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I came to kindergarten with my maleta (suitcase). It was filled with 
all of my treasures: my language, culture, familia (family), and ways 
of knowing. My teacher insisted I leave my maleta at the school-
house door. She offered me a different maleta, one she believed 
would serve me better.  

—Adapted from The Merrow Report: Lost in Translation—
Latinos, Schools and Society, 1998 

Diverse learners leave their maletas at the schoolhouse door in schools across 
the nation. Many replace their linguistic, cultural, and familial roots with 
those of the dominant culture in order to experience “success” in school. 
This process of subtractive schooling results in the loss of resources students 
need to thrive in the educational system and U.S. society (González, Moll, 
and Amanti 2005; Sadowski 2003; Salazar 2008; Valenzuela 1999). Fifty 
years of stagnant achievement rates for diverse learners demonstrate that 
subtractive schooling does not increase educational success. As a result, 
educational leaders acknowledge that teachers must acquire the dispositions, 
knowledge, and skills to meet the needs of an increasingly diverse student 
population. 

Educators from across the nation are embracing an additive approach to 
education known as culturally responsive teaching (CRT). CRT is a 
research-based instructional and philosophical approach to educating 
diverse learners (Gay 2002). Au and Blake (2003) define diverse learners as 
students who are distinguished from the mainstream by social class, 
ethnicity, and primary language. 
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The Fundamentals of Culturally Responsive Teaching 

CRT is strategic, systematic, and sustained. CRT moves beyond superficial 
efforts of tolerance and celebration of diversity to the deep work of infusing 
students’ linguistic, cultural, and familial resources in all aspects of 
schooling. A culturally responsive teacher actively develops the dispositions, 
knowledge, and skills that promote diverse learners’ academic achievement, 
language development, and sociocultural competence. Such dispositions, 
knowledge, and skills are encapsulated in thirteen fundamentals of culturally 
responsive teaching: 

 1. Commit to being a learner of diversity and its impact on teaching 
and learning. 

 2. Cultivate a relentless belief in the potential of diverse learners. 

 3. Integrate multiple definitions of success. 

 4. Hold self and students accountable for student achievement. 

 5. Rig the environment for success. 

 6. Engage in strategic instruction that extends students’ resources. 

 7. Demonstrate passion and urgency. 

 8. Engage in systematic reflection. 

 9. Develop critical consciousness. 

 10. Access resources for learning. 

 11. Use systematic thinking to navigate the complexity of teaching 
diverse learners. 

 12. Pursue leadership roles to advocate for students and families. 

 13. Foster self-efficacy for self and students. 

On the surface, the thirteen fundamentals of culturally responsive teaching 
may appear to be best practice for all; however, best practice for diverse 
learners intentionally extends their linguistic, cultural, and familial resources 
and attends to the complexity of second-language, sociocultural, and socio-
economic factors that impact learning. In sum, the fundamentals of 
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culturally responsive teaching extend students’ resources and meet the 
unique needs of diverse learners. 

 1. Commit to being a learner of diversity and its impact on teaching and 
learning. 

  Culturally responsive teachers continuously learn about their 
students, including their individual strengths and challenges, and 
their cultural, linguistic, familial, and community resources. These 
teachers accept that they will likely make mistakes in learning about 
others, and they take risks and learn from their mistakes. 
Furthermore, culturally responsive teachers develop awareness of 
their own identities, privileges, and biases, and how these impact 
teaching and learning. 

 2. Cultivate a relentless belief in the potential of diverse learners. 

  Culturally responsive teachers foster a relentless belief in the 
potential of diverse learners. They believe that all students will 
learn, given the enactment of effective practices. They explicitly 
dialogue with students about their academic, bilingual, and bicul-
tural potential. Culturally responsive teachers do not make excuses 
for students; instead, they hold high expectations and challenge 
students to excel in academic, language, and sociocultural domains. 
Culturally responsive teachers continuously articulate their beliefs 
in students’ abilities through such strategies as dialogue, songs, 
chants, and print material.  

 3. Integrate multiple definitions of success. 

  Culturally responsive teachers integrate multiple definitions of 
success into their short- and long-term planning and instruction. 
They are guided by national, state, district, and school standards 
and benchmarks; however, they exceed standard definitions of 
success to include the perspectives of students, families, and com-
munities. In sum, culturally responsive teachers actively incorporate 
feedback from multiple stakeholders to engage in planning and in-
struction that are standards-based, challenging, engaging, and rel-
evant.  
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 4. Hold self and students accountable for student achievement.  

  Culturally responsive teachers hold themselves accountable for 
student achievement by challenging students and providing appro-
priate scaffolds for learning. They integrate high-level skills that 
extend students’ content knowledge. They continuously adapt their 
instruction by adjusting to complex second-language acquisition 
and sociocultural, socioemotional, and socioeconomic factors that 
impact students’ motivation for learning. Culturally responsive 
teachers also develop structures that hold students accountable for 
their own learning, including independent opportunities to practice 
skills, apply learning, and reflect on behavior and academic goals.  

 5. Rig the environment for success. 

  Culturally responsive teachers maximize learning time by rigging 
the environment for success (Alston 2008). They are especially 
adept at using physical structures, space, and instructional materials 
that make content and language accessible for students. In addition, 
they create a material culture that reflects the experiences of stu-
dents and their families. Culturally responsive teachers also engage 
in respectful and caring classroom management through clear and 
consistent expectations and routines that build on students’ 
communicative, organizational, and intellectual styles. 

 6. Engage in strategic instruction that extends students’ resources. 

  Culturally responsive teachers increase students’ access to content 
and language by incorporating students’ background knowledge 
and skills into planning, materials, delivery, and assessment. They 
incorporate content that reflects students’ life experiences, they 
validate multiple perspectives through curricular materials, and they 
identify bias in curricular materials and make appropriate adjust-
ments. Culturally responsive teachers differentiate instruction based 
on personalized, cultural, linguistic, and familial needs. They 
identify bias in pedagogical practices and use instructional strategies 
that build on students’ cultural ways of knowing. Culturally 
responsive teachers also identify bias in assessment practices and 
explicitly teach students how to use learning strategies to compre-
hend linguistic and cultural meaning. 
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 7. Demonstrate passion and urgency. 

  Culturally responsive teachers are passionate and possess a sense of 
urgency. They demonstrate their own passion for lifelong learning 
and they communicate a sense of urgency in accelerating 
educational equity. Culturally responsive teachers demonstrate 
commitment and skill in making content relevant to the interests, 
strengths, and needs of diverse learners, thereby engaging students 
to be passionate about their own learning and develop a sense of 
urgency in terms of their own success. 

 8. Engage in systematic reflection. 

  Culturally responsive teachers engage in continuous and systematic 
reflection by assessing their own practice when students are learning 
and not learning. They use a myriad of data to tell the story of 
achievement for their students and they identify and seek out 
missing data that could inform student progress. Culturally respon-
sive teachers recognize that while use of data is good teaching 
practice in any context, it is imperative for identifying the strengths 
and needs of diverse learners and setting challenging and attainable 
learning targets. In addition, culturally responsive teachers antici-
pate, respond to, and reflect on cues of struggling students regarding 
language development, content knowledge, sociocultural adjust-
ment, and socioemotional needs.  

 9. Develop critical consciousness.   

  Culturally responsive teachers develop critical consciousness by 
questioning their unexamined assumptions while also creating 
opportunities for students to question their unexamined assump-
tions. They integrate content that challenges students to articulate 
their beliefs about diversity and question the impact of those beliefs 
on others. They also facilitate structured opportunities for parents, 
guardians, families, and communities to co-construct knowledge. 
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 10. Access resources for learning.  

  Culturally responsive teachers actively pursue material resources 
that support students’ learning inside and outside of school. They 
secure necessary resources from families, communities, businesses, 
or foundations to support student learning. Culturally responsive 
teachers recognize that teaching diverse learners is both rewarding 
and challenging, and they effectively collaborate with others to 
increase resources for learning. 

 11. Use systematic thinking to navigate the complexity of teaching diverse 
learners. 

  Culturally responsive teachers are scholars of diverse learners. To 
navigate the complexity of teaching diverse learners, they engage in 
systematic thinking—including teacher research, professional 
learning communities, and ongoing professional development—that 
is specifically targeted to maximize their strengths and mediate their 
challenges in teaching diverse learners.  

 12. Pursue leadership roles to advocate for students and families. 

  Culturally responsive teachers take on leadership roles at the school, 
district, state, and national levels in order to support diverse learners 
and their families. They promote asset perspectives of diverse 
learners and their families, and they advocate for practices that 
promote diverse learners’ academic achievement, language 
development, and sociocultural competence. 

 13. Foster self-efficacy for self and students. 

  Culturally responsive teachers foster their own self-efficacy by being 
realistic about the commitment it takes to meet the needs of diverse 
learners. Self-efficacy is the belief that one is capable of achieving 
challenging goals. Culturally responsive teachers recognize that the 
U.S. school system is a relic of the past—a sorting machine that 
subtracts students’ cultural, linguistic, and familial resources based 
on the fallacy that assimilation is the key to success in U.S. society. 
These teachers may feel isolated, alone, and overwhelmed; in 
response, they access professional and community resources to 
build their own and their students’ self-efficacy. 
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Conclusion 

Meeting the needs of diverse learners requires training and development of 
practices that intentionally build on students’ resources, as well as a rejection 
of systemic efforts to subtract students’ linguistic, cultural, and familial 
roots. If students have to leave their language, culture, and family behind, 
the cost of an education is too high. Culturally responsive teachers 
encourage every child to bring their maleta into the classroom, and they 
intentionally extend students’ natural resources to accelerate their learning. 
As leaders in the field, we need to prepare teachers to enact the 
fundamentals of culturally responsive teaching, thereby adding to students’ 
treasures and supporting their academic achievement, language develop-
ment, and sociocultural success. 
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