 
the cooperating teacher she worked with as 
a student teacher, to double check her lesson 
plans and give her advice. The Sapsik’wałá pro-
gram pays stipends for these mentors, chosen 
by the students, to help support them for the 
first few years after graduation.

Despite the first few weeks of stress, 
Wright has been excited to share stories from 
her family and her tribe with her students out-
side of the reading projects she has set up in 
her lesson plans. She hopes that small cultur-
al details will help her connect with the other 
Native students in the classroom, even if they 
don’t share the same tribal background. The 
first week, students asked her about the bead-
ed lanyard she wore. When she told them that 
she made it, they were impressed.

“I’m proud of myself,” Wright said. “It’s so 
stressful and tiring, but it’s only [been] three 
weeks. I need to get used to things and learn 
things and, then, I think I’ll be happy.”

‘That’s part of our history’

Over 300 miles away on the edge of the 
Olympic Peninsula, Sumpter is still trying to fig-
ure out what it means to be the kind of figure for 
Native-teacher representation that she wanted 
in school. She moved to the Quileute Reserva-
tion in La Push, Wash., to teach 7th through 10th 
grade history at the Quileute Tribal School, a 

Stephanie Wright graduated from the 
Sapsik’wałá master’s program at the 
University of Oregon in the spring of 2021, 
and began her teaching career at White 
Swan High School in Yakima, Wash., this fall.
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K-12 Bureau of Indian Education school.
In the first month Sumpter helped her stu-

dents organize a walk for the National Day 
of Remembrance for U.S. Indian Boarding 
Schools, also known as Orange Shirt Day, 
which was created to recognize the experi-
ences of residential school survivor Phyllis 
Webstad and others impacted by boarding 
schools in the United States and Canada.

In the classroom, her students were learn-
ing about the legacy of boarding schools, 

which were first established by the United 
States as an attempt to erase tribal identi-
ty, language, and culture though the Civ-
ilization Fund Act of 1819. To foster heal-
ing, Quileute students, families, and other 
community members showed up to read the 
names of boarding school survivors. Sumpter 
and another teacher also performed a smudg-
ing ceremony, which is the burning of sacred 
herbs to cleanse a person or space.

It’s the kind of cultural event that she’d 

longed for her high school to do when she was 
a student and one of the many she’s excited 
to experience at Quileute Tribal School. Cel-
ebrating Quileute traditions and sharing her 
own to create a classroom environment that 
encourages Indigenous identity was what 
drove her throughout her time in Sapsik’wałá.

“Just doing those kinds of things is what I 
have been excited about [as a Native] teach-
er,” Sumpter said. “That’s part of our history. 
That’s who we are.” 

Published February 8, 2022

Teachers of Color Are Linked  
To Social-Emotional, Academic  
Gains for All Students 
By Madeline Will

T eachers of color tend to bring 
specific practices and mindsets 
into the classroom that benefit 
all students, a new study finds—
the latest addition to the body 

of research that emphasizes the importance of 
recruiting and retaining these teachers, who 
make up just 21 percent of the workforce. 

The new study reaffirms that teachers of col-
or are linked to positive academic, social-emo-
tional, and behavioral student outcomes and 

finds that these effects are driven, at least in 
part, by mindsets and practices aligned to what’s 
known as culturally responsive teaching.

“We think of culturally responsive teach-
ing as being multidimensional, having multi-
ple components to it,” said David Blazar, the 
study’s author and an assistant professor of 
education policy and economics at the Uni-
versity of Maryland.

For example, he said, culturally respon-
sive teachers believe that all students can 
learn, so they are more likely to hold students 
to high expectations. They are more likely to 

build relationships with students’ families, 
so they understand students’ culture and can 
bring that into the classroom. They also work 
to differentiate their instruction by providing 
varied supports for all students to succeed.

“To me, that goes back to good teaching,” 
he said. “Some of the things I’m describing are 
very much components of good instruction. ... 
They on average seem to benefit a range of stu-
dent outcomes.”

Blazar analyzed a dataset of 4th and 5th 
grade teachers that included their students’ 
academic, social-emotional, and behavioral 
outcomes, as well as observation data and sur-
veys to gauge the teachers’ mindsets and prac-
tices. The dataset came from four school dis-
tricts on the East Coast of the United States.

He found that when upper elementary stu-
dents are randomly assigned to a teacher of 
color, they are better at completing tasks and 
are more engaged, score higher on end-of-year 
math and English/language arts test scores, 
and attend school more frequently. This effect 
holds true for both students of color and white 
students, and the effects on test-scores and 
chronic absenteeism persist up to six years lat-
er, when the students are in high school.

The impact teachers of color have on stu-
dent outcomes is partially explained by the fact 
that teachers of color are more likely to practice 
culturally responsive teaching, Blazar found. 

The analysis found that teachers of color are 
more likely than their white colleagues to view 
student intelligence as malleable instead of 
fixed, build relationships with students and their 
families, spend more time differentiating their 
instruction to fit individual students’ needs, and 
lead well-organized classrooms. All are compo-
nents of culturally responsive teaching.

Blazar was not able to rule out other rea-
sons why teachers of color might have positive 
effects on student outcomes. Past research has 
found that teachers of color serve as role mod-
els for students of color, which could also play 
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a role in students’ academic or social-emo-
tional success.

Still, he noted, if teachers of color are 
engaging in culturally responsive practic-
es, that benefits both students of color and 
white students. 

More than just diverse books

Culturally relevant, or responsive, 
teaching is a term that was first introduced 
by Gloria Ladson-Billings, a scholar and 
teacher-educator, in 1995. 

“I think there’s a misconception that 
culturally responsive teaching is just about 
bringing in diverse books or having mul-
tiple perspectives [in the curriculum], but 
it’s more of a pedagogical approach to the 
way that you teach in the classroom,” said 
Nadine Sanchez, the principal of Living-
ston Elementary School in New Bruns-
wick, N.J. 

For instance, she said, a culturally re-
sponsive teacher makes sure that students 
feel connected to the content and are pro-
vided with the tools to be able to master it: 
“It’s really about the way you are with stu-
dents, the way you approach content, and 
the way that you give students access.”

And high expectations for all students 
is a key component, Sanchez said. Past re-
search has found that white teachers have 
lower expectations for Black students than 
they do for white students, and those can 
turn into “self-fulfilling prophecies” when 
students internalize them or when teach-
ers change their approach to students as a 
result of their mindsets. 

For instance, a 2012 study from Rutgers 
University-Newark found that when white 
teachers were presented with a poorly writ-
ten essay, they provided more praise and 
less criticism if they thought the essay was 
written by a student of color than if they 
thought the essay was by a white student.

Teachers’ racial biases can also result 
in decreased access to advanced course-
work and higher rates of suspension, past 
research has found. 

When teachers utilize the practices of 
culturally responsive pedagogy, students 
feel empowered and are more likely to 
thrive, Sanchez said. 

“I see dramatic shifts in the way our stu-
dents engage in the classroom,” she said. 
“I’ve noticed a tremendous difference [in 
particular] in my English-language learn-
ers and my students of color because they 
feel much more connected to their class-

rooms and their peers, and they’re more 
willing to take risks.” 

White teachers can follow these 
practices, too

Of course, this work is not unique to teach-
ers of color. White teachers can and do incor-
porate culturally responsive pedagogy into 
their classrooms. But they are less likely to do 
so than teachers of color, Blazar’s study found.

After all, for many teachers of col-
or, this work is instinctive, Sanchez said. 
Many teachers of color remember feeling 
marginalized in classrooms when they 
were growing up, and they want to help 
their students have a better experience. 

“I’m Latina, and I came in [to the class-
room] already with that mindset—I’m com-
ing in to empower my people,” she said. 

Blazar said his study shows the need 
for professional development that focuses 
specifically on culturally responsive teach-
ing. That could help train the mostly white 
teacher workforce to engage in these prac-
tices that benefit students, he said. 

A supportive school leader also helps. 
For example, Sanchez encourages teach-
ers in her school building to share positive 
stories about student success in an effort to 
make some of these practices visible. She 
also works to create a school climate where 
families are valued partners to educators. 

Ultimately, the study reinforces the need 
for districts to recruit and retain teachers of 
color, Blazar said. He added that these find-
ings also add some nuance to the heated 
national debate over “critical race theory,” 
as state legislators introduce bills seeking 
to limit discussion of race in the classroom 
and community members push to ban books 
about race and social identity.

“White students are benefitting from 
what is happening here, from having teach-
ers of color, from culturally responsive 
teaching,” Blazar said. “This doesn’t need 
to be a them or us discussion.”  

 Published March 2, 2022

Want to Reduce 
Suspensions for 
Students of Color? 
Look to Teachers 
Of Color
By Madeline Will

B lack and Hispanic students are 
suspended at disproportion-
ately high rates compared to 
their peers, a phenomenon that 
starts as early as preschool. But 

assigning them to a teacher of the same race 
can lessen the likelihood of suspension, a re-
cent study finds.

The findings add to a growing body of ev-
idence that teachers of color have positive 
effects on both the academic and social-emo-
tional success of students, and particularly 
students of color.

The research in the working paper from 
scholars at George Washington University 
and the University of California, Berkeley, 
was published this fall. It suggests that teach-
ers of color may have classroom management 
techniques or pedagogical practices that help 
them build more-productive relationships 
with students of color without resorting to 
suspensions. White teachers may also have 
unconscious biases that lead them to judge 
the behavior of students of color more harshly 
than they do white students. 

The study reiterates the importance of di-
versifying the teacher workforce and learning 
from the teachers of color who are already in 
the profession, especially with student behav-
ior infractions on the rise this school year.

After all, the conversation around teacher di-
versity “isn’t just about changing the faces of the 
people who are in front of our children. It’s also 
about bringing in diverse experiences ... [and] 
different renditions of how to do teaching,” said 
José Vilson, the founder of the grassroots group 
EduColor and a former New York City math 
teacher who was not involved in the study.

Prior research has found that Black students 
are less likely to be suspended, expelled, or 
placed in detention by Black teachers. But this 
new study is among the first to examine whether 
these effects can be generalized to large, urban 
school districts or to Latinx or Asian American 
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students and teachers. One in 5 male Latino stu-
dents is suspended before he enters high school.

To conduct the study, Matthew Shirrell, 
an assistant professor at George Washington 
University, Travis Bristol, an associate pro-
fessor at the University of California, Berke-
ley, and Tolani Britton, an assistant professor 
also at Berkeley, analyzed 10 years of data on 
teachers and students in New York City, the 
nation’s largest school district. 

The researchers found that when Black 
and Latinx students in grades 4-8 are assigned 
greater proportions of teachers of the same 
race, they are significantly less likely to be sus-
pended from school. Asian American students 
are also less likely to be suspended when they 
have a same-race teacher, but to a less statisti-
cally significant degree.

In other words, the researchers projected 
that raising the representation of teachers of 
color who teach same-race students in New 
York City would result in about 230 fewer sus-
pensions for Asian American students, 1,500 
fewer suspensions for Latinx students, and 
1,800 fewer suspensions for Black students 
over a 10-year period. 

The median length of suspension is five days 
for Black and Latinx students and three days for 
Asian American students, so this reduction in 
suspensions would translate to about 680 more 
days in school for Asian American students, 
7,800 more days for Latinx students, and 9,000 
more days for Black students over 10 years.

Nationally, teachers of color make up just 
21 percent of the workforce, although more 
than half of students are students of color. 
Some students will never have a teacher of 
their same race.

Suspensions take a toll on students’ 
long-term outcomes

The data covered the 2007-08 through 
2016-17 school years. During this time, New 
York City implemented several reforms of dis-
cipline policies to encourage restorative prac-
tices and decrease the number of suspensions, 
especially for elementary students. Suspen-
sion rates did drop in New York City over the 
period of the study, both overall and for sub-
groups of students. Researchers accounted for 
that trend in their analysis. 

Even so, in 2016, Black and Latinx students 
in New York City were 3.6 and 1.7 times more 
likely to be suspended, respectively, compared 
to their white peers. Black students also tend 
to receive longer suspensions than other stu-
dents who commit the same infractions. And 
past research shows the long-term toll that 

suspensions can take on a student, including 
links to lower academic achievement and a 
lower likelihood of civic engagement. 

In this study, the researchers wanted to 
focus on large, urban districts because they 
hold the greatest concentrations of students of 
color—yet there are still acute disparities be-
tween students’ race and that of their teachers. 

For example, in the 2007-08 school year, 
85 percent of white students’ teachers were 
also white, 42 percent of Black students’ teach-
ers were Black, 19 percent of Latinx students’ 
teachers were Latinx, and 9 percent of Asian 
American students’ teachers were also Asian 
American. That proportion remained relative-
ly consistent over the 10 years of the study. 

Teachers of color may have more 
effective classroom practices

While the study couldn’t explain why 
teachers of color were less likely to suspend 
students of color, there are a few potential 
reasons. First, teachers’ conscious and uncon-
scious biases play into how they perceive the 
severity of student misbehavior. White teach-
ers may have absorbed negative stereotypes 
about students of color and be quicker to refer 
them for exclusionary discipline. 

“Is it that teachers who have [students] who 
can look like their little cousin or their children 
are more empathetic when an incident occurs?” 
said Britton, one of the study’s authors. 

Also, another recent study found teachers 
of color are more likely to practice culturally 
responsive teaching, which can include having 
high expectations for all students, differenti-
ating instruction, and building relationships 
with students and their families. 

Vilson said that in his experience, Black 
and Latinx teachers are more likely to consis-

tently reach out to students’ parents. “They’re 
more likely to be connected to the community 
in some way, shape, or form,” he said. 

It’s possible that because teachers of color 
are more likely to understand students’ cul-
tural circumstances and social-emotional 
needs than white teachers, they’re better able 
to support students of color, the study noted. 
They also might have classroom management 
strategies that are particularly effective with 
students of color, Britton said.

“There are practices that these teachers 
are employing that allow for students to stay in 
the classroom, which is the goal of every sin-
gle teacher,” she said. “How can we make that 
happen more often?”

The goal, Britton said, is not to match ev-
ery student of color with a teacher of the same 
race. Instead, she said, school leaders should 
try to learn from the practices of teachers of 
color. Recruiting more teachers of color into 
the profession is important, too, but it can’t be 
the only takeaway, Britton said.

“We can’t wait 10 years for the pipeline to 
change because children are in school today,” 
she said.

And educators this year are reporting that 
students are misbehaving more these days 
than they did before the pandemic—a pos-
sible consequence of the transition back to 
in-person schooling after so much time spent 
at home or of the trauma many students expe-
rienced because of COVID-19.

“Children are in crisis for so many rea-
sons,” Britton said. “When children are in cri-
sis, they’re going to act out. We’re going to see 
behaviors that we may not have seen before or 
are more serious than we’ve seen before.”

Fostering supportive classroom environ-
ments without the threat of inequitable disci-
pline “is more pressing than ever,” she said.  
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Published March 8, 2022

How to Tackle Big Tech Problems 
In Schools: 3 Case Studies
By Kevin Bushweller 

A n overwhelming mix of IT 
challenges is hitting school 
districts hard. Three big ones: 
building tech equity into K-12 
schools and sustaining it; 

training educators at all levels how to prevent 
and respond to rising numbers of cyberat-
tacks; and dealing with IT staff shortages at a 
time when schools are using digital tools more 
widely than ever across all grade levels.

Education Week spoke to teachers, prin-
cipals, and chief technology officers from 
around the country about how they are tack-
ling these challenges and what their plans are 
for next school year. Here is a look at the strat-
egies and tactics three school districts are us-
ing to improve digital equity, upgrade cyberse-
curity, and address staffing challenges.

Building digital equity into  
the system school by school:  
Wake County Schools, N.C.

One of the most effective and cost-saving 
strategies to improve digital equity challenges 
in the Wake County schools in North Carolina 
was getting school social workers involved.

“When COVID first hit, I would love to say 
we were ahead of the game, but we were not,”  

said Marlo Gaddis, the chief technology offi-
cer for the district. “We were not a 1-to-1 [com-
puting] district. So we had some immediate 
work to do.”

The 160,000-student district purchased 
50,000 Chromebooks in the spring of 
2020. It also put in an order for 5,000 Wi-Fi 
hotspots, followed by an additional order to 
reach 16,000. Then it started rolling out the 
Chromebooks to all students (it is now a 1-to-
1 district) and handed out hotspots to families 
who said they needed them. Those efforts 

were paid for through a 7-year strategic fund-
ing plan from the county. 

“What we found out very quickly is the 
definition of need is very different for different 
people,” she said. In some cases, there was no 
technology at all available in the home; in oth-
ers, there were five or six kids sharing one dig-
ital device and limited Wi-Fi bandwidth; and 
in others, there was not nearly as much need.

Essentially, the problem was there was no 
gatekeeper to evaluate a family’s economic 
need for Wi-Fi hotspots.

The gatekeepers are now the social work-
ers in each school. They determine if a family 
meets the threshold for receiving tech help. 
“The goal is to make sure our most-needy 
families get what they need,” said Gaddis.

Gaddis said an even bigger digital equity 
challenge for this school year and beyond will 
be around quality use of technology at home.

Daniel Simons, the principal of Buckhorn 
Creek Elementary School in the Wake Coun-
ty schools, agrees. “As we distance ourselves 
more from the pandemic, you’ll see that gap 
between families with sophisticated tech use 
versus those with less [sophisticated use].”

Kristen Schaible, a 2nd grade teacher at 
Buckhorn who taught an all-remote class of 20 
students during the 2020-21 school year, said 
one way to address those quality use challeng-
es at home is to not assign formal homework to 
students. That is a schoolwide policy at Buck-
horn that was in place before the pandemic. 

Getting everyone involved 
in preventing cyberattacks:  
Lakota Local Schools, Ohio

More than 50 new laws in 30 states were 
passed in 2021 that address cybersecurity 
issues for K-12 schools either directly or indi-
rectly, according to a January report by the 
Consortium for School Networking (CoSN). 
The new laws made changes to rules and reg-
ulations around required incident reporting, 
state agency funding, and the protection of 
sensitive cybersecurity data.

But for district chief technology officers like 
Todd Wesley of the Lakota schools in Ohio, the 
real protections start at the school level with 
greater awareness of the threat of cyberattacks 
and training on how to prevent them.

In the 17,000-student district, all employ-
ees are required to complete an annual dis-
trict cybersecurity professional development 
program in the fall or when they join as a new 
employee.

“Cybersecurity is everyone’s responsibili-
ty,” said Wesley in an email interview. “It’s no 
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of need is very different  
for different people.”
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Chief Technology Officer,  
Wake County Schools, N.C.
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longer something that happens in the shadows 
of the ‘technology department.’ It’s not a one-
off or a check box. It must be part of today’s 
norm for all staff.”

All employees are educated about email 
best practices for preventing cyberattacks, 
school data access/sharing requirements, and 
relevant understanding of federal laws and reg-
ulations such as the Federal Educational Rights 
and Privacy Act (FERPA). “Most of all,” Wesley 
emphasized, “each employee should know that 
if anything looks odd, wrong, or suspicious, no 
matter how small, to contact their administra-
tor, technology department, or both.”

Krista Heidenreich, the district’s director of 
digital/professional learning and the adminis-
trator of the Virtual Learning Option, an online 
learning program, has not noticed an increase in 
attempted cyberattacks (although national data 
shows the number of attacks is rising). Even so, 
she recognizes that just one successful attack 
could disrupt learning in significant ways, es-
pecially since most schools are now using more 
digital learning tools than ever before. “Cyber-
security is a constant concern and something we 
all play a role in,” she said in an email.

Kim Carlson, an innovation specialist at 
Woodland Elementary in the Lakota schools, 
echoes that sentiment. “We are certainly ap-
plying digital tools more to student learning,” 
she said in an email. “Our goal is to keep that 
growth going.”

That is why the school district integrates 
cybersecurity best practices into its digital 
learning sessions for teachers, covering issues 
such as student account security, app security, 
and the importance of sharing digital docu-
ments only with those who are required to be 
working in those documents.

Addressing the cascading effects 
of IT staffing shortages: Wayne 
Township school district, Ind.

Pete Just, the chief operations and tech-
nology officer for the 16,000-student Wayne 
Township school district in Indiana, said 
most of the turnover in IT staff has been due 
to retirements, entry-level employees leaving, 
and increased stress. He has seen about a 50 
percent turnover rate in entry-level positions, 
and he lost a new manager this year when the 
demands of the job “just became too over-
whelming,” he said in an email.

What makes the situation more difficult is 
the increasing competition for IT talent from 
companies based in the area doing business in 
logistics, technology services, pharmaceuti-
cals, and auto manufacturing. “Recruitment is 

harder today because there are so many options. 
We’ve found that continuing to push the K-12 
sense of purpose and meaning through word of 
mouth has been effective. For our current team 
members, we’ve formed a social committee 
whose members are fun and creative people who 
are making even virtual get togethers more fun.”

But the staffing challenges are taking a toll. 
“It stresses the whole staff out much more. 
What used to be fixed in a day now can take 
several, and the talent to provide quick solu-
tions may not be at the ready when principals 
need it. They have been very patient.”

What used to be fixed in a day now can take 
several, and the talent to provide quick solutions 
may not be at the ready when principals need it.

Pete Just, Chief Operations and Technolo-
gy Officer, Wayne Township schools, Ind. 

Sandra Squire, principal of Ben Davis High 
School in Wayne Township, said in an email 
that when her school is short on technology 
staff, “it impacts everything we do.”

The list of tech to-dos can sound exhaust-
ing: broken copying machines, AV systems not 
working, glitches in student and staff computers, 
troubles with the public announcement system, 
and phones not working. “Our tech team, even 
being down, still responds in a timely manner, 
but much of what is needed is instant, so teach-
ers have to troubleshoot,” said Squire.

That need for quick troubleshooting is 

due in part to the fact that every student in 
the 3,000-student school has a school-issued 
Chromebook that they can use in school and 
at home.

“The most important [IT] task is to ensure 
students have access,” said Squire. “So much 
of what we do is online. If a student’s device is 
not working, or the Internet is down, it impacts 
whether a student can access the curriculum 
or not.” 

What used to be fixed in a 
day now can take several, 
and the talent to provide 
quick solutions may not be 
at the ready when principals 
need it.”
PETE JUST
Chief Operations and Technology Officer, 
Wayne Township schools, Ind.
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OPINION

Published January 27, 2022

6 Strategies for Promoting Diversity  
And Inclusion at Your School 
By Fonati Abrokwa 

A s a leader in your school com-
munity, what can you do that 
will really make a difference? 
Maybe this is a question you 
consider every day. Or, with 

so much always going on, it could be some-
thing you haven’t consciously thought about 
in a while. Either way, here’s a suggestion that 
I believe will create positive change at your 
school, just like it’s doing at mine: Encourage 
and embrace a journey in diversity, equity, and 
inclusion programming.

The key here is “journey” and not just an 
isolated plan or initiative. People usually look 
forward to journeys, while they tend to be ap-
prehensive about new policies. Additionally, 
progress in DEI shouldn’t have a destination or 
a finish line, but it should continue as a means 
for real and lasting improvement. Make DEI 
work a perpetual journey intended to bring to-
gether students, parents, faculty, staff, admin-
istrators, and alumni. It’s not a competitive 
race that creates winners and losers.

At this moment in history, your reaction to 
the idea of DEI programming might be skepti-
cism or angst. There’s no denying that schools 
have become the settings for intense debates 
about a intense debates about a variety of con-
troversial issues. Why wade into choppy wa-
ters, especially right now?

Well, these debates underscore exactly 
why DEI efforts are so important. As leaders, 
we must cultivate environments that allow 
for challenging and sometimes uncomfort-
able conversations. We need a larger tent to 
celebrate our differences, not ever-increasing 
small ones that trap us in our fixed ideas.

Here are six strategies that I hope will en-
courage and support work in your school:

1.  Appoint a DEI point person  
but invite others to help

To keep your efforts on course, it’s good to hire 
or appoint someone to spearhead your school’s 
DEI framework and measure goals. At the start, 
not all people in your school will be rowing in 
the same direction on DEI work, so you need a 

captain of the boat to set the pace and path. Be-
yond a point person, though, it’s critical to get 
buy-in from all school groups. Naming DEI am-
bassadors is a great way to promote awareness, 
while simultaneously spotlighting individuals 
who are invested in the programming. These 
ambassadors can be part of a DEI committee 
that helps design a calendar of diversity-related 
activities throughout the year.

2. Hold student forums

Giving students a voice in DEI work is an incred-
ibly important part of the puzzle. Students de-
serve a say in their school’s climate. First, allow 
students opportunities to gather to discuss DEI 
topics and events. This could be done in tan-
dem with student-government leaders. Second, 
make certain that these forums are safe spaces, 
with a group norm of respect, where students 
can speak freely. These need to be no-judgment 
zones, and sometimes it is helpful for adults to 
cede the floor entirely to students. The focus 
should be on empathic listening and guided dis-
cussion. Another thought: Hold forums where 
students can ask questions of staff and admin-
istrators. These can be “ask us anything” ses-
sions, or they can be focused on a specific topic, 
like curriculum review or highlighting the con-
tributions of marginalized groups.

3.  Infuse training with opportunity 
for self-reflection

Host DEI self-reflection sessions to reach your 
learning objectives. In this structure, you 
present information—maybe the difference 
between equality and equity or cultural labels 
that are insensitive—and encourage partici-
pants to evaluate their own views. Similar to 

student forums, these periods should be non-
judgmental and not accusatory. They chal-
lenge people to grow within themselves.

4.  Don’t treat bias like a dirty word

Regardless of race, gender, age, or back-
ground, we all have biases. “He’s gay so he 
won’t be good at football,” someone might say. 
When we normalize discussions about biases 
and habits of our minds, we decrease defen-
siveness and, instead, generate awareness. 
Shaming, on the other hand, can cause people 
to cover up their true thoughts or behavior. 
Once people begin recognizing their biases, 
they can start eliminating harmful thinking. 
And the goal should be continuous improve-
ment—not immediate perfection.

5.  Figure out how to track progress

Schools need to determine what areas to mea-
sure and track for success. Questions about 
feelings of inclusion and belonging should be 
part of engagement surveys. Establish bench-
marks and then compare results over time. 
Progress might be slow at first, but after a 
while, there will be breakthroughs.

Once people begin recognizing their biases, 
they can start eliminating harmful thinking. 

6.  Adjust, lean on others, and  
don’t quit

Within every organization, there will be skep-
tics who openly oppose DEI efforts or resist 
programming. Despite them, keep going. Ask 
for, provide, and accept feedback. The best 
idea you get might be from your harshest crit-
ic. As the DEI point person in my school, I’ve 
also learned it’s helpful to build and frequently 
tap into a network of DEI leaders in education. 
Lean on them for advice—I’ve found my col-
leagues more than willing to share insights 
and be a sounding board.

Our children are watching. They want to 
learn. What are we teaching them about culti-
vating and appreciating diversity, striving for 
equity, and creating social spaces where ev-
eryone feels included? What can children 
teach us about these same subjects? Your DEI 
journey will surely have rough roads and de-
tours, but every step your school takes will be 
invaluable to our children and their futures. 
Take that first step now. 

Fonati Abrokwa is the special assistant to the 
president for diversity and inclusion at Milton 
Hershey School in Hershey, Pa.
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