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Section 1: Foundations of Ethics and Cultural 
Competency in Education 
In today’s diverse classrooms, ethical and cultural competency are no longer 

optional—they are essential. As educators, we are called to recognize and affirm 

the rich identities our students bring to school, while also upholding the highest 

standards of ethical practice. This course, Ethical and Cultural Competency in K–12 

Education, is designed to help educators reflect on their role in creating learning 

environments that are inclusive, equitable, and responsive to every student’s 

needs. Throughout this course, we will begin by establishing foundational 

knowledge in ethical standards and core concepts such as cultural competence, 

cultural humility, and responsiveness. We will then explore how bias—both 

implicit and explicit—shapes educational experiences and outcomes, often in 

ways that disadvantage marginalized students. Finally, we will move from 

understanding to action, with evidence-based strategies for implementing 

culturally responsive and trauma-informed teaching practices. By the end of the 

course, you will be better equipped to critically examine your own practice, 

advocate for all learners, and foster classrooms grounded in respect, care, and 

justice. 

Section 1 lays the groundwork for understanding why ethics and cultural 

competency are essential in education today. As classrooms grow increasingly 

diverse, educators must not only recognize students’ cultural identities but also 

integrate ethical principles into their daily practice. This section explores the 

shifting demographics of K–12 schools, the challenges these changes present, and 

the critical role educators play as cultural brokers. It further unpacks key concepts

—cultural competence, cultural humility, and cultural responsiveness—and 

examines the ethical responsibilities outlined in professional codes of conduct. By 
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building this foundational knowledge, educators can begin to foster learning 

environments rooted in inclusivity, respect, and equity. 

1.1. Why Do Ethics and Cultural Competency Matter in Education? 

The Changing Demographics of K–12 Classrooms 

The changing demographics of America’s public schools reflect broader shifts 

occurring across the nation. The United States is becoming increasingly diverse, 

and this transformation is driven primarily by two factors: differing birthrates 

among racial and ethnic groups and patterns of immigration (Woodworth, 2024). 

Because children and youth are the first age groups to reflect these changes, 

schools are where these national demographic shifts are most visible. In 2014, a 

historical milestone occurred when, for the first time, White students no longer 

made up the majority of the national public school student body (Woodworth). 

This shift is the result of both a decrease in the number of White Americans and 

an increase in populations of other racial and ethnic groups, particularly Hispanic 

Americans. 

These trends are projected to continue over the coming years. For example, the 

percentage of White students in public schools is expected to drop significantly, 

from 61.2% in 2000 to just 42% by 2031 (Woodworth, 2024). Similarly, the 

proportion of Black students is projected to decline slightly, from 17.2% to 14.4% 

during that same period (Woodworth). Meanwhile, Hispanic student enrollment is 

growing rapidly, with projections indicating an increase from 16.4% of the public 

school population in 2000 to 30.3% by 2031. Additionally, the percentages of 

Asian and Multiracial students are expected to rise, reaching around 6% each by 

2031 (Woodworth). 
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Educational Challenges Stemming from Demographic Changes  

These demographic shifts raise important challenges. Many of the states 

experiencing the greatest growth, such as Arizona and Texas, rank near the 

bottom in per-pupil spending nationwide (Chen, 2025). For example, Arizona 

spends under $8,000 per student, placing it 46th, while Texas spends $8,800 per 

student, ranking 41st (Chen). Other Southern and Western states also fall in the 

lowest spending brackets, despite serving increasing numbers of students. This 

financial strain is compounded by high rates of student poverty. In Texas, 50% of 

students qualify for free or reduced lunch, while in Florida, that figure reaches 

56%. Overall, thirteen of the fifteen states with the highest percentages of low-

income students are in these rapidly diversifying Southern and Western regions 

(Chen). 

Existing educational inequities further complicate the picture. Many schools with 

high concentrations of Black, Hispanic, and Native American students lack 

advanced coursework such as Algebra II and chemistry. More than half of 

American Indian and Alaskan Native students attend schools without a full range 

of math and science classes. Additionally, minority students are more likely to be 

taught by first-year teachers or by teachers who do not meet all state licensure 

and certification requirements (Chen). Without significant increases in funding 

and targeted efforts to address these disparities, the influx of diverse students 

into public schools risks worsening existing inequities. As classrooms become 

more diverse, it is critical that educators develop the ethical and cultural 

competencies needed to respond to these demographic realities with fairness, 

inclusivity, and equity-focused practices. 

These demographic shifts also impact English learners. Although not all Hispanic 

students are English learners, many are, and schools—especially in rural areas—

face barriers in serving them. Approximately 500,000 English learners live in rural 
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districts, where limited funding makes it difficult to hire qualified bilingual 

teachers, provide professional development, and communicate effectively with 

families (Tamez-Robledo, 2023). As Villegas (senior policy analyst at New America) 

notes, without these resources, schools struggle to meet students’ academic and 

language development needs (Tamez-Robledo). 

State-Specific Trends 

Demographic shifts are playing out differently across states and districts, reflecting 

local economic, housing, and social dynamics (Tamez-Robledo, 2023). In Denver, 

six area districts are experiencing a decline in their White populations. While most 

districts have seen growth in their Hispanic populations, Denver Public Schools is 

an exception, with decreases in both White and Hispanic residents (Tamez-

Robledo). Overall, the region is still dealing with enrollment drops that began in 

fall 2020 after the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. These declines are driven by 

factors such as rising housing costs pushing families out of the metro area, 

competition from charter schools, and fewer children being born. In Charlotte, 

North Carolina, there has been a decrease in White residents, alongside slight 

increases in Hispanic, Black, and Asian populations. The state is investing millions 

of dollars to locate around 12,000 students who have not returned to school since 

the pandemic began, while charter and private schools in the area continue to 

grow in enrollment (Tamez-Robledo).  

In Austin, Texas, rapid growth fueled by tech and finance jobs has caused housing 

prices and salaries to soar, pricing many Hispanic and Black families out of the city. 

The Austin Independent School District has seen a slight increase in its White and 

Asian populations since 2009, while Hispanic and Black populations have slightly 

decreased. Neighboring districts show the opposite trend, with increasing 

Hispanic populations and declining White populations; for example, small-town 

districts like Bastrop and Lockhart have seen Latino populations grow by 19% and 
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14%, respectively (Tamez-Robledo). In Salt Lake City, Utah, districts are witnessing 

gradual demographic shifts, with small decreases in White residents and slight 

increases in Hispanic residents. However, overall enrollment is declining as the 

number of school-aged children grows more slowly, leading some districts to 

consider closing schools (Tamez-Robledo).  

In Seattle, demographic changes are more pronounced. Districts are seeing 

double-digit declines in their White populations alongside increases in Hispanic 

residents, and some are experiencing rapid growth in Asian populations. For 

instance, Bellevue saw its Asian population rise by 16 percentage points between 

2009 and 2021 (Tamez-Robledo). Due to enrollment drops following the 

pandemic, Seattle Public Schools is considering campus closures. Highline School 

District, just outside Seattle, has responded to its demographic changes—such as 

a 17% decline in White residents and steady growth in Hispanic, Black, and Asian 

populations—by expanding dual language immersion programs, hiring bilingual 

staff as family liaisons, and providing culturally responsive teaching professional 

development for educators. According to district leaders, these steps aim to 

ensure teachers recognize the strengths each student brings, rather than viewing 

backgrounds as deficits (Tamez-Robledo). 

How Teachers Act as Cultural Brokers to Foster Inclusion 

Creating equitable learning environments goes beyond delivering content—it 

requires educators to serve as culture brokers, bridging the diverse cultural 

backgrounds that students bring into the classroom (Southern Illinois University, 

2024). As culture brokers, teachers do not simply instruct; they actively foster 

dialogue, mutual understanding, and connection among students from various 

cultural, linguistic, and social experiences. In this role, educators create spaces 

where every student feels seen, heard, and valued. They recognize that each 

learner contributes unique experiences and perspectives, enriching the classroom 
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community. Being a culture broker involves integrating students’ cultural 

knowledge into daily learning, ensuring that cultural diversity is not only 

acknowledged but embedded within the curriculum and classroom practices. This 

responsibility is particularly significant in special education settings, where 

students’ needs are diverse and individualized. Here, culture brokers advocate for 

inclusive practices that respect and support students’ unique strengths and 

challenges. They work collaboratively with families, therapists, and support staff 

to understand each student’s cultural and educational needs, fostering 

environments where all students feel a true sense of belonging (Southern Illinois 

University). 

Key elements of effective culture brokering include cultural competence and 

effective communication. Teachers must continually educate themselves about 

the cultures represented in their classrooms, moving beyond surface-level 

understanding to appreciate the deeper values and worldviews that shape 

students’ identities (Southern Illinois University, 2024). They also adapt 

communication and instructional strategies to ensure learning is accessible and 

meaningful for all students. Additionally, culture brokers help create inclusive 

environments by celebrating cultural events, incorporating students’ heritage into 

lessons, and encouraging learners to share their cultural knowledge with their 

peers. They often act as informal mentors to new teachers, guiding them in 

building inclusive practices and navigating school culture with empathy and 

cultural awareness. Ultimately, teachers who embrace the role of culture broker 

become catalysts for change in their schools. By promoting understanding, 

inclusivity, and connection, they shape classrooms where diversity is not just 

respected but celebrated as a vital strength of the learning community (Southern 

Illinois University). 
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1.2. Understanding Cultural Competency 

Definitions and Key Components 

Cultural competence in education is a broad concept that involves educators and 

schools being able to understand, respect, and respond effectively to the diverse 

cultural identities and backgrounds of their students, families, and communities 

(Eden et al., 2024). It is more than just recognizing differences; it requires actively 

including and valuing those differences within teaching practices, curriculum 

design, and school policies. According to Eden et al., cultural competence has both 

a mindset and skillset dimension. As a mindset, it is an ongoing commitment to 

inclusivity, empathy, and openness toward cultural diversity. As a skillset, it 

includes specific abilities such as effectively communicating across cultures, 

integrating diverse perspectives into lessons, and adapting teaching practices to 

meet the needs of all learners (Eden et al.). 

Key components of cultural competence include (Eden et al., 2024): 

1. Awareness – Educators must recognize their own cultural identities, beliefs, 

and biases, as well as understand how these impact their teaching and 

interactions with students. 

2. Knowledge – This involves learning about the cultural practices, values, 

histories, and worldviews of different groups represented in their 

classrooms. 

3. Skills – Educators need to develop the ability to communicate effectively 

across cultural lines, build relationships with students and families from 

different backgrounds, and implement inclusive teaching strategies.F 

9



4. Action – Applying awareness, knowledge, and skills to create learning 

environments where all students feel valued, respected, and supported to 

succeed. 

Fostering cultural competence in education benefits students in many ways. It 

ensures equitable access to learning, enhances academic success by making 

teaching relevant to students’ lives, and supports their social-emotional growth. 

Additionally, it helps build mutual respect and understanding among students, 

preparing them for success in an increasingly diverse and interconnected world. 

Closely related to cultural competence is cultural humility, which emphasizes 

continuous self-reflection and lifelong learning, in order to “build honest and 

trustworthy relationships” (Nazar, 2024). While cultural competence focuses on 

building knowledge and skills about other cultures, cultural humility requires 

educators to recognize their own cultural perspectives, biases, and limitations. It 

involves approaching students and families with openness, curiosity, and a 

willingness to learn from their lived experiences. 

Cultural responsiveness, as defined by ASHA (2025), involves recognizing, 

understanding, and effectively integrating the many cultural factors and 

dimensions of diversity that individuals bring to their interactions. It goes beyond 

mere awareness by requiring professionals to value and respect diversity, actively 

expand their cultural knowledge, and strive to create environments—whether in 

community settings or workplaces—where this diversity is genuinely respected 

and embraced. It involves designing instruction and interactions in ways that 

affirm students’ identities and make learning more meaningful and relevant. 

The Interconnectedness of Cultural Competency, Cultural Humility, and Cultural 
Responsiveness 

Cultural competence, cultural humility, and cultural responsiveness are distinct 

concepts, but they are deeply interconnected and together form the foundation of 
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meaningful diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) work (InclusionGeeks, 2025; 

Nazar, 2024). Cultural competence is often considered the starting point in DEI 

(diversity, equity, and inclusion) discussions; it involves developing a toolkit of 

knowledge, skills, and attitudes that allow individuals to interact effectively and 

respectfully with people from different cultural backgrounds (InclusionGeeks). 

Being culturally competent means having an awareness of your own cultural 

worldview and understanding the practices and perspectives of others, and being 

able to apply that knowledge in real-life contexts. For example, in education, 

cultural competence might involve understanding how students’ cultural 

backgrounds influence their learning styles, communication preferences, and 

classroom behavior, so that teachers can adapt their instructional approaches to 

better support each student’s success. However, cultural competence is more than 

just recognition—it reflects the ability and willingness to move from 

understanding to action, demonstrating that cultural diversity is truly valued 

(InclusionGeeks). 

Cultural humility, on the other hand, focuses on one’s attitude and approach. It 

requires ongoing self-reflection and self-critique to understand how personal 

experiences and biases shape interactions with others (Nazar, 2024; 

InclusionGeeks, 2025). The “5 R’s of cultural humility”—Reflection, Respect, 

Regard, Relevance, and Resilience—guide individuals to continually examine their 

assumptions, challenge their biases, and remain open to learning (as cited in 

Nazar). Cultural humility acknowledges that no one can ever fully understand 

another culture; it is about approaching every situation with curiosity, openness, 

and a growth mindset. For example, teachers practicing cultural humility recognize 

that their students are the experts of their own experiences and seek to build 

partnerships based on mutual respect and trust (InclusionGeeks). 

Although cultural competence focuses on acquiring knowledge, and cultural 

humility emphasizes introspection and openness, they are both essential and 
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complementary. Cultural competence without humility risks becoming superficial, 

while humility without competence may lack the actionable knowledge to create 

meaningful change (Nazar, 2024). Together, these two approaches lead to cultural 

responsiveness—the ability to effectively apply cultural knowledge and self-

awareness in practice to create inclusive, respectful, and empowering 

environments. While cultural competence equips individuals with the necessary 

tools, cultural responsiveness is about using these tools effectively in real time; it 

involves adapting to the cultural norms, needs, and strengths of others through 

continual learning and adjustment (InclusionGeeks, 2025). For instance, a 

culturally responsive teacher goes beyond simply acknowledging the cultural 

differences among students by adapting teaching methods and materials to create 

an inclusive and supportive learning environment for all. Together, these concepts 

create a holistic approach (InclusionGeeks): 

• Cultural competence provides the knowledge and skills. 

• Cultural humility fosters the attitude and openness needed to keep learning 

and growing. 

• Cultural responsiveness ensures that both are applied effectively in practice 

to support equity and inclusion. 

Ultimately, being culturally competent, humble, and responsive is not about 

reaching an endpoint of expertise but about committing to an ongoing process of 

learning, reflection, and adaptation. This integrated approach prepares individuals 

to engage with diverse communities with respect, empathy, and effectiveness in 

every context (InclusionGeeks; Nazar). 

12



1.3. Ethical Responsibilities of Educators 

NASDTEC’s Professional Codes of Ethics 

The National Association of State Directors of Teacher Education and Certification 

(NASDTEC) is a professional membership organization that has supported state 

departments of education and professional standards boards since 1928 

(NASDTEC, 2023). NASDTEC focuses on the preparation, licensure, and discipline 

of K-12 educational personnel across the United States. Its initiatives, such as the 

Educator Identification Clearinghouse and the National Council for the 

Advancement of Educator Ethics, demonstrate its commitment to maintaining 

high standards for educators and protecting student well-being. Its members 

include all 50 states, the District of Columbia, the Department of Defense 

Education Activity, Guam, and Ontario, Canada, along with associate members 

dedicated to educator preparation and certification (NASDTEC).  

The Model Code of Ethics for Educators (MCEE) was developed to support both 

current and future educators as they navigate the many challenges and complex 

situations they encounter in their profession (NASDTEC, 2023). Created by 

educators for educators, the MCEE upholds public trust and protects the integrity 

of the teaching profession by outlining its core values and ethical commitments. 

Rather than prescribing specific solutions or enforceable policies, this code serves 

as a guide that encourages reflection and dialogue about ethical issues in 

education. It provides a shared language to discuss risks, responsibilities, and 

considerations, helping educators make thoughtful and defensible decisions 

rooted in professional norms. Below is a summary of its five core principles 

(NASDTEC): 
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Principle I: Responsibility to the Profession  

This principle emphasizes that educators must hold themselves and their 

colleagues to high ethical standards beyond what is required by policy or law. It 

involves: 

• Following the MCEE and other professional ethics guidelines. 

• Upholding laws and policies regardless of personal opinions. 

• Maintaining mental, emotional, and physical health to perform duties 

effectively. 

• Avoiding actions that diminish their effectiveness or appear improper. 

• Taking responsibility only for their own work and crediting others’ 

contributions. 

• Addressing ethical issues proactively, including resolving conflicts between 

ethics and organizational demands. 

• Reporting ethical concerns about colleagues appropriately and refraining 

from retaliatory or frivolous complaints. 

• Promoting the profession through respectful discourse, professional 

involvement, and advocacy for resources that benefit students. 

Principle II: Responsibility for Professional Competence 

This principle focuses on maintaining high professional standards. This involves: 

• Using ethical guidelines to inform decisions. 

• Following state and national standards in practice. 

• Advocating for equitable educational opportunities for all students. 
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• Performing duties within one’s certification and training. 

• Continuously reflecting on and improving professional skills. 

• Using data, research, and assessments responsibly and ethically. 

• Ensuring students’ best interests by expanding access, addressing 

achievement gaps, and avoiding harmful practices. 

Principle III: Responsibility to Students 

This principle prioritizes students’ health, safety, and dignity by: 

• Respecting students’ individual characteristics, identities and cultural 

backgrounds. 

• Communicating clearly and appropriately, maintaining professional 

boundaries. 

• Never engaging in romantic or sexual relationships with students and 

considering the implications of relationships with former students. 

• Understanding students’ needs and promoting an environment that is safe 

in all dimensions. 

• Respecting students’ privacy and confidentiality, while complying with legal 

requirements when disclosure is needed for safety. 

Principle IV: Responsibility to the School Community 

This principle highlights the importance of positive relationships within the school 

community by: 

• Communicating with parents and guardians respectfully and confidentially. 

• Maintaining civility with colleagues, resolving conflicts professionally, and 

supporting their growth. 
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• Collaborating with community agencies to advance students’ interests. 

• Conducting oneself with honesty and integrity when representing the 

school or district. 

• Avoiding conflicts of interest and multiple relationships that could affect 

professional judgment or student well-being. 

Principle V: Responsible and Ethical Use of Technology 

This principle guides educators in ethical technology use by: 

• Using social media and electronic communications transparently and 

professionally. 

• Staying informed about technology trends and ensuring information shared 

is accurate. 

• Respecting intellectual property rights and maintaining confidentiality in 

digital contexts. 

• Ensuring students’ safety online by reporting inappropriate content or 

cyberbullying. 

• Advocating for equitable access to technology and practicing cybersecurity 

to protect the learning environment (NASDTEC, 2023). 

Together, these five principles form a comprehensive ethical foundation for 

educators. They emphasize the importance of professional integrity, continuous 

growth, student-centered practice, and responsible engagement with both the 

school community and technology. By adhering to the Model Code of Ethics for 

Educators, professionals can uphold the trust placed in them, ensure the well-

being and success of their students, and maintain the highest standards of the 

teaching profession. 
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Maintaining Student Confidentiality and Trust 

Educators hold a position of deep trust within the school community. Students 

often share personal information, challenges, and concerns with teachers and 

staff, expecting that their privacy will be respected. Maintaining this 

confidentiality is both a legal obligation and an ethical responsibility. 

Legal and Ethical Responsibilities Around Student Information 

In the United States, the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) 

establishes clear guidelines regarding the privacy and security of student records 

and information. Under FERPA, educators must (United States Department of 

Education, n.d.): 

• Protect students’ educational records from unauthorized access. This 

includes physical files, digital records, and any identifying information 

shared in meetings or discussions. 

• Share information only with individuals who have a legitimate educational 
interest. For example, a student’s teacher, counselor, or special education 

team may need access to specific records to support the student’s academic 

or personal development. However, sharing with others—such as 

colleagues without a direct role in the student’s education or community 

members—violates this principle. 

• Understand that even casual sharing of student information with 
colleagues or community members without consent can violate students’ 
rights and trust. Educators must remain vigilant about confidentiality, 

avoiding hallway conversations or mentions of student information that are 

not necessary for professional purposes. 

FERPA violations can have legal consequences for schools and educators, but 

beyond legal compliance, maintaining confidentiality is a matter of ethics and 
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professional integrity. Ethically, it is about respecting the dignity, autonomy, and 

privacy of all students, ensuring they feel safe sharing personal challenges, needs, 

or concerns without fear of unnecessary exposure or judgment. 

Confidentiality builds trust between students and educators. When students know 

their privacy is protected, they are more likely to seek help for academic struggles, 

mental health concerns, or safety issues (Counselor Brief, 2024). For example, 

students experiencing anxiety or depression may only disclose this to a trusted 

teacher if they feel confident their situation will not become public knowledge. 

Breaching this trust can damage relationships, discourage students from seeking 

help in the future, and create an environment of fear rather than support. 

Furthermore, confidentiality extends to how educators handle information in 

digital spaces. With the increase in online learning platforms, electronic 

gradebooks, and communication tools, it is critical for teachers to implement 

secure passwords, avoid leaving devices unattended, and remain aware of school 

policies for digital data protection. Maintaining confidentiality in all forms—

spoken, written, and digital—demonstrates respect for students as individuals and 

upholds the ethical standards of the teaching profession. 

Balancing Confidentiality with Student Safety and Mandated Reporting 

Educators face the ongoing challenge of balancing student confidentiality with 

their legal and ethical duty to keep students safe. While maintaining students’ 

trust is essential for supportive relationships, teachers and school staff are also 

mandated reporters when there is a risk of harm. According to Counselor Brief 

(2024), several key strategies can guide teachers in navigating this delicate 

balance: 

• Establish Boundaries Early: Setting clear boundaries at the start helps 

students understand what confidentiality means and its limits. Teachers 

should communicate that while most conversations are kept private, any 
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information suggesting a student may be harmed, may harm themselves, or 

may harm others must be reported to ensure safety. 

• Share Only Necessary Information: When a situation requires reporting, 

teachers should only share information essential to protect the student. 

This approach respects the student’s privacy while fulfilling legal 

responsibilities. Avoid oversharing or including unrelated personal details 

that do not pertain to the immediate concern. 

• Assess Potential Harm Objectively: Before reporting, teachers should 

carefully assess the situation’s severity and consider whether not reporting 

could place the student at greater risk. This objective evaluation helps 

ensure that reporting decisions are made in the student’s best interest, not 

out of fear or assumptions. 

• Follow Ethical Guidelines and Legal Mandates: Understanding and 

adhering to ethical guidelines and state or federal laws on mandated 

reporting is crucial. These frameworks clarify when confidentiality must be 

breached, making decisions clearer and legally sound. 

• Collaborate with Other Professionals: Teachers are not alone in navigating 

these responsibilities. Collaborating with school counselors, administrators, 

or student support teams ensures that decisions consider multiple 

perspectives, leading to well-informed and effective interventions that 

prioritize student well-being. 

• Be Transparent About Confidentiality Limits: Finally, transparency builds 

trust even in challenging situations. When students understand the limits of 

confidentiality from the outset, they are more likely to engage openly. If 

students discloses something that must be reported, teachers should 
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explain why reporting is necessary and reinforce that it is for their safety 

and protection. 

By establishing clear boundaries, maintaining open communication, and following 

ethical and legal expectations, teachers can protect students while preserving 

trusting relationships essential for their growth and well-being (Counselor Brief, 

2024). 

Section 1 Conclusion 

Ethics and cultural competency are inseparable elements of effective, inclusive 

education. As explored in this section, understanding the diverse backgrounds and 

experiences of students is not optional; it is a professional and ethical obligation. 

Educators must develop cultural competence to build meaningful relationships, 

practice cultural humility to remain open to growth, and demonstrate cultural 

responsiveness to translate their knowledge and reflection into action. Upholding 

ethical standards further ensures the trust, safety, and success of every student. 

This foundation empowers educators to create classrooms where all students feel 

valued, respected, and supported in their learning journeys. In the next section, 

we will build on these concepts by examining bias—what it is, how it develops, 

and its profound impact on students, classrooms, and the broader educational 

system. 

Section 1 Key Terms 

Action - The application of cultural awareness, knowledge, and skills to actively 

create inclusive, equitable, and supportive learning environments for all students. 

Cultural Broker - An educator who bridges students’ diverse cultural backgrounds 

with school practices by fostering dialogue, mutual understanding, and inclusive 

classroom experiences. 
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Cultural Competence - The ability to understand, respect, and effectively respond 

to the diverse cultural identities and backgrounds of students, families, and 

communities in education. 

Cultural Humility - A lifelong process of self-reflection and self-critique that 

acknowledges one's own biases and limitations, and approaches students and 

families with openness and a willingness to learn from their lived experiences. 

Cultural Knowledge - Understanding the cultural practices, values, histories, and 

worldviews of the diverse groups represented in a classroom. 

Cultural Responsiveness - The ability to recognize and effectively integrate the 

cultural backgrounds of students into teaching, creating learning environments 

that are respectful, inclusive, and relevant. 

Demographics - Statistical characteristics of a population, such as race, ethnicity, 

language, and socioeconomic status, which affect student populations and 

educational needs. 

Diversity - The presence of differences within a given setting, including but not 

limited to race, ethnicity, language, disability, gender identity, and socioeconomic 

status. 

Ethical Responsibility - The obligation of educators to uphold professional 

standards, protect student well-being, and act with integrity in their practice. 

FERPA (Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act) - A federal law that protects the 

privacy of student education records and governs the access and sharing of 

student information. 

Inclusion - Educational practices and environments designed to ensure that all 

students, regardless of background or ability, are welcomed, supported, and 

provided equitable opportunities to succeed. 
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Mandated Reporter - An individual, such as a teacher, who is legally required to 

report any suspicion of child abuse, neglect, or risk of harm to appropriate 

authorities. 

Model Code of Ethics for Educators (MCEE) - A professional framework created by 

NASDTEC to guide educators in ethical decision-making and to uphold the 

integrity of the teaching profession. 

NASDTEC (National Association of State Directors of Teacher Education and 

Certification) - A professional organization that promotes high standards for 

teacher preparation, licensure, and ethics in education. 

Positionality - An awareness of how an educator’s personal identity, background, 

and social status influence interactions with students and teaching practices. 

Professional Boundaries - Clear and respectful limits in educator-student 

relationships that ensure safety, maintain trust, and support ethical behavior. 

Self-Reflection - The process of critically examining one’s own beliefs, values, 

experiences, and practices to improve cultural awareness and teaching 

effectiveness. 

Student Confidentiality - The ethical and legal obligation to protect private student 

information from unauthorized disclosure, except when necessary for safety or 

legal compliance. 

Systemic Barriers - Structural and institutional obstacles that disproportionately 

affect marginalized student groups and contribute to unequal educational 

outcomes. 

Trust - The foundation of effective educator-student relationships, built through 

consistency, respect, confidentiality, and ethical conduct. 
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Section 1 Reflection Questions 

1. How does your own positionality—your race, class, language, ability, 

gender, etc.—shape your interactions with students and families? 

2. How have your personal values or upbringing shaped the way you 

understand “fairness” in the classroom? 

3. Reflect on a time when you had to navigate an ethical gray area as an 

educator. What guided your decision-making? 

4. In what ways are marginalized student voices centered—or overlooked—at 

your school? How can you help shift that dynamic? 

5. Where do you see systemic barriers showing up most clearly in your school 

or district? How are those barriers being addressed—or ignored? 

6. Think about the referral, placement, or disciplinary practices at your school. 

Who seems most affected by those systems, and what does that say about 

equity? 

7. How familiar are you with your state’s professional code of ethics (e.g., 

MCEE)? In what ways does it guide your everyday teaching decisions? 

8. If you could change one policy, practice, or cultural norm in your school to 

better reflect ethical and culturally competent teaching, what would it be—

and what would be your first step? 

Section 1 Activities 

1. Bias Reflection Journal: Keep a daily journal for one week reflecting on 

moments where bias may have influenced your teaching decisions, 

interactions, or expectations. 
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2. Analyze Classroom Demographics: Compare your classroom demographic 

data to school-wide data. Reflect on trends and consider how identity 

factors might influence achievement and participation. 

3. Policy Analysis: Choose a school or district policy (e.g., dress code, 

discipline) and examine how it may impact students differently based on 

culture, race, gender, or disability. 

4. Media Literacy Task: Watch a documentary or read an article about 

systemic inequities in education (e.g., school funding, discipline disparities). 

Reflect on connections to your school. 

5. Code of Ethics Self-Assessment: Review your state or professional 

organization's Educator Code of Ethics. Create a simple self-assessment 

where you rate yourself on each standard (e.g., 1 = needs improvement, 2 = 

meets expectations, 3 = exceeds expectations). Identify one area where you 

feel strong and one where you want to grow. Set a specific goal for how to 

improve in the chosen area over the next month. 

Section 2: Unpacking Bias and Equity in Education 
Bias is an inherent part of human cognition, but in educational settings, it carries 

profound implications for equity, student achievement, and feelings of belonging. 

According to the National Education Association (NEA, 2025), bias influences how 

even well-intentioned educators interact with students, shaping classroom 

language, teaching methods, grading practices, and the accessibility of learning 

experiences. These underlying assumptions can deeply affect students’ 

engagement, confidence, and academic success. To address bias effectively, it is 

essential to understand its forms. Implicit bias refers to unconscious attitudes or 

stereotypes that influence our understanding, actions, and decisions without our 

24



intentional awareness; these biases are activated involuntarily and often conflict 

with our consciously held beliefs about fairness and inclusion (NEA). In contrast, 

explicit bias involves deliberate thoughts and conscious preferences or aversions 

toward particular people or groups, which individuals can openly identify and 

communicate (NEA). 

Biases often manifest based on characteristics such as race, ethnicity, age, 

disability, gender, or appearance. For example, microaggressions—subtle 

comments or behaviors that communicate prejudice toward marginalized groups

—emerge from implicit biases (NEA, 2025). These can take verbal, behavioral, or 

environmental forms and often communicate hostile or derogatory views, even if 

unintentional. Why does this matter? Because educators hold significant power in 

shaping students’ learning experiences and perceptions of self-worth. Implicit bias 

can influence how teachers discipline students, design lesson materials, assess 

participation, and set expectations (NEA). Types of implicit bias common in 

educational settings include ageism, where assumptions are made based on age; 

sexism, which reflects discrimination based on gender or sex; and ableism, where 

able-bodied individuals are viewed as the norm, leading to the marginalization of 

people with visible or invisible disabilities (NEA). Ultimately, while no educator is 

immune to holding biases, understanding their existence is the first step toward 

minimizing their impact. Recognizing that our students deserve equitable, fair, and 

supportive learning environments compels us to reflect on and address these 

biases. This section will explore how implicit bias specifically impacts education, 

shaping student outcomes and influencing school climate, and explore practical 

strategies for reflection and growth. Additionally, we will clarify the distinction 

between equity and equality, emphasizing the critical importance of fostering 

equity within the classroom. 
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2.1. Implicit Bias and Its Impact on Teaching 

What is Bias in Teaching? 

Bias in teaching refers to the prejudices or assumptions that educators hold about 

their students based on characteristics such as age, gender, race, sexual 

orientation, or socioeconomic status, which can lead to unfair treatment in the 

classroom (Smith et al., 2025). Teacher bias falls into two main categories: explicit 

bias, which involves conscious prejudices and attitudes that educators are aware 

of—such as believing that boys are naturally better at math than girls—and 

implicit bias, which consists of unconscious prejudices that teachers may not even 

realize they hold, yet still influence their behavior. For example, a teacher might 

unknowingly call on male students more frequently in science classes or discipline 

Black students more harshly than their peers for similar behavior. Both types of 

bias result in judgments and decisions that are not based on students’ actual 

abilities or actions, leading to inequitable learning experiences and limiting 

student potential (Smith et al.). 

Teacher bias can take many forms, but at its core, it stems from prejudice (Smith 

et al., 2025). One common area where bias shows up is in assumptions about 

students’ academic abilities. For instance, when teachers see that a student is an 

English language learner (ELL), in special education, or in a gifted program, they 

might make judgments before truly understanding the student as an individual 

(Smith et al.). An ELL student might be mistakenly viewed as having a learning 

disability simply because of language barriers. Students in special education could 

be given work that is below their potential, while those identified as gifted might 

be held to overly high expectations. Teachers may also assume that students with 

certain accents are poor writers or that students who struggle with writing lack 

intelligence. Additionally, students with physical disabilities may be treated as 

though they also have cognitive impairments, leading teachers to give them 
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unnecessary extra attention or support. These assumptions are harmful because 

they prevent students from being seen for who they are and from receiving fair 

and appropriate opportunities to grow, regardless of their background or starting 

point (Smith et al.). 

The Impact of Implicit Bias on Students 

Research shows that teachers’ expectations can have a profound impact on how 

well students perform in school, often in ways teachers themselves do not realize. 

In the 1960s, Harvard professor Robert Rosenthal conducted a well-known study 

to explore this idea. He told elementary school teachers that a special test could 

identify which students were about to experience a sudden increase in their IQ. In 

reality, the students he identified were chosen completely at random and were no 

different from their classmates. However, when Rosenthal measured students’ IQs 

at the end of the year, the students labeled as having high potential showed 

significantly greater gains than their peers (Marco Learning, 2025). This was not 

because of the test or any innate ability, but because their teachers believed in 

their potential. That belief influenced the teachers’ behaviors in subtle ways—

giving these students more encouragement, challenging them with higher-level 

tasks, or showing greater patience and support—which ultimately contributed to 

real academic growth. This study demonstrates that teacher expectations can 

shape student outcomes, even when those expectations are based on inaccurate 

assumptions (Marco Learning). 

This finding may be surprising at first, but it makes sense when we think about the 

power teachers hold in their classrooms. Teachers are seen as authorities with 

expertise and credibility. If a teacher with decades of experience treats particular 

students as if they are unlikely to succeed, these students often begin to 

internalize these beliefs (Marco Learning, 2025). Teachers’ beliefs shape students’ 

own attitudes about school, their motivation, their sense of what they can 
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achieve, and ultimately, their academic performance. When teachers 

underestimate their students, it affects far more than just that student-teacher 

relationship. It can damage the student’s self-concept, lower their confidence, and 

even influence concrete outcomes such as GPA, standardized test scores, and 

graduation rates (Marco Learning). Examining unconscious bias is therefore critical 

to improving educational outcomes, particularly for students who are low-income, 

from racial or ethnic minority backgrounds, or women pursuing STEM fields 

(Marco Learning).  

Racial Bias in Education 

Implicit racial bias plays a significant role in shaping school disciplinary outcomes, 

often contributing to inequities that can have lasting consequences for students of 

color. According to Hu and Hancock (2024), these disparities don’t just affect day-

to-day school experiences—they can also influence long-term outcomes like 

graduation rates and involvement with the criminal justice system, a pattern 

frequently referred to as the “school-to-prison pipeline.” Research consistently 

shows that students of color are disproportionately subjected to exclusionary 

discipline practices such as suspensions and expulsions. Implicit bias is a key factor 

behind this trend, especially when educators are faced with ambiguous situations 

or when they are under pressure or fatigued; in such cases, decision-making tends 

to rely more heavily on unconscious attitudes, which can lead to biased outcomes 

(Hu and Hancock, 2024). 

Studies have found that Black students, in particular, are more likely to be 

perceived as disruptive or defiant, even when exhibiting the same behaviors as 

their White peers (Hu and Hancock, 2024). These perceptions often lead to 

harsher and more frequent disciplinary actions. For example, educators have been 

shown to be more likely to label Black students as “troublemakers” and to 

anticipate future misbehavior from them (Hu and Hancock). The impact of implicit 
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bias is especially evident in how schools respond to subjective behavior infractions

—such as defiance or disrespect—which are open to interpretation. In contrast, 

objective infractions, like theft or fighting, are clearly defined and leave less room 

for personal judgment. Research has shown that racial disparities in discipline are 

most pronounced when the behavior in question is subjective, further pointing to 

bias as a contributing factor (as cited in Hu and Hancock). 

Recent research explored implicit bias by having teachers read vignettes 

describing students of various races and genders with behavioral problems. The 

findings were troubling: teachers were more likely to suggest harsher disciplinary 

actions when the student's race did not match their own (Marco Learning, 2025). 

This is particularly concerning given that, as of 2010, over 45% of public school 

students were students of color, while 83% of teachers were white—a gap that is 

expected to widen (Marco Learning). 

Hu and Hancock (2024) discuss how systemic implicit racial biases extend beyond 

discipline and into academic opportunity and representation, especially in fields 

like STEM and the humanities. These biases often lead to the persistent 

underrepresentation of students from racially minoritized backgrounds in specific 

academic disciplines. Further, students of color are disproportionately enrolled in 

low-income schools that have fewer resources, larger class sizes, and less qualified 

teachers, often resulting in lower long-term expectations for their academic 

success (Marco Learning, 2025). Even when students of color attend high-

achieving schools, they are less likely to be placed in rigorous, college-preparatory 

classes. This tracking happens despite students of different racial backgrounds 

having comparable grades and test scores, with Black students often being 

assigned to lower-level, nonacademic classes instead (Marco Learning). 

Bias also shows up in grading practices. Teachers tend to grade students who are 

racially or culturally different from themselves more harshly. For instance, a 2018 
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study found that pre-service teachers gave lower grades to students who 

appeared to have a migrant background, even when their performance was 

identical to that of students without a migrant background (Marco Learning, 

2025). Although systemic inequalities in education are complex and rooted in 

historical and structural factors, implicit bias plays a critical role in perpetuating 

these disparities. Without examining how unconscious biases affect decisions 

about discipline, class placement, and grading, it becomes easy to blame 

achievement gaps solely on students or on external societal challenges (Marco 

Learning, 2025). Recognizing and addressing racial bias in the classroom is 

essential to creating equitable and supportive educational environments for all 

students. 

Gender Bias in Education 

Gender bias in education is complex, with research showing that both boys and 

girls experience disadvantages—though in different ways (Marco Learning, 2025). 

Bias Against Boys 

For boys, the challenges often relate to behavior and self-regulation. For example, 

boys are expelled from preschool almost five times more often than girls; as they 

progress through school, boys are more likely to drop out, less likely to complete 

homework, and they represent a declining proportion of college graduates (Marco 

Learning, 2025). According to the authors of Reaching Boys, Teaching Boys, boys 

often receive lower grades than their standardized test scores would predict. This 

suggests that grading practices that heavily weigh behavior and organization may 

inadvertently penalize boys, especially in early grades. Interestingly, research 

indicates that lessons incorporating movement or competition can engage boys 

more effectively, helping reduce the achievement gap and potential discrimination 

they face in school (Marco Learning). 
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Bias Against Girls 

Some of the focus on boys’ behavior can unintentionally harm girls as well. 

Studies have found that teachers often reward girls simply for being quiet rather 

than encouraging them to engage deeply with content or ask probing questions 

(Marco Learning, 2025). Additionally, teachers tend to interrupt girls more 

frequently, are less likely to call on them to demonstrate at the front of the class, 

and often direct their gaze away from girls when responding to open-ended 

questions. These patterns of bias are typically unconscious. Teachers often do not 

realize these discrepancies until they watch recordings of their classroom 

interactions, where their tendencies to treat male and female students differently 

become clear (Marco Learning). 

Gender bias also appears in grading. A study in Israel examined how teachers 

graded math tests from boys and girls. Classroom teachers, who knew the gender 

of their students, systematically gave lower grades to girls compared to external 

teachers who graded the same tests blindly (Marco Learning, 2025). This 

discrepancy had long-term consequences: girls who received these unfairly low 

grades in sixth grade were less likely to pursue advanced STEM courses in high 

school. What is particularly notable is that most of the teachers in the study were 

women, demonstrating that gender bias is not necessarily a result of conscious 

animosity but rather deeply ingrained stereotypes and expectations. These 

unconscious biases shape teacher perceptions and decisions in subtle yet 

powerful ways, affecting student confidence, academic pathways, and future 

career choices (Marco Learning, 2025). 

2.2 Strategies for Reducing Bias in the Classroom 

Reducing bias in the classroom is essential for creating a learning environment 

where all students feel seen, respected, and supported. Implicit biases—
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unconscious attitudes or stereotypes that affect our understanding and actions—

can influence everything from how educators manage behavior to how they 

assess student potential. Left unaddressed, these biases can contribute to 

disparities in discipline, academic tracking, and student engagement, particularly 

for students from racially and culturally marginalized groups. Here we will explore 

practical, research-informed strategies that educators can use to identify and 

reduce bias in their everyday practices. From building awareness to adopting 

inclusive teaching methods and fostering reflective habits, these strategies are 

designed to help educators create more equitable classrooms that promote 

positive outcomes for all learners. 

Becoming Aware of Implicit Biases 

Because implicit biases operate outside of our conscious awareness, they can be 

difficult to detect on our own. However, tools like the Implicit Association Test 

(IAT) offer a starting point for educators seeking to uncover and address their 

unconscious biases (Facing History & Ourselves, 2022). The IAT is a free, research-

based online tool that measures how quickly people associate different concepts

—such as race or gender—with positive or negative words. Faster pairings suggest 

stronger unconscious associations. For example, if someone more quickly links the 

word "flower" with "happiness" than with "ugliness," it reveals a common, 

positive association with flowers. The same principle is used to assess more 

complex social attitudes (Facing History & Ourselves). 

Educators can use the IAT to reveal discrepancies between their conscious values 

and their automatic reactions. Recognizing these gaps is a key first step toward 

minimizing the influence of bias in their decisions and interactions with students 

(Facing History & Ourselves, 2022). This self-awareness helps ensure that well-

intentioned teaching practices are not unintentionally undermined by hidden 

biases. Another evidence-based strategy to reduce bias is engaging in meaningful 

32



intergroup contact—interacting with individuals from diverse backgrounds in 

cooperative, respectful environments. When these interactions occur under the 

right conditions—such as equal status, shared goals, and mutual collaboration—

they can help educators form more accurate and positive associations about 

different social groups (Facing History & Ourselves). These new experiences can 

gradually replace outdated or harmful stereotypes and reduce the power of 

implicit bias over time. 

Using Data and Deliberation to Mitigate Implicit Bias 

In addition to shifting unconscious associations through strategies like intergroup 

contact, collecting and analyzing data is another powerful tool for addressing 

implicit bias—especially when it comes to school discipline; because implicit 

biases often go undetected in the moment, examining patterns over time can help 

reveal disparities in treatment that may otherwise be overlooked (Facing History 

& Ourselves, 2022). Educators and school leaders can gather discipline-related 

data such as the student’s grade, the type of behavior, the time of day, the staff 

member involved, and the consequences given. Looking at these details across 

different student groups can uncover potential trends in disciplinary practices. 

This type of reflection helps promote accountability and equity at both the 

classroom and institutional levels (Facing History & Ourselves). 

Additionally, implicit bias is more likely to influence decisions made under 

pressure. Since these unconscious reactions happen quickly—often without 

deliberate thought—educators are more susceptible to bias when they are rushed 

or overwhelmed (Facing History & Ourselves, 2022). Research shows that slowing 

down and reducing mental load can lead to fairer, more thoughtful decisions. In 

disciplinary contexts, this means giving teachers enough time and support to 

reflect before responding to a student’s behavior. It’s important to remember that 

implicit biases are not signs of personal failure or questionable character. In fact, 
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our brains are wired to make quick judgments—it’s part of how we function 

efficiently. But when those automatic judgments are shaped by life experiences in 

ways that don’t align with our values, we have an opportunity—and a 

responsibility—to reflect and take steps toward more equitable practices (Facing 

History & Ourselves). 

Foster Empathy and Maintain Equal Expectations for All Students 

Promoting empathy and setting equal expectations are essential strategies for 

addressing implicit bias in educational settings (Hu and Hancock, 2024). Empathy-

based interventions have been shown to enhance teacher-student relationships 

and reduce bias. For example, a 2019 study explored how a brief empathy-

inducing activity could impact the implicit biases of pre-service teachers. In their 

study, participants read 10 scenarios describing racist incidents experienced by 

Black students and were asked to reflect on how they would feel and respond in 

similar situations. This exercise encouraged emotional connection and 

perspective-taking. Results showed a measurable reduction in implicit bias among 

White female pre-service teachers, demonstrating that empathy-building activities 

can play a powerful role in bias mitigation (Hu and Hancock). School discipline 

disparities are one area where implicit bias has significant and harmful effects, 

contributing to the school-to-prison pipeline for many at-risk students; as Hu and 

Hancock point out, integrating empathy into professional learning and classroom 

practices can serve as a proactive step toward more equitable disciplinary 

outcomes and stronger student-teacher relationships. 

Beyond empathy, another key component is fostering high and equal expectations 

for all students, regardless of background. Implicit bias can subtly affect how 

teachers distribute their attention, time, and resources—often favoring students 

they perceive as more likely to succeed (Hu and Hancock, 2024). This bias is 

particularly evident in underrepresented fields like STEM and philosophy, where 
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stereotype threat can significantly hinder student performance and engagement. 

To combat these inequities, educators are encouraged to (Hu and Hancock): 

• Maintain high, consistent expectations for all students. 

• Use objective grading practices. 

• Reflect on and actively counteract their own biases. 

• Avoid interpreting low confidence or prior exposure in a subject as deficits, 

especially in underrepresented populations. 

By combining empathy with equitable expectations, educators can help create a 

more inclusive classroom environment where all students feel seen, supported, 

and capable of success (Hu & Hancock). 

Replace Harmful Discipline Policies with Restorative Practices 

One of the most impactful strategies for addressing implicit bias in schools is to 

move away from punitive discipline policies—such as Zero Tolerance—and toward 

restorative approaches. According to Hu and Hancock (2024), traditional 

disciplinary systems, particularly Zero Tolerance policies, often amplify racial 

disparities and disproportionately affect marginalized students. Originally 

intended to make schools safer by removing students who commit serious 

offenses, these policies have expanded over time to include vague and subjective 

infractions like “disrespect” or “defiance” (Hu and Hancock). Because these 

behaviors are open to interpretation, they are especially vulnerable to implicit 

bias, leading to inconsistent and often inequitable disciplinary outcomes. 

Restorative practices offer a meaningful alternative by focusing on repairing harm, 

promoting accountability, and strengthening relationships between students, staff, 

and families (Hu and Hancock, 2024). Instead of defaulting to suspensions or 

expulsions, restorative strategies encourage school administrators and educators 
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to engage students in dialogue, understand the root causes of behavior, and co-

create solutions. This not only helps reduce reliance on exclusionary discipline but 

also minimizes the opportunity for unconscious bias to shape decision-making. Hu 

and Hancock emphasize that these shifts must be intentional and supported by 

professional learning. Educators should receive training that includes implicit bias 

assessments, reflective practices, and skill-building in empathetic communication 

and conflict resolution. When combined with strong family-school partnerships, 

restorative approaches foster a more equitable learning environment and reduce 

the long-term harm associated with traditional punitive measures. 

2.3 Equity vs. Equality in Education 

Many educators, school leaders, and even teacher-preparation programs often 

use the terms equity and equality interchangeably. However, understanding the 

difference between these two concepts is critical for creating inclusive, 

supportive, and effective learning environments (Ferlazzo, 2024). Dr. Kathryn 

Welby, assistant professor of special education at Merrimack College and former 

K–12 educator, offers a powerful way to distinguish the two. In her teacher-

preparation courses, she leads a simple but eye-opening activity: She gives each 

student an index card describing a different injury—such as a paper cut, broken 

arm, or stomach bug—then hands every student the same circular Band-Aid to 

“treat” their injury. This, she explains, is equality: everyone receiving the same 

resource, regardless of need. When the group discusses what they actually need 

to recover—perhaps a cast, medication, or rest—it becomes clear that a one-size-

fits-all approach is not fair. This is where equity comes in: providing each person 

with the specific support and tools required to succeed, based on their individual 

circumstances (Ferlazzo 2024). 

36



Welby summarizes it this way: “Equality is equal. Equity is fair” (as cited in 

Ferlazzo, 2024). In schools, equality means giving every student the same 

textbook, the same number of minutes for a test, or access to the same materials

—regardless of their background, learning differences, or support needs. Equity, 

on the other hand, recognizes that students come from a variety of circumstances 

and require different resources to achieve similar outcomes (Ferlazzo). It means 

adjusting instruction, supports, and expectations so all students—whether they 

have a disability, are learning English, or face economic hardship—have the tools 

and opportunities they need to thrive. This distinction is foundational in 

education. Equity isn’t about lowering expectations or favoring some over others

—it’s about fairness. It’s about making sure that every student has a real and 

meaningful chance to learn, grow, and succeed. As Welby’s lesson reminds us, 

when we approach the classroom with equity in mind, we move closer to a school 

environment where all students feel seen, supported, and capable of achieving 

their full potential (Ferlazzo). 

Section 2 Conclusion 

Bias in education—whether implicit or explicit—shapes everything from 

classroom interactions and grading to disciplinary decisions and student 

expectations. As this section has explored, these biases can significantly influence 

student outcomes, often perpetuating disparities that affect students from 

historically marginalized groups. From racial and gender-based assumptions to 

discipline practices and academic tracking, unchecked biases diminish 

opportunities for students to be seen, valued, and supported as individuals with 

unique strengths and needs. By understanding how bias operates, educators can 

take meaningful steps toward equity. Strategies such as fostering empathy, 

engaging in self-reflection, using data to guide equitable practices, and 

implementing restorative discipline approaches offer pathways to disrupt patterns 

37



of inequity and promote more inclusive, supportive classrooms. Moreover, 

distinguishing between equality and equity is essential; fairness in education 

doesn’t mean treating every student the same—it means giving each learner what 

they need to thrive. Ultimately, addressing bias is not about blame—it’s about 

growth, awareness, and accountability. Educators who recognize the power of 

their influence can become agents of change, building environments where all 

students feel seen, respected, and empowered. In the next section, we will 

explore how these principles take shape through culturally responsive teaching—a 

pedagogical approach that embraces students’ cultural identities, centers equity 

in practice, and actively works to dismantle systemic barriers to learning. 

Section 2 Key Terms 

Ableism - Discrimination or prejudice against individuals with disabilities, based on 

the assumption that able-bodied individuals are the norm. 

Academic Tracking - The practice of placing students into different levels or 

courses based on perceived ability, which can reinforce existing biases and limit 

opportunities. 

Bias - A predisposition or prejudice in favor of or against something, which can 

affect perception and judgment. In education, it influences how educators interact 

with students and make decisions. 

Discipline Disparities - Unequal treatment of students in disciplinary actions, often 

influenced by implicit or explicit bias and leading to disproportionate 

consequences for marginalized groups. 

Empathy-Based Interventions - Strategies that build emotional connection and 

understanding, helping reduce bias and improve teacher-student relationships. 
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Equity - Providing students with the specific resources and opportunities they 

need to succeed, based on their individual circumstances and needs. 

Equality - Giving all students the same resources or opportunities, regardless of 

their specific needs or circumstances. 

Explicit Bias - Conscious attitudes or beliefs that influence behavior and decision-

making in intentional ways. 

Gender Bias - Prejudices or unequal treatment based on a person’s gender, 

affecting both boys and girls in different ways in educational settings. 

Implicit Association Test (IAT) - A psychological tool used to reveal unconscious 

associations between concepts, often used to uncover implicit biases. 

Implicit Bias - Unconscious attitudes or stereotypes that affect perceptions, 

actions, and decisions without deliberate intent. 

Inclusive Teaching - Instructional practices that consider and embrace the diverse 

needs, identities, and backgrounds of all students to promote equitable learning. 

Intergroup Contact - Interactions between members of different social or cultural 

groups, which can reduce bias when conducted under positive, collaborative 

conditions. 

Microaggressions - Subtle, often unintentional comments or behaviors that 

convey prejudice or negative assumptions about marginalized groups. 

Prejudice - A preconceived opinion or feeling, often negative, formed without 

reason or actual experience; it underlies many forms of bias. 

Punitive Discipline Policies - Traditional disciplinary approaches, such as 

suspensions or expulsions, that focus on punishment rather than understanding 

and repairing harm. 
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Racial Bias - Discriminatory beliefs or behaviors based on a person’s race or 

ethnicity, often operating unconsciously in education. 

Restorative Practices - Approaches to discipline that emphasize repairing harm, 

building relationships, and fostering accountability over punishment. 

School-to-Prison Pipeline - A pattern where school policies and practices—often 

influenced by bias—contribute to the increased likelihood of marginalized 

students becoming involved in the criminal justice system. 

Self-Concept - Students’ perceptions of their own abilities, worth, and identity, 

which is shaped by interactions with teachers and peers. 

Sexism - Discrimination or bias based on a person’s gender, often resulting in 

unequal treatment or expectations. 

Stereotype Threat - The risk of confirming negative stereotypes about one's social 

group, which can hinder academic performance and confidence. 

Teacher Expectations - The beliefs educators hold about students’ abilities or 

potential, which significantly influence student outcomes, often unconsciously. 

Section 2 Reflection Questions 

1. Reflect on a time when your expectations of a student may have influenced 

academic outcomes. What factors shaped those expectations? 

2. How do you currently differentiate between equity and equality in your 

classroom? Can you provide an example of how this distinction influences 

your instructional choices? 

3. What role does data collection and analysis play in your school or classroom 

for identifying patterns of bias? How might you use data more effectively? 
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4. What are some common stereotypes you have noticed in your subject area 

or school culture? How do these stereotypes affect student participation or 

performance? 

5. Looking ahead, what specific actions will you take to address implicit bias in 

your teaching, and how will you measure their impact on your students? 

Section 2 Activities 

1. Observe with an Equity Lens: Observe a colleague’s class (or record your 

own) and focus on teacher-student interactions across lines of identity (e.g., 

race, gender, ability). What patterns emerge? 

2. Use IAT Results to Set Personal Goals: Complete an Implicit Association Test 

(IAT) and identify specific areas where your unconscious biases might 

impact teaching. Write concrete goals for addressing those areas in your 

practice. 

3. Student Expectation Reflection: Write about your expectations for students 

with diverse backgrounds or abilities and consider how these expectations 

might affect their engagement and achievement. 

4. Create a Restorative Discipline Protocol: Develop a clear, step-by-step plan 

for how you will handle classroom conflicts using restorative approaches 

that focus on dialogue and repair rather than punishment. 

5. Analyze Discipline Referrals: Review your own classroom discipline referrals 

or school-wide data (if accessible) to identify if any groups of students are 

disproportionately disciplined and consider alternative approaches. 

6. Observe and Reflect on Your Body Language: Record a short video of 

yourself teaching or ask a trusted colleague to observe. Notice whether 

41



your attention and nonverbal cues differ across students and plan how to 

engage everyone equitably. 

Section 3: Culturally Responsive and Trauma-
Informed Teaching Practices 
Creating equitable and inclusive classrooms requires more than just recognizing 

student diversity—it calls for instructional approaches that affirm and build upon 

students’ cultural identities while also addressing the emotional and psychological 

impacts of trauma. Culturally responsive teaching (CRT) and trauma-informed 

practices (TIP) provide complementary frameworks that help educators engage all 

learners with respect, empathy, and high expectations. Together, these 

approaches create learning environments where students feel safe, valued, and 

empowered to succeed both academically and personally. In this section, we will 

explore the foundations of CRT, strategies to implement it effectively, the vital 

connections between CRT and trauma-informed teaching, and best practices for 

supporting marginalized and underrepresented students. 

3.1. What is Culturally Responsive Teaching? 

For decades, research has shown that public school educators have often 

underestimated the academic potential of students of color, frequently viewing 

cultural differences as obstacles rather than opportunities for learning (Will & 

Najarro, 2022). In response, scholars and educators have developed a range of 

teaching practices—commonly referred to as asset-based pedagogies—that aim 

to transform how educators engage with student diversity. These approaches, 

including culturally responsive teaching, culturally relevant pedagogy, and 

culturally sustaining pedagogy, all share a core commitment: recognizing students’ 
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cultural identities, backgrounds, and lived experiences as valuable resources that 

enrich the learning process (Will & Najarro). 

Though each term carries distinct elements developed by different researchers, 

they are united by a focus on centering the knowledge of historically marginalized 

communities within classroom instruction (Will & Navarro, 2022). By honoring and 

integrating students’ cultural perspectives, these pedagogies not only foster 

inclusion but also empower all learners—especially students of color—to become 

critical thinkers and lifelong learners. In this section, we will explore what 

culturally responsive teaching truly means, trace its origins, examine its key 

characteristics, and discuss how it can be implemented effectively—while also 

addressing the broader social and political context in which these practices now 

exist. 

Defining Culturally Responsive Teaching (CRT) 

Culturally responsive teaching (CRT) is an instructional approach that centers 

students’ cultural identities, lived experiences, and perspectives as assets in the 

learning process; rather than treating cultural differences as obstacles, CRT 

recognizes them as powerful tools that can enhance student engagement and 

academic achievement (Will & Najarro, 2022). At its core, CRT is about affirming 

students’ full identities and ensuring they see themselves reflected in the 

classroom—in both content and pedagogy. The term culturally responsive 

teaching was introduced by scholar Geneva Gay in 2000. Gay emphasized the 

importance of connecting academic content to students’ lived experiences, 

arguing that “when academic knowledge and skills are situated within the lived 

experiences and frames of reference for students, they are more personally 

meaningful, have higher interest appeal, and are learned more easily and 

thoroughly” (as cited in Will & Najarro).  
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CRT has its roots in the concept of culturally relevant pedagogy, which was 

developed in the 1990s by scholar Gloria Ladson-Billings; frustrated by the 

prevailing deficit-based views that framed Black children as inherently 

problematic, Ladson-Billings set out to shift the narrative (Will & Najarro, 2022). 

Instead of focusing on what was supposedly "wrong" with Black students, she 

chose to explore what was right—examining the strengths of their families, 

communities, and cultural identities. To do this, she conducted a two-year study 

observing teachers who were highly regarded by both school leaders and Black 

families. These educators varied in their teaching styles, but they shared key 

qualities: they held high academic expectations, built strong relationships with 

students, and maintained a meaningful connection with the communities their 

students came from (Will & Najarro).  

From these shared practices, Ladson-Billings created the framework of culturally 

relevant pedagogy. She described it as an approach that supports academic 

achievement while affirming students’ cultural identities and encouraging them to 

develop critical thinking skills that challenge social injustice (Will & Najarro, 2022). 

This framework includes three essential elements: 

• Academic success, focusing on helping students grow intellectually and 

solve problems; 

• Cultural competence, ensuring students feel proud of their cultural 

background while learning to engage with other cultures; and 

• Critical consciousness, teaching students to recognize and confront societal 

inequities that affect marginalized communities (Will & Najarro). 

Why Culture Matters in the Classroom 

Culture encompasses the languages, values, customs, beliefs, and histories that 

shape how people interpret the world. As educator Emily Style noted, “Half the 
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curriculum walks in the door with the students” (as cited in Will & Najarro, 2022). 

Students’ cultural backgrounds influence how they process information, 

communicate, and learn. However, most public schools in the U.S. still operate 

based on dominant white, middle-class norms, often overlooking or minimizing 

the cultural assets that students of color bring with them (Will & Najarro). 

The demographic gap between students and educators compounds this issue: 

while more than half of public school students are students of color, roughly 80% 

of teachers are white (Will & Najarro, 2022). As discussed in section 2, teachers, 

like everyone, carry implicit biases that can shape their expectations and behavior. 

For instance, research has shown that white teachers often hold lower 

expectations for Black students and may unknowingly adjust their discipline 

practices, feedback, or academic support in inequitable ways (Will & Najarro). CRT 

challenges these patterns by fostering reflective practice and a commitment to 

equity. 

The Role of Identity and Inclusive Practice 

CRT takes into account the many layers of a student’s identity, including race, 

gender, language, socioeconomic background, and more—what educator 

Sharroky Hollie refers to as “rings of culture” (Will & Najarro, 2022). It is not about 

reinforcing stereotypes or giving preferential treatment to one group over 

another. Instead, CRT affirms all identities and seeks to make learning relevant, 

affirming, and accessible for everyone. 

Characteristics of CRT 

Culturally responsive teaching (CRT) is more than just celebrating diversity; it is a 

comprehensive instructional approach that honors students’ cultural backgrounds 

as assets to learning (Will & Najarro, 2022). CRT is grounded in the belief that all 

students—regardless of their cultural background—can succeed when their 
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identities and experiences are recognized and valued in the classroom. 

Implementing CRT requires educators to examine their own practices, create 

inclusive environments, and intentionally adapt their instruction to reflect the 

cultural richness of their students. Below are some of the essential characteristics 

that define culturally responsive teaching. 

1. A Strong Knowledge Base About Student Cultural Diversity 

To build a strong foundation in student cultural diversity, educators must 

intentionally learn about their students’ lives both inside and outside the 

classroom. This involves getting to know students academically, socially, and 

emotionally, while also exploring their cultural backgrounds, family structures, and 

personal interests (National Equity Project, 2025). Teachers can engage in 

conversations with families, collaborate with community members and 

colleagues, and immerse themselves in diverse cultural content—such as 

literature, film, and music. 

Creating space for students to share their own stories and traditions further 

deepens mutual understanding and respect. Home visits or classroom 

celebrations of family culture can strengthen connections (National Equity Project, 

2025). Additionally, teachers should develop cultural awareness by learning about 

varying worldviews, including the spectrum between collectivist and individualist 

values. Explicitly discussing code-switching—when, why, and how it is used—can 

help students navigate different environments while affirming the importance of 

their home languages and cultures (National Equity Project). 

2. Culturally Relevant Curricula 

Instruction should include diverse voices and perspectives, particularly those that 

have been historically marginalized (Flocabulary, 2024). This also includes ensuring 

that classroom materials—such as posters, bulletin boards, books, and displays—
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visibly reflect a variety of cultures and identities. Additionally, curricula should 

examine how race, class, ethnicity, and gender shape society, helping students 

understand and analyze systemic dynamics. Educators should regularly evaluate 

the materials in their classroom libraries to ensure they reflect a wide range of 

identities and experiences. This includes checking whether the books feature 

authors of various racial backgrounds, represent LGBTQ individuals, and depict a 

variety of family settings, including both urban and suburban life (Burnham, 

2024). As Childers-McKee notes, even small adjustments like these can 

significantly enhance the cultural responsiveness of a learning environment 

(Burnham). 

In addition to diversifying content, culturally relevant curricula should create 

opportunities for students to see themselves in what they’re learning—what 

scholar Rudine Sims Bishop calls mirrors—while also providing windows into the 

lives and experiences of others (Flocabulary, 2024). This dual function helps 

students feel validated in their identities while also developing empathy, 

awareness, and critical thinking about the world around them. 

3. High Expectations for All Students 

CRT emphasizes both academic excellence and cultural affirmation. Teachers must 

communicate a belief in every student’s ability to succeed while simultaneously 

respecting and incorporating students’ cultural backgrounds (Flocabulary, 2024). 

This dual commitment helps students see their identity as a strength, not a 

barrier, in the learning process. Maintain high academic expectations for every 

student, and actively support them in reaching—and exceeding—those goals. 

Approach all learners as capable and continually growing, emphasizing a growth 

mindset in your classroom. When planning instruction, begin with the needs of 

your most underserved students to ensure that your lessons are inclusive, 

rigorous, and empowering for all (National Equity Project, 2025). 
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4. Safe and Supportive Classroom Community 

Foster a strong sense of community within your classroom by encouraging 

students to support and take responsibility for one another, both in and outside of 

class. Establish consistent routines that help students feel seen, safe, and 

connected. (National Equity Project, 2025). Create a welcoming environment that 

reflects students’ identities—classroom design matters. Aim for natural light, 

flexible seating, and visible displays of student work and cultural elements. Let 

students know the classroom belongs to all of you, and invite them to take part in 

shaping the space (National Equity Project). 

5. An appreciation for different communication styles 

Effective culturally responsive educators recognize that communication is deeply 

influenced by culture. This cultural sensitivity must also extend beyond the 

classroom and into communication with families. Educators should strive to meet 

families where they are—linguistically, technologically, and relationally (National 

Equity Project, 2025). For instance, some families may prefer face-to-face 

conversations, while others may feel more comfortable communicating via phone, 

text, or messaging apps. Similarly, not all families have access to email or school 

portals, and not all feel confident navigating these platforms in English. Offering 

communication in multiple formats and languages, being flexible with meeting 

times, and using interpreters when needed signals respect and a genuine desire to 

connect (Burnham, 2024). When educators value and adapt to the diverse 

communication styles of both students and families, they build stronger 

partnerships, foster trust, and create a more supportive and responsive learning 

community. 

Together, these characteristics form the foundation of culturally responsive 

teaching—a practice that goes beyond representation to create equitable, 

empowering learning environments for all students. As Will & Najarro (2022) 
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emphasize, CRT invites educators to be intentional, reflective, and responsive, 

ultimately transforming classrooms into spaces where every learner feels seen, 

valued, and challenged to grow. 

3.2 Culturally Responsive Teaching Strategies  

Implementing culturally responsive teaching (CRT) calls for intentional strategies 

that affirm students’ identities, build trust, and foster a sense of belonging. When 

thoughtfully applied, these practices create learning environments where all 

students feel seen, heard, and empowered to grow. Below are ten research-based 

strategies that support culturally responsive instruction (Flocabulary, 2024): 

1. Seek Out Relevant and Inclusive Content: Representation in instructional 

materials is essential. When selecting texts, media, or lesson content, 

educators should consider whose stories are being told—and whose are left 

out. Neuroscience research underscores that emotional and personal 

connections are central to learning (as cited in Flocabulary). Choosing 

resources that reflect a variety of cultures and lived experiences helps 

students both see themselves in the curriculum and develop empathy for 

others. 

2. Build a Positive Classroom Culture: Trust is foundational to any effective 

classroom. A positive environment—one built on mutual respect, shared 

expectations, and emotional safety—encourages students to engage deeply 

and take academic risks. Establishing norms around communication, growth 

mindset, and respect contributes to a classroom culture where every 

student feels valued. 

3. Incorporate Current Events: Teaching with real-world issues helps students 

connect classroom learning to their daily lives. Using current events 

encourages critical thinking, supports civic awareness, and provides 
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opportunities for students to explore multiple perspectives. These 

discussions can be especially powerful when they include diverse voices and 

validate students’ lived experiences. 

4. Promote Student Agency: Empowering students to take ownership of their 

learning and recognize their potential as change-makers fosters academic 

confidence and civic engagement. Culturally responsive educators help 

students explore issues relevant to their communities and guide them in 

developing their own voices and perspectives. 

5. Elevate Student Voice: Providing opportunities for students to express 

themselves builds self-confidence and supports emotional well-being. 

Whether through writing, discussion, music, or other creative outlets, 

culturally responsive classrooms center students’ stories and honor their 

diverse identities. 

6. Facilitate Honest and Inclusive Conversations: While challenging, 

discussions about race, equity, and justice are essential in a culturally 

responsive classroom. Educators must foster safe spaces where students 

can share counter-narratives, examine bias, and learn from one another’s 

experiences. These conversations help build empathy and deepen 

understanding of structural inequities. 

7. Support Social and Emotional Development: Culturally responsive teaching 

recognizes that learning is social and emotional. Teaching students skills like 

empathy, self-awareness, goal-setting, and self-compassion supports their 

growth both inside and outside the classroom. SEL integration creates space 

for healing, reflection, and resilience. 

8. Strengthen Home-to-School Connections: Families are critical partners in 

student success. Teachers should seek to understand and honor the cultural 
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norms of their students’ homes and build bridges between home and 

school. Open, culturally sensitive communication helps create meaningful 

relationships with caregivers and supports student learning in authentic 

ways. 

9. Celebrate Cultural Moments and Histories: Honoring the contributions of 

historically marginalized communities—through research projects, 

storytelling, or classroom showcases—strengthens students’ connections to 

their heritage and broadens everyone’s understanding of history. These 

opportunities also provide platforms for student expression and creativity. 

10.Engage in Ongoing Professional Growth: Culturally responsive teaching 

requires self-awareness. Educators must reflect on their own identities, 

privileges, and biases—often referred to as the “invisible backpack” (as 

cited in Flocabulary). Committing to continual learning through reading, 

workshops, and reflection deepens educators’ capacity to meet the needs 

of all learners. 

Culturally responsive teaching is not a one-time initiative—it is a lifelong 

commitment to equity, inclusion, and justice. By adopting these intentional 

strategies, educators create classrooms that affirm student identities, honor 

cultural knowledge, and empower every learner to thrive academically and 

socially. 

3.3 Teaching with a Trauma-Informed Lens and the Overlap with 
CRT 

Trauma-informed practice (TIP) is an approach that recognizes the impact of 

trauma on students’ learning and behavior. Culturally responsive teaching (CRT) 

and trauma-informed practices (TIP) intersect in meaningful ways that strengthen 

the classroom community and promote equity. At their core, both approaches are 
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grounded in the belief that students thrive when their identities are recognized, 

their voices are valued, and their emotional safety is prioritized (Bowerman, 

2024). As Bowerman emphasizes, building a school climate where students feel 

seen, safe, and supported begins with three key commitments: honoring students’ 

cultural backgrounds, incorporating diverse perspectives into daily instruction, and 

nurturing a deep sense of belonging. 

Creating Safe and Inclusive Spaces 

A trauma-informed, culturally responsive classroom is a space designed to foster 

emotional security and inclusivity. Teachers can create physical and emotional 

safety through intentional classroom layouts—such as circle or small group seating

—to encourage collaboration and eye contact (Bowerman, 2024). Visual 

reminders of classroom norms rooted in mutual respect, along with multilingual 

signage and culturally affirming phrases, send the message that every student 

belongs. For example, sentence stems like “I hear your perspective, and I’d like to 

add…” model constructive dialogue and validate student voices (Bowerman). 

Building Relationships with Students and Families 

Trust is the foundation of trauma-informed teaching. Getting to know students 

and their families on a personal level—through check-ins, cultural sharing 

opportunities, and ongoing dialogue—helps educators better understand the 

experiences students bring into the classroom (Bowerman, 2024). Weekly 

reflection prompts, informal conversations, and cultural events like “Community 

Culture Night” allow students and families to share stories and traditions that 

deepen connection and mutual respect (Bowerman). These relationships also help 

educators adjust their communication styles to better align with families’ 

preferences and needs. 
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Embedding Student Voice and Choice 

Recognizing that trauma and cultural background both shape how students learn, 

CRT and TIP together call for flexible, student-centered instruction (Bowerman, 

2024). Offering multiple ways for students to express what they know—such as 

through podcasts, artwork, essays, or videos—not only affirms their strengths but 

also avoids retraumatization by honoring personal agency. Teaching strategies like 

“think-pair-share” and restorative circles also create regular, low-pressure 

opportunities for students to connect their lived experiences to academic content 

(Bowerman). 

Promoting Emotional Regulation and Reflective Practice 

Teachers should help students develop emotional regulation strategies such as 

mindfulness breaks, journaling, or breathing exercises. Creating calm-down spaces 

within the classroom and using nonjudgmental, supportive language—like “How 

can I help you right now?”—can de-escalate conflict while preserving student 

dignity (Bowerman, 2024). Importantly, educators must also reflect on their own 

emotional well-being, biases, and assumptions to ensure they are showing up for 

students in a grounded, empathetic way (Bowerman). 

When combined, trauma-informed and culturally responsive teaching practices 

don't just support students academically—they create conditions where students 

feel respected, empowered, and connected. These approaches share many core 

components, including the importance of building trusting relationships, honoring 

students’ identities, fostering emotional safety, and promoting student voice and 

agency. Rather than separate initiatives, CRT and TIP reinforce one another and 

work best when integrated into a unified, reflective teaching practice. As 

Bowerman (2024) notes, this work may be challenging, but it is transformative—

one relationship, one story, and one classroom at a time. 
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3.4 Supporting Marginalized and Underrepresented Students 

As educators, it is essential to recognize that many students face systemic barriers 

rooted in historical and ongoing inequities related to race, ethnicity, language, 

disability, gender identity, and socioeconomic status. These barriers impact 

students' access to resources, opportunities, and equitable learning experiences. 

Schools can either reinforce these disparities or become powerful agents of 

change by intentionally working to dismantle them (Silverman, 2022). Silverman 

presents strategies that teachers can use to support marginalized and 

underrepresented students: 

1. Understanding Systemic Barriers: Students from marginalized and 

underrepresented groups often navigate educational environments shaped 

by policies and practices that unintentionally perpetuate inequality. This can 

manifest in lower academic expectations, biased disciplinary actions, or 

limited access to advanced coursework. As educators, understanding the 

historical context and structural factors that contribute to these barriers is 

crucial to effectively support all students. 

2. Strategies for Advocacy and Inclusion: Advocacy is a vital component of 

supporting marginalized students. This means actively participating in 

Individualized Education Program (IEP) meetings, disciplinary processes, and 

academic placement decisions to ensure students receive fair treatment 

and appropriate resources. Beyond advocacy, providing mentorship and 

leadership opportunities empowers underrepresented students to develop 

confidence and agency. Collaborating with counselors, social workers, and 

community organizations strengthens support systems by addressing the 

social, emotional, and academic needs of students in a holistic way. 

3. Empowering Students as Agents of Change: Encouraging students to 

critically engage with issues of social justice and equity fosters their 
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development as thoughtful, informed leaders. Supporting student-led 

initiatives creates spaces where diverse voices can be heard and valued, 

promoting an inclusive school culture. When students take ownership of 

change efforts, they build skills and resilience that extend far beyond the 

classroom. 

4. Reflecting on Educator Positionality in Advocacy: Effective advocacy 

requires self-awareness. Educators must recognize their own privilege and 

the power dynamics inherent in teacher-student relationships. It’s 

important to balance advocacy with empowerment, avoiding a savior 

mentality. This means partnering with students as collaborators rather than 

rescuers, respecting their autonomy and lived experiences while amplifying 

their voices. 

By embracing these approaches, educators can create learning environments 

where marginalized and underrepresented students feel seen, valued, and 

supported to thrive academically and personally. This commitment to equity is 

foundational to transforming schools into truly inclusive spaces. 

Section 3 Conclusion 

Culturally responsive and trauma-informed teaching are not separate or optional 

approaches—they are essential, interconnected practices that elevate educational 

equity and student well-being. By recognizing and honoring students’ cultural 

backgrounds, creating emotionally safe spaces, and fostering inclusive 

relationships, educators can transform classrooms into communities of belonging 

and empowerment. Integrating these practices requires ongoing reflection, 

commitment, and collaboration with students, families, and colleagues. As you 

apply the strategies and insights shared in this section, remember that this work is 
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a journey—one that, as Bowerman (2024) reminds us, changes lives one 

relationship, one story, and one classroom at a time. 

Section 3 Key Terms 

Academic Success - The goal of helping students grow intellectually and develop 

problem-solving skills while affirming their cultural identities. 

Advocacy - Actions taken by educators to support marginalized students in 

receiving fair treatment, resources, and opportunities, including participation in 

IEP meetings and disciplinary processes. 

Asset-Based Pedagogies - Teaching approaches that view students’ cultural 

identities and experiences as valuable resources rather than obstacles. 

Culturally Responsive Teaching (CRT) - An instructional approach that centers 

students’ cultural identities and lived experiences as assets in learning to enhance 

engagement and achievement. 

Culturally Relevant Pedagogy - A framework developed by Gloria Ladson-Billings 

focusing on academic success, cultural competence, and critical consciousness for 

marginalized students. 

Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy - Teaching that not only affirms but actively 

sustains and revitalizes students’ cultural identities and practices within the 

learning environment. 

Culture - The shared languages, values, customs, beliefs, and histories that 

influence how people interpret and interact with the world. 

Critical Consciousness - Teaching students to recognize and challenge systemic 

inequities and social injustices affecting marginalized communities. 
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Emotional Regulation - Strategies that help students manage their emotions, such 

as mindfulness, journaling, and breathing exercises, often integrated in trauma-

informed practices. 

Individualized Education Program (IEP) - A legally mandated plan outlining special 

education services tailored to meet the unique needs of students with disabilities. 

Marginalized Students - Students who experience systemic barriers and exclusion 

based on race, ethnicity, language, disability, gender identity, socioeconomic 

status, or other factors. 

Restorative Circles - Structured group discussions aimed at building community, 

resolving conflict, and promoting accountability through dialogue and empathy. 

Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) - Educational practices that develop skills like 

empathy, self-awareness, goal-setting, and resilience. 

Student Agency - Empowering students to take ownership of their learning and 

engage actively as decision-makers and change agents. 

Trauma-Informed Practice (TIP) - An approach recognizing the impact of trauma 

on learning and behavior, emphasizing safety, trust, and emotional support. 

White Dominant Culture - The dominant cultural norms and values in many U.S. 

schools that reflect white, middle-class perspectives, often marginalizing diverse 

cultural experiences. 

Section 3 Reflection Questions 

1. In what ways do your current curricula serve as both “mirrors” and 

“windows” for your students? What might you add or change to improve 

this? 
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2. What strategies have you used or could you use to build stronger home-to-

school connections that respect diverse family communication preferences? 

3. What are some practical ways to elevate student voice and agency in your 

classroom, especially for marginalized students? 

4. How can you incorporate current events into your teaching to deepen 

students’ critical consciousness without alienating or overwhelming them? 

5. Describe an example of how you have or could use culturally relevant 

materials or resources to enrich a lesson. 

6. How do you approach conversations about race, equity, or social justice 

with students? What helps create a safe space for these discussions? 

7. What role do you believe educators have in advocating for marginalized and 

underrepresented students beyond classroom instruction? 

Section 3 Activities 

1. Design an Inclusive Classroom Environment: Make intentional changes to 

your physical classroom space to reflect diverse cultures and identities, such 

as displaying student artwork or multicultural posters that affirm all 

learners. 

2. Curriculum Audit: Review your inherited curriculum and classroom 

materials to assess representation of diverse cultures, identities, and 

perspectives; note areas for inclusion or improvement. 

3. Student Voice Survey: Develop and administer a brief survey to gather 

students’ perspectives on whether they feel seen and valued in your 

classroom materials and discussions. 
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4. Lesson Plan Re-design: Select a recent lesson and revise it to incorporate 

culturally relevant content and multiple modes of student expression. 

5. Observation and Reflection: Observe a colleague’s classroom (in person or 

via video) focusing on culturally responsive teaching practices; note 

strengths and possible strategies to adopt. 

6. Family Communication Reflection: Reflect on your current communication 

methods with families. Identify potential barriers and create a plan to 

diversify communication channels to be more inclusive. 

Course Conclusion 
As we conclude this course, it’s clear that ethical and cultural competency is not a 

one-time training—it’s an ongoing professional and personal journey. We’ve 

explored the foundational principles that shape culturally responsive and ethically 

grounded teaching, uncovered the subtle yet powerful ways bias impacts our 

students, and examined actionable strategies for supporting those most affected 

by systemic inequities. Ultimately, culturally responsive and trauma-informed 

practices are about more than pedagogy—they are about building trust, 

promoting healing, and affirming every student’s right to learn in an environment 

where they are seen, heard, and valued. As educators, our commitment to equity 

requires continual self-reflection, intentional collaboration, and a willingness to 

grow. By integrating the concepts from this course into your daily practice, you 

contribute to a more just and compassionate school culture—one that honors the 

full humanity of every learner. Let this course serve as a launching point for 

deeper dialogue, stronger community partnerships, and lasting impact in your 

classroom and beyond. 

59



Classroom Example 
Mr. Pepper teaches 10th grade English Language Arts at a large high school where 

students represent a rich tapestry of cultural, linguistic, and socioeconomic 

backgrounds. Passionate about literature and student voice, Mr. Pepper initially 

believed that a love of reading and discussion would be enough to connect with 

all his students. But over time, he began noticing patterns that troubled him. 

Some students rarely spoke in class discussions, others seemed disengaged from 

the texts they read, and a few openly questioned whether school was a space 

where they truly belonged. Though Mr. Pepper cared deeply for his students, he 

realized he needed to examine how his own practices—and the curriculum he 

inherited—might unintentionally exclude or silence some learners. Eager to better 

understand his students’ experiences and improve his practice, Mr. Pepper 

embarked on a journey to become a more ethically grounded and culturally 

responsive educator.  

Challenge 

• Recognizing Bias in Curriculum and Pedagogy: Mr. Pepper realized that 

many of the texts he taught were written by white, male authors and 

centered on dominant cultural narratives. While classic literature had value, 

it did not reflect the lives or voices of many of his students. He also noticed 

that participation norms—like cold calling or Socratic seminars—favored 

outspoken students and sometimes left English learners or introverted 

students behind. 

• Navigating Cultural Misunderstandings: During a parent-teacher 

conference, a caregiver gently pointed out that Mr. Pepper’s comments 

about a student’s “lack of engagement” failed to consider cultural 

expectations around classroom behavior, such as deference to authority or 
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discomfort with public speaking. This was a wake-up call that his 

interpretation of student behavior wasn’t always culturally informed. 

• Balancing Standards with Inclusion: Mr. Pepper was committed to rigorous 

learning, but began to wonder: Who decides what counts as “rigor”? Were 

high expectations being fairly applied to all students? And did his classroom 

climate promote belonging and psychological safety—or compliance and 

silence? 

Considerations for Support and Improvement 

• How can Mr. Pepper diversify his curriculum to include authors, themes, 

and voices that reflect his students’ identities and lived experiences? 

• What instructional practices can make classroom dialogue more inclusive 

for students with different communication styles or language proficiencies? 

• In what ways might Mr. Pepper reframe his understanding of student 

behavior through a culturally informed lens, rather than through deficit 

thinking? 

• How can he use formative assessments, student choice, and reflective 

journaling to honor multiple ways of demonstrating learning while meeting 

standards? 

• What professional learning or collaborative reflection might support Mr. 

Pepper’s ongoing development in cultural humility and ethical practice? 
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