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Creating a Culturally Relevant Environment

As | grappled with what it really meant to create a culturally relevant classroom based on
the three tenets of Ladson-Billings (1995), I found that I largely fell on the second point of
creating cultural competence. Because my students were diverse in ethnicity, social class, and
“how they were raised,” I wanted them to not only see how their own cultural identities informed
their cultural competence but also how their cultural identities interacted and meshed with with
their classmates. Since | believe learning is sociocultural, | had the students anything and
everything from informal thoughts and ideas to formalized writing and digital compositions. In
my intent of creating a culturally relevant classroom, sharing became a powerful and necessary

avenue for cultural competence.

Power of Sharing

By March of the school year, my students knew that there was an indisputable
expectation of sharing thoughts and ideas in class, whether that be through writings or
discussion. In this research study, sharing was taken to a different level because the topics were
much more personal and individualized in getting students to think of themselves as cultural
beings. Because sharing was already the established expectation, students were slightly hesitant
because of the personal nature of their work; however, they overcame this apprehension. | found
that sharing student work is crucial to a culturally relevant classroom. Students learn invaluable
information about one another through the sharing of thoughts and ideas. When sharing becomes
the expectation, apprehension turns into an invitation to learn about one another, not to judge one
another but to learn about and from one another. This learning about one another builds the
students’ cultural competence. Multiple students commented on how the sharing of their work

impacted and informed their perspectives of themselves and one another. Considering sharing
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has always been the expectation in my classroom, | was not overly surprised by the positive and
powerful influence; however, the level of authenticity that followed the sharing processes was

not anticipated yet pleasantly welcomed.

Authenticity

I had a mentor in college tell me, “Kim, vulnerability leads to more vulnerability.” These
words ring very true for this research study. The more students shared, the more vulnerable and
real they became with themselves and with one another. As a teacher, | want students to feel and
to know that they can be real with me and with one another, but the notion of authenticity in a
high school environment can be very challenging, particularly with a student body who is diverse
in many ways. Looking in, I could see and hear students listening to one another and sharing
with people of whom they had never shared before. In my final interviews with the four focus
students as well as in the final reflections of all the students, there was a resounding voice of that
sharing had led to “being real.” One student wrote, “It (sharing) provided a sense of reality.”
Additionally, another student commented, “I feel like it (sharing) has the ability to bring us all
closer together by sharing our experiences and beliefs so openly and I really like that.” The
students recognized the authenticity that was developing in them and in their classmates.
Because students experienced this type of authenticity, there seemed to be a newfound or
rekindled desire to know one another more and/or deeper. There was on particular student in
which the level of authenticity radically changed her and her classmates; her final This | Believe
digital composition permeated throughout her classroom, other classrooms, and ultimately the

entire faculty. She comments in her final reflections:

Hearing my voice allowed me to understand this is real. It brought me to tears, because

after so long things I’ve been hiding to say are finally released. | was scared people
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would look at me differently, but it was the total opposite. My classmates and teachers

will never truly understand how much gratitude | hold for them.

Sharing lead to authenticity and being comfortable and safe in the classroom. The authenticity
opened the door for students to question, to ponder, and to challenge societal structures alongside

of one another.

Challenging the Social/Power Structure

As | prepared for this research and developed this instructional unit, I struggled with how
| was going to create spaces for students to have opportunities to challenge the social structures.
Even as I embarked on this unit, I still was not completely clear on what “challenging the social
structure” would look like. However, as | began to focus on building cultural competence within
the students, that foundation is what led to spaces and opportunities for students to questions, to
ponder, and to grapple with social structure. At the beginning of the unit, | had students read a
textbook chapter on Culture and Identity; they wrote a think piece and then participated in a
critical discussion. My intention was for them to see how their cultural identities fit and possibly
do not fit within society norms and expectations. In the beginning, students mostly discussed and
celebrated each other’s differences. Because | wanted them to experience tensions, | asked that
we discuss the section on “Contact Zones,” which addressed the areas that cause pressure
amongst cultures. I said, “This is touchy, I know. I am trying to push y’all, and I want y’all to
think about that.” I wanted to model for them and set the expectation that it is not only ok but

acceptable and necessary to discuss the tensions.

As stated before, as students shared their work, they became more vulnerable with one

another because of shared experiences, which led to authenticity. I posit that because students
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knew more about one another and because authenticity had inadvertently become the
expectation, students felt confident and empowered to question. In one of the discussions, a
student commented, “Like superior...why does it have to be superior? Why does it have to be that
way? We are all humans.” He was questioning the bureaucracy and hierarchies in society; being
a Hispanic male, he felt that he was seen as inferior. His question led to a great conversation
about superiority and inferiority and where these come from and why. Later in the same
discussion, the topic of multiracial, multiethnic populations came up; an African-American
female questioned, “Yeah, it’s normal to me so, it’s like...why aren’t your eyes big enough to see
the different variety of people?” This student came from a very diverse home where are types of
races and ethnicities were present. It was very difficult for her to understand why categories were
necessary for people, and she was quick and confident to voice that. Once the door was opened

for these types of conversations, the students just followed one another’s lead.

The culminating discussion was a revelation of the empowerment of students to question
and to challenge assumptions. One student commented, “I feel like that’s what so good about this
class because it challenges that social structure. Like seeing something at face value and just
judging it. But in this classroom, we have these discussions, and we get to dig deeper, and then
we understand why people act the way they do.” Upon this statement, students were nodding
their heads and mumbling affirming “uh huhs.” As I said before, I was not certain on how to
create opportunities for students to question and to challenge, but this comment and the class
reactions completely affirmed how and why culturally relevant teaching is so important. Students
were able to better understand themselves as cultural beings and through sharing, they were able

to see one another as cultural beings; this not only built cultural competence but also put an



CULTURALLY RELEVANT PEDAGOGY 104

emphasis on being culturally competent. This competence lead to the ability, the confidence, and

the safe expectation of challenging social structures.

Shift in Perspective-Variations

In focusing on building cultural competence, students are exposed to the array of
perspectives of their classmates. This exposure was one of the most powerful aspects of this
study. I believe that you only truly know what you live; your lived experiences inform how you
see the world. When students began to think about themselves as cultural beings and to share
themselves as cultural beings, their perspectives shifted. They not only saw the world through
one lens but now through many lenses; they were able to add the cultural lenses of their

classmates.

One of the most intriguing aspects was the different types of shifts in perspective. For one
student, it was more of an inward shift of how she saw herself that changed; others affirming her
work in turn affirmed and empowered her to see herself in a more positive, authentic light. She
had not always had very positive thoughts of herself. For another student, it was a shift in seeing
the reality of his classmates; the assumptions that he had carried were removed and replaced with
the knowledge of who his classmates really were through their writings and conversations. In
final reflections, he stated, “It was an awesome experience to see other people's perspectives and
feelings about a particular subject. Without this, we would've never know this about or peers.”
And for others, it was a deeper, richer understanding of one another; the shift was the “aha
moments” about themselves and their classmates. The shift in perspectives compelled a desire
for greater depth of knowledge of oneself and one another. In the member checking
conversations with John, I was discussing my findings about him in particular, and he

commented, “You may have had those labels, but it was neat to watch them fall down.” The shift
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in perspectives enabled him, and hopefully his classmates, to challenge their own perspectives.
My hope and desire is that this way of thinking will carry over into all facets of their lives, so

that they may be more critically aware of their worlds.

Implications

The findings from this study hold important implications in teaching and in research. In
conducting this study, my goals were to answer my research questions and to learn more about
and to contribute to the body of research on culturally relevant pedagogy in the English
Language Arts classroom. | was initially compelled to conduct research on culturally relevant
pedagogy because | see a dire need for a change in mindset in my current school because the
population has changed so drastically in the last fifteen years. As | continue to implement
culturally relevant instructional practices in my classroom, | firmly believe that this pedagogical

stance has value, purpose, and place in teaching and in research.

Teaching

As a classroom teacher, my role has changed drastically in the short nine years that | have
been teaching public school. The increased importance of standardized testing and the increase
of state mandates paired with the increase of diverse student population have created an
interesting environment for teachers, not necessarily all teachers but for some teachers like
myself, it has. | assert that the need for culturally relevant teaching has and will continue to
rapidly increase as student populations continue to grow and to change. From my personal
experience, students are more and more diverse each year- diverse in race, ethnicity,
socioeconomic status, family dynamics, religious views, etc. The changing face of America

demands that we as teachers think seriously and critically about how we are teaching students to
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think and to operate in the world. I have found that the tenet of building cultural competence in
students is critical. As stated previously, because of the increase in diversity, students need to
understand who they are and how they fit with others. Additionally, this cultural competence
leads to the more critical awareness of societal structure and order, thus enabling students to
question, to ponder, and to challenge, hopefully, in appropriate and meaningful ways. I believe
that helping students to navigate their worlds, not telling them what to think or how to think, is
essential in secondary education; and | believe that a culturally relevant pedagogical mindset is

an avenue to help all students.

Research

When | first started researching classroom studies on culturally relevant pedagogy in
classrooms, | mostly found studies of researchers coming into teacher classrooms; there were
very few studies of teachers conducting this type of research in their own classrooms. | knew that
there was a need for classroom teachers, the insiders, to be conducting this type of research.
Having completed the study, | now understand why fewer teachers do studies like these; it takes
a huge amount of time and effort. Qualitative research including multiple interviews, student
writings, and classroom discussions can be very overwhelming, especially as not only the teacher
researcher but also as the teacher who is writing lesson plans, sending parent emails, grading
assignments, and a plethora of other duties and responsibilities. However, the insight that | have
gained as both a teacher and teacher researcher are invaluable as | moved forward in the
profession. | posit that there is a need for more teacher research of implementing culturally
relevant pedagogy in the classroom. Furthermore, because teachers are the insiders and have
established rapport with their students, they are able to portray the voices of the students very

authentically through the research. I believe this aspect to be very powerful and meaningful and
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rarely found in this aspect of research due to the lack of practitioner research. Alim and Paris
(2015) posit that the linguistic and cultural flexibility of many children of color ideally positions
them for success in a diversifying, globalizing world. They encourage researchers to think
forward in ways that both challenge societal norms and support the flexibility that students will

increasingly need for access and opportunity.

Limitations of Findings

There were, of course, limitations to this study. One limitation was availability of
consistent participation. One of the focus students received a concussion the second week of the
study; he missed four days of school, and upon his return, he had a doctor’s not that he was not
to read or to write. He could only sit and listen; therefore, he missed completing and participating
in one of the major assignments. Additionally, the testing plan at the school changed drastically
at the last minute, and | accommodated as well as | could for the change. Students who were
involved in Work-Based Learning missed multiple days of class, and students taking AP tests

also missed days. For two weeks, it seemed as though someone was always missing from class.

A second limitation of the study was the time length, which was eight weeks. The
implementation of culturally relevant pedagogy has really been prevalent throughout the entire
school year, so these eight weeks capture only a small portion of the larger growth of students.
Additionally, this unit ideally belongs in the second semester somewhere around October-
December, so that students have been exposed to the concept of cultural identities, and the
building of cultural competence can more explicitly begin earlier in the year. | would have liked

for students to have this cultural competent foundation more so throughout the year.

A third limitation was the depth of the study. | believe that the data would have been

richer an more meaningful if there were more focus students with more interviews. | found the
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one-on-one interviews to be incredibly insightful, and I wish I could have involved more than
four students. Because of the time and the scope of what | was hoping to achieve as a first time
teacher research, four students was what | believed to be feasible. However, the more student

voices that could have been represented, the stronger | believe the research could have been.

Conclusion

This study examined the implementation of culturally relevant pedagogy in the English
Language Arts classroom and the influence that CRP may have on students’ cultural identities
and perspectives. Coming into the study, | had some preconceived notions of what this research
may or may not look like and what may or may not happen. The findings about myself as a
teacher and of my students were much richer than I could have anticipated. | believe that the
greatest finding about the implementation of CRP in the classroom is that there needs to be an
intentional emphasis put on building cultural competence, the second tenet of CRP. This focus
leads to students’ abilities and confidence in acting on the third tenet, challenging the social
structures. Additionally, cultural competence leads to a deeper level of authenticity among the
students; this enabled students to really see others’ cultural identities and how they inform and
influence perspectives. Furthermore, students began to think and to process metacognitively;
they are thinking about their thinking when they are challenged by someone else’s reality that
does not match their reality. They question. They wonder. They challenge. They think. Henry
Ford said, “Thinking is the hardest work there is, which is the probably reason why so few
engage in it.” As challenging as developing curriculum like this may be, | assert that culturally
relevant pedagogy in the English Language Arts classroom is significantly needed in the field of

education.
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Appendix A. Interview Questions
Pre-Study Questions:
1. What is your name?
2. How old are you?
3. How would you define yourself ethnically/racially?
4. How would you define “culture”?
5. How would you describe your own cultural identities?
6. How does culture play a part in how you communicate (through writing and speaking)?
7. What funds of knowledge (meaning the areas of your life where you believe you have

understanding of something) do you bring to this classroom?

Post-Study Questions:
1. How has your definition of culture been changed, shaped, and/or expanded?
2. How has your description of your personal identities been changed, shaped, and/or
expanded?
3. How does hearing/seeing others’ cultural identities shape and/or change your perspective
of culture?
4. How does hearing/seeing others’ cultural identities shape and/or change your perspective

of how you perceive others?
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Appendix B. Observation Protocol.
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Observation Protocol

Location: Cartersville High School, Mrs. Foster’s English Classroom
Date: January 2016

Time: 11:40-12:30

Pagelof

Descriptive Notes:

Reflective Notes:

Physical setting of classroom during critical discussion of texts:

-2 circles---inner circle consists of 10 students who want to speak; outer circle consists of the
remaining students who will respond to reflective questions as inner circle speaks

-teacher is outside of both circles looking in

Inner Circle students participating in discussion:
-mannerisms

-voice inflections

-facial expressions

Outer Circle students reflecting (writing) on discussion:
-mannerisms

-facial expressions

-desire or lack of desire to speak

Questions being asked: (to what extent are questions...)
-higher order thinking?

-making connections?

-challenging assumptions?

-addressing cultural issues?

-addressing identity issues?

-perspectives changing/being shaped by peers?

Student verbal responses: (to what extent are questions...)
-higher order thinking?

-making connections?

-challenging assumptions?

-addressing cultural issues?

-addressing identity issues?

-perspectives changing/being shaped by peers?
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Appendix C. Script for Call Home to Parents.

Good afternoon name of parent,

My name is Kim Foster, and | teach your student Advanced Composition at Cartersville High
School. How are you today? | hope that you have been receiving my weekly emails about what is
going on in class.

| am calling to inform you about a research study that I will be conducting this spring in your
student’s classroom. Not only am I a teacher, I am also a doctoral candidate at Kennesaw State
University. | will be doing an eight-week study on the potential influence that students’ cultural
identities play in literacy. | have chosen four students to be participants in the study, and your
student is one of them. If you are interested, | will be glad to explain a little more of what that
might entail.

I will conduct interviews prior to, during, and after the study with your student. That will be the
only task that needs to be done outside of the regular classroom. I plan to do the interviews
during the students’ lunch periods, so that they will not miss any instructional time. Participation
in the study will not affect your student’s grade in any way. My hope is that this study will create
learning and literacy experiences for all of my students in meaningful and purposeful ways.

Do you have any questions for me? If you are willing to allow your child, and your child is
willing, I will send home a form for you to sign and return.

Thank you for your time today.
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Appendix D. Research Matrix
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Research Question: Theoretical Framework | Data:
How does a teacher intentionally e Sociocultural e Critical Discussions
implement culturally relevant theory (in classroom)

pedagogy in the English-language e Culturally e Observations of
arts classroom to position students relevant student sharing of
for richer literacy experiences? pedagogy self-created texts
e Student Interviews
How does positioning students’ e Culturally e Student Interviews
cultural identity as an asset in relevant
learning instead of a deficit in pedagogy
learning influence students’ e Funds of
perceptives of themselves as knowledge
learners?
How does cultural identity/sharing e Sociocultual e Student Interviews
of cultural identity change students’ theory e Student writings
perspectives and enhance student e Culturally
literacy experiences? relevant
pedagogy
e Funds of

knowledge
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Appendix E. “Culture and Identity” Unit Qutline
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What is Culture?

-Define and discuss.

-Handout with
“culture”
definitions.

How do culture
and identity
inform one
another?
-Reading of book
chapter- “Culture
and Identity”
-Think Pieces

How do culture and
identity inform one
another?

-Reading of book
chapter- “Culture and
Identity”

-Think Pieces

How do culture
and identity inform
one another?
-Reading of
National Geographic
Article

-Think Pieces

How do culture
and identity inform
one another?
-Critical discussion
#1

How do I convey
my cultural
identity through
writing about
events in my life?
-Counternarrative
approach- “I am
not” poems

How do I convey
my cultural
identity through
writing about
events in my life?
-Explanation and
models of Cultural
Identity
compositions
-Creating
composition.

How do I convey my
cultural identity
through writing
about events in my
life?

-Creating
composition.

How do | convey
my cultural
identity through
writing about
events in my life?
-Creating
composition.

How do | convey
my cultural
identity through
writing about
events in my life?
-Creating
composition.

How do I convey
my cultural
identity visually?
-Create collages.

How do | convey
my cultural
identity visually?
-Create collages.

How does the
sharing of cultural
identity inform
and/or influence my
perspectives?
-Structured sharing
of compositions and
collages.

How does the
sharing of cultural
identity inform
and/or influence
my perspectives?
-Reflection/Gauging
impact

How do | produce
a counternarrative
that portrays my
cultural identity in
a different way?

- “I am not” poems

**Day prior to
Spring Break**

What are my
beliefs, and where
do they come
from?

-New York Times
Blog- writings and
discussion

What are my
beliefs, and where
do they come
from?

-New York Times
Blog- writings and
discussion

How do people
articulate their
beliefs through lived
experiences?

-This | Believe
introduction

How do people
articulate their
beliefs through
lived experiences?
-TIB reading and
analysis

-Think Piece

How do people
articulate their
beliefs through
lived experiences?
-TIB reading and
analysis

-Think Piece

How do people
articulate their
beliefs through
lived experiences?
-TIB reading and
analysis

-Think Piece

How do people
articulate their
beliefs through
lived experiences?
-Critical Discussion
#2

How do | articulate
my beliefs through
lived experiences in
writing?

-TIB compositions

How do | articulate
my beliefs through
lived experiences in
writing?

-TIB compositions

How do I articulate
my beliefs through
lived experiences in
video?

-TIB compositions
-Show models
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How do |
articulate my
beliefs through
lived experiences
in video?

-TIB DMC

How do |
articulate my
beliefs through
lived experiences
in video?

-TIB DMC

How do | articulate
my beliefs through
lived experiences in
video?

-TIB DMC

How do I articulate
my beliefs through
lived experiences in
video?

-TIB DMC

How do | articulate
my beliefs through
lived experiences in
video?

-TIB DMC

How does the
viewing of others’
TIB compositions
change/impact my
perspectives?
-Sharing and
analysis of student
DMC'’s (small
groups)
-Feedback/Gauging
impact

How does the
viewing of others’
TIB compositions
change/impact my
perspectives?
-Sharing and
analysis of student
DMC'’s (whole
groups)
-Feedback/Gauging
impact

How does the
viewing of others’
TIB compositions
change/impact my
perspectives?
-Written reflections

How (if at all) have
perceptions of
cultural identity of
yourself and others
informed how you
think?

-Critical Discussion
#3

***These days are
built in order to
have some wiggle
room throughout
the unit. In having
seniors at the end
of the year, there
are always reasons
for them to be out
of class.***
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Appendix F. Think Pieces

Peter Elbow calls “writing that is a bit more thought out and worked over--but not yet an essay;
exploratory but not merely freewriting” a think piece. They offer a means for students to write to think
and learn. The goal of this type of writing for students is to come to understandings and to figure out
what they don’t yet know; it is writing to learn and to think critically. As you write, you should
ground your wonderings, questions, tensions, etc. in texts. | recommeigdoting passages that stand out to
you, raise questions for you, or are confusing.

At the end of each think piece, you should posme-two questions for discussion . These should be deep,
thoughtful questions with which you are genuinely grappling and seeking an answer. They should be
guestions that will provoke discussion and deeper exploration of ideas.

Think Piece * Monday- full page (pgs 516)

Think Piece 2 Tuesday full page (pgs 1#33) *You will have choice in what section to read.
Think Piece 3 Wednesday Critical Discussion

**| will take these up on Wednesday.
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Appendix G. Cultural Identities Informational Composition and Collage

Jandt (2004) describes cultural identity as “the identification with and perceived acceptance
into a group that has a shared system of symbols and meanings as well as norms for conduct” (p.

7).

Do you agree with this definition, or based on our readings and conversations, would you like to
create your own definition of cultural identity? If so, please write it here:

Jandt (2004) also states, “We can have no direct knowledge of a culture other than our own.
Our experience with and knowledge of other cultures are limited by the perceptual bias of our
own culture” (p. 8). In this writing and collage, let’s try to open the eyes of our fellow
classmates into other cultural identities that maybe they didn’t know existed.

TOPIC: Cultural Identities
AUDIENCE: Classmates
FORMAT: Informational Composition and Photo Collage

Informational Composition
Use these headings to organize and guide your writing:

Introduction (1 short paragraph)

Values (1-2 paragraphs)

Rituals (1 paragraph)

Cultural Events (2-3 paragraphs)

Identity (description of roles) (2-3 paragraphs)
Conclusion (1 short paragraph)

2 2 2 B

Collage
You will need:

- 15-20 pictures which represent your cultural identity

- 4-5 quotes which represent your cultural identity

- half of a poster board (or something of similar size)

- TO BE CREATIVE! Remember---this represents YOU! :)

Plan
March 22: Work on Collage ideas; brainstorming/outline for composition

March 23-25: Type informational composition; revise/edit
March 28-29: Work on Collage/Finish composition
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March 30: Share compositions and collage; peer feedback/responses

You will receive 3 grades:
= Brainstorming/Outline- completion
- Final Draft
- Collage

Outline:

- Introduction (1 short paragraph)
€ Who am I? Where do I come from? SHORT, sweet, enticing info. MAKE ME
WANT TO READ MORE ABOUT YOU!
- Values (1-2 paragraphs)
€ Value 1---
e What story or information supports/displays/informs?
€ Value 2---
e What story or information supports/displays/informs?
¢ Value 3---
e What story or information supports/displays/informs?
- Rituals (1 paragraph)
€ Ritual 1---
e What story or information supports/displays/informs?
€ Ritual 2---
e What story or information supports/displays/informs?
- Cultural Events (2-3 paragraphs)
€ Cultural Event 1---
e What story or information supports/displays/informs?
€ Cultural Event 2---
e What story or information supports/displays/informs?
4 Cultural Event 3---
e What story or information supports/displays/informs?
- Identity (description of roles) (2-3 paragraphs)
€ Identity role 1---
e What story or information supports/displays/informs?
€ Identity role 2---
e What story or information supports/displays/informs?
€ Identity role 3---
e What story or information supports/displays/informs?
- Conclusion (1 short paragraph)
€ What am I proud of about my cultural identities? REMIND ME OF WHY YOU
ARE SO AWESOME! :)
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Appendix H. Collage Examples
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