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Abstract

:

The application of culturally responsive teaching (CRT) in this article is used to provide a background into the instructional concept of CRT in higher educational settings and to provide examples for classroom pedagogical practice. This article provides instructional approaches that can be used in higher education classes to promote a cultural context to engage preservice teaching candidates who are seeking initial certification to become teachers-of-record and graduate-level teachers who are certified to understand and embrace the intersection of race, gender, religion, and regional cultures that contribute to identity. This article outlines instructional activities that can be used by faculty in higher education programs to assist their students with learning to co-construct culturally responsive lessons. This type of instruction should lead to a process in which faculty in higher educational settings can assist their preservice teacher candidates and graduate-level students in understanding the community in which they will serve or currently serve and to bring the funds of knowledge of their students into positive and productive learning environments.
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1. Introduction


The ability to receive an equal educational journey in the United States of America has consistently been a challenge for both racial and ethnic minorities. Since the historical period of slavery in this country, educational opportunities for minorities have both increased and declined. As mentioned by [1], since the 1960s, this country has experienced adequate progress regarding educational opportunities for minority students. However, the progress in attainment of educational opportunities has been minimum, and attrition rates are still unmatched among white students and non-white students [2,3]. It is also important to mention that while racially marginalized students are no longer legally separated in public education systems from white students, marginalized students continue to be separated from white and Asian students in academic achievement levels. Outcomes from research have indicated that learning disparities in the academic achievement of racialized minority students often surface by the fourth grade [4]. An example of this gap is found in reading achievement levels where white and Asian students score higher than racial and ethnic minority students [4].



According to the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board [5], racial and ethnic diversity of students enrolled in institutions of higher education across the United States has grown significantly. The inclusion of student diversity in higher education settings is a result of the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education ruling [6]. The ruling enforced enrollment changes at traditionally white colleges and universities in the United States to provide opportunities for black and brown students, especially in southern states [7]. Data show that the combined rate of enrollment of African American and Hispanic student has increased from 13.2% to 31.6% over the last four decades (Figure 1). However, regrettably, the increase in the rate of enrollment for minority students outpaces their degree attainment.



Considering national and state trends when compared to white students, African American and Hispanic students often do not complete their undergraduate degree requirements [8]. For instance, of the 83,837 degrees and certificates awarded in 2012 at Texas community colleges, 41% were awarded to white students, 35.8% to Hispanic students, and 11.8% to African American students [5]. The difference in degree completion rates between minority students and white students broadens as achieved degree levels are awarded for associate’s, bachelor’s, master’s, and doctorate degrees [7]. Higher education graduation rate trends are of a significant concern because of their correlation with increased socioeconomic mobility trends in the United States [9,10,11,12]. It is essential to acknowledge that non-white students do not complete graduation requirements as often and at a similar rate as their white peers. This result further contributes to peer groups falling below the poverty and educational levels in the United States [13].



Consequently, the concept of culturally responsive teaching (CRT) is used to present the discussion in this article. Gay [14] defines this teaching concept as “using the cultural knowledge, prior experiences, frames of reference, and performance styles of ethnically diverse students to make learning encounters more salient to them. It teaches to and through the strengths of these students” [14] (p. 31). Specific features of CRT can be traced back as early as the 1970s, in Forbes’ [15] suggestion of the need for the development of an instructional strategy that is based on the local cultures of Native American students. Since the introduction of this instructional concept, more researchers [14,16,17] have entered this theoretically-based dialogue.




2. The Landscape of Higher Education in the United States


The higher education arena has presented a dialogic discussion regarding segregation issues for several decades. In the 20th century, Georgia, South Carolina, and North Carolina were examples of states that intentionally formed racially separated higher education institutions for African American and white students who desired to obtain higher education degrees. Several racial groups have contributed to the dialogue of higher education. However, this dialogue regarding higher education attainment has been mainly focused on African American and white students. Because of this disparity, the United States government recognized that such powerlessness for college-aged students, in not having a choice or a voice in where they attend college, could produce significant negative implications. It has been noted that these negative implications could result in educational and socioeconomic disparities along with other negative factors. Consequently, several Supreme Court cases (Sipuel v. Board of Regents of the University of Oklahoma in 1948, McLaurin v. Oklahoma State Regents in 1950, and Sweat v. Painter in 1950) have assisted in the enforcement of the decision that separate higher education provided to African American students does not provide an equal education.



A 2003 Supreme Court ruling indicated that diversity in classroom settings enables students to learn to “become effective citizens and substantial leaders in a diverse society” [18] (p. 10). Representative of this ruling, an increase in the enrollment of racialized minority students in institutions of higher education occurred, spurring a consideration for the use and the implementation of culturally responsive teaching in higher education classrooms. Subsequently, culturally responsive teaching has emerged as an essential aspect in teacher training, as this instructional approach provides educators with useful strategies that build inclusion and focus on the academic achievement of students using culture as a cognitive scaffold. Although often recognized as an important aspect of teacher development, students enrolled in educator preparation programs often complete their program of study without being introduced to societal issues produced by race, class, and culture. As an example, McIntosh [19] noted that many white people experience life without a need to defend or to explain themselves because they are not minorities [20].



As educator preparation programs prepare preservice teacher candidates to become certified and graduate programs prepare certified educators to connect with students in school settings, these educators should be prepared to understand that racial and cultural identities are humanistic factors that should be considered, taught, and demonstrated in their educational environments. Ladson-Billings [21] suggested that higher education environments should provide curricula that are culturally relevant to empower their students. The instruction provided by higher education faculty should include instructional and conceptual theories, educational resources, and strategies that close the cultural gap between instructors and their learners. The application of CRT should be viewed as needed and useful in the instruction of all students. Presenting evidence for both preservice teacher candidates and for graduate-level students shows that diverse classroom settings can provide a pathway for positive teaching and learning. Developing and structuring educational programs that include CRT will contribute to the preparation of preservice teacher candidates and to graduate-level students in learning to demonstrate concepts that will help their students become critical analyzers, capable of using written and oral literacy structures, scientifically engaged, and proficient in navigating all the aspects of their academic arena [22]. Teachers should always emphasize academic excellence so that their students can increase their overall academic achievement levels [23].




3. Applying Culturally Responsive Teaching in Classrooms Settings


The absence of inclusive social encounters in higher education institutions could be a factor in the reduction of the completion of degree requirements among marginalized student groups [24,25]. The access and capacity to participate in student organizations may contribute to the overall social experience, especially among undergraduate college students. The participation of professors in identifying pathways to assist with the improvement of increased graduation rates among their culturally diverse student populations is also of significance. In identifying the role of professors in reducing the current college completion gaps among minority student groups, professors need to recognize and to value student cultures in higher education settings. The recognition of using the cultural experiences of diverse student groups in classroom settings emerged from research reported by Banks [26] on multicultural education. Further, Nieto [27] (p. 305) added to the dialogue by providing information supporting the role of multicultural education as being “a process of comprehensive school reform and basic education for all students and accept[ing] and affirm[ing of] the pluralism that students, their communities, and teachers reflect.”



Since Banks [26], other researchers [14,16,17,20,28,29,30,31] have identified the concept of culture as a significant and useful teaching tool in K-16 and beyond classroom settings. Expanding on the philosophy of Banks regarding multicultural education, Ladson-Billings [32] has contributed to the discussion of CRT. In her book, The Dreamkeepers: Successful Teachers of African American Children, Ladson-Billings discussed how the adoption of culturally inclusive instruction helped African American students in an elementary school gain high achievement levels. Teachers who expected high levels of excellence from their students on classroom assignments and assessments, productive behavior and attitude actions, cultural competence, and an awareness of power differences to resolve struggles in society found positive academic achievement results [17,32]. To continue this discussion, Ladson-Billings [17] identified CRT as a practice that enhanced the collective empowerment of students by promoting student success.



The dialogue regarding the implementation of CRT in instruction in higher-educational settings has been noted by researchers [33,34] by recommending the value of considering one’s culture when crafting curriculum and offering instructional concepts. As discussed by several authors, the use and the application of CRT in higher education are necessary, and CRT’s implementation is overdue. This dialogue further connects to the omission of CRT practice regarding the instruction of marginalized students, showing that research and recognition of bias are more important than the delivery of instruction that captures CRT practices. Organizations such as the American Psychological Association [35] also acknowledge the need to address bias when conducting and analyzing research, in addition to the need to consider the personal bias of researchers when developing, discovering, and sharing new informational concepts.



Other considerations regarding the transfer of CRT concepts into higher education settings should include institutional considerations and changes, such as recruiting, hiring, and retaining more diverse faculty to serve all students, including minority students [36]. These institutional changes should form a transfer from disciplinary isolation to an inclusive and collaborative environment for developing and promoting research-based practices and program structures [37]. By doing so, faculty can competently navigate the convergence of race, culture, class, gender, and disability, by becoming inclusive educators who prepare both future teachers and in-service teachers who teach all students using an inclusive lens [33].



3.1. Culturally Responsive Teaching in Higher Educational Settings


The work of education faculty, including and delivering the instructional concepts of culturally responsive teaching, will support their teacher candidates and graduate-level candidates in learning to accept and to incorporate cultural competence as a part of their identity and into their instructional practice. To accomplish this, however, participants will need to evaluate their previously held beliefs, consider making personal belief changes, and dedicate themselves to teaching all students who make up various types of learning environments. Therefore, the inclusion of (a) faculty evaluating and developing course content that uses the constructs of CRT, (b) a commitment of current and future educators to reflect on their beliefs and biases through both written and oral contexts, and (c) CRT practices used in instruction by preservice teacher candidates and current educators in the development of instruction and assessments that consider student achievement will improve the classroom setting for minority students.



Recent research by Moran [38] supports the use of CRT practices when developing and identifying pedagogy course content at all levels in the educational arena. This research also recommends the adoption of self-reflection practices that include teacher-focused action-research classroom investigation results that are reviewed and discussed in a broad context with educators, administrators, parents, and community advocates. An example of this research process was designed by Young [39], where certified teachers and administrators documented their path of incorporating the components of CRT into engaged and student-centered activities.



As teacher education professors make assignments for their preservice teacher candidates and their graduate-level candidates to submit for evaluation, there should be an expected focus and inclusion of CRT strategies threaded within the construction of each assignment. Additionally, when reviewing self-reflections made by students in higher education classes at both the undergraduate and graduate levels, professors should seek evidence of collaboration between the candidates in the higher education programs and their students in classroom settings. Higher education faculty teaching in educator preparation programs and other graduate-level degree programs should consistently assess the work of their students in search of inclusive instruction that minimizes cultural biases [22]. As an expected outcome of the inclusion of CRT practices in school settings, there should be evidence in assignments that require high intellectual rigor. The central theme of CRT in EC-12 instruction and higher education settings suggests that educators “teach to and through” the cultural identities of students [14] (p. 34). Educators who implement this type of instruction demonstrate the characteristics listed in Table 1.



There is adequate research that supports the use of CRT in EC-12 classroom environments [14,40]. It is important to note that there is limited research on the utilization of CRT practices in higher education instruction [41]. The theory of CRT, as identified by Ladson-Billings [17], is notably applicable in higher education settings preparing learners to function in uniquely diverse work environments where they are preparing their students to become global workers and leaders. Researchers of culturally responsive teaching suggest that individuals who have gained an understanding of cultural diversity may also witness the decline of the disenfranchisement among traditionally marginalized groups [42,43].



According to Bustamante [44], scholars in academic settings do not always employ the use of culturally responsive teaching practices. Additionally, other than the implementation of CRT in the community college setting, there has been a limited discussion in the literature on the use of CRT practices among preservice teacher education candidates and graduate-level education candidates in institutions of higher education. As an example, Smith and Ayers [45] investigated the impact of CRT in an online learning environment involving Latinx students who were enrolled in community college. Smith and Ayers found that “technologically mediated learning experiences may accommodate the singularities of a dominant Western culture at the expense of cultural responsiveness to the backgrounds of all participants” [45] (p. 401). Latinx and African American students were also found to have cognitive styles for acquiring knowledge through field-dependent structures and not through field-independent structures. Collaboration translates to the understanding that Latinx and African American students learn more effectively in classroom settings that incorporate and encourage peer-to-peer social connections and collaborative dialogue exchanges. Therefore, there is a need to continue to develop equitable and culturally responsive online instructional opportunities that allow for collaboration among Latinx and African American students who attend community colleges. Smith and Ayers [45] suggested that professors should consider designing online instruction that would allow for the incorporation of both asynchronous and synchronous formats. At this time, there is limited information on the use of CRT in online environments in four-year college settings [41]. There is also an increase in the number of four-year colleges and universities that include diversity statements that embrace the inclusion of all people on their campuses. This tends to promote institutional advancement. However, there is a need for administrative action and change in policy procedures that would promote the recruiting, hiring, and retaining of faculty from diverse and marginalized groups who will become tenured faculty members [14,46].




3.2. Culturally Responsive Teaching in the Online Delivery of Courses in Higher Education


The inclusion of online degree programs in higher education has seen significant and continued growth over the period from 2005 to 2015. During this period, the number of students enrolled in online courses increased from 3.5 to 5.8 million [47,48]. Because of this expansion of online programs and course offerings, there is a need to recognize that diverse students also use online learning spaces; therefore, there is a need for instructors delivering online courses to become considerate of the various learning styles their students bring into the online environments [49]. The cultural differences that may occur between professors and their students in the online environments can often cause the integration of CRT practices to be a challenge when providing instruction offered through online learning environments [49]. According to Heitner and Jennings [49], the challenges that are associated with online instruction that does not consider cultural diversity may affect the caliber of online teaching and learning.



It is necessary to emphasize that the cultural capital acknowledgment of both the students and of their higher education professors can assist with the improvement of learning [50]. Recommendations for the application of CRT in the online instructional environments can include professional development sessions, an application of the concepts learned in these professional development sessions, ongoing developmental training that highlights new delivery trends, and mentoring with follow-up discussions for faculty to highlight their use of CRT. Enhancing the capacity for instructors to move from the understanding of different CRT practices to the implementation of these practices to an online format will assist in building congenial communities for students who engage in online instruction [49].




3.3. Factors That Influence the Use of Culturally Responsive Teaching in Higher Educational Settings


Some factors have been associated with both the encouragement and the hindrance of the inclusion of CRT in higher education environments. PeQueen [51] noted that although the diversity of college students continues to increase, higher educational systems have been slow in the recruiting, hiring, and retaining of a diverse faculty workforce. Therefore, with the increased number of postsecondary students from diverse backgrounds along with the intersection of student demographics, the one-size-fits-all method of teaching no longer meets the instructional demands of diverse classrooms in the United States [16,51].



For faculty who teach in higher education institutions, it may take several rounds of presentations of CRT practices before its implementation in higher educational settings can be found in the delivery of instruction. Furthermore, rethinking the way that faculty are evaluated by both their students and their peers to include more of an emphasis on CRT approaches should promote the significance of incorporating these instructional practices in higher education [51,52]. Course evaluations should be restructured to include CRT items to gather feedback from students regarding the effective delivery of CRT instructional practices. Rethinking the course evaluation process used to determine the instructional effectiveness of CRT can highlight how administrators value the growing number of diverse students in higher educational settings. To this point, college and university leadership should offer faculty enhanced support for the construction of course materials that include components of CRT methods [51].



The differentiated academic readiness levels of students entering and remaining in higher education settings can serve as a factor that could challenge the implementation of the use of CRT [51]. Selective mental beliefs can also alter the application of CRT. As an example, a place of deficit-minded thinking that assumes that minority students are incapable of having the academic capacity to perform in college-level classes can influence the inclusion of CRT in higher educational settings [53]. Higher education administrators and educators should be careful to not overlook the need for pedagogical training and the use of instructional shifts that show the application of ideas learned during these trainings. Finally, higher education leaders should assign merit based on the use of CRT in instruction [53].




3.4. Everyday Examples of Culturally Responsive Teaching in Higher Education


Higher education faculty should be committed to engaging their students in all aspects of learning. As educators, we can assist our teaching candidates by using strategies that will build their capacity to value the communities and the cultures of their students, to expand their personal cultural views, and to build community with the students and families they serve. There are strategies that the authors of this article have found useful in implementing aspects of CRT in higher educational settings. Table 2 provides several practices that could be used to incorporate and to promote CRT. Examples by way of instructional scenarios are included in the next section of this article to highlight how higher education faculty can use CRT practices in their instruction.





4. Higher Education Scenarios and Guiding Statements with Questions


The focus of this article is on the preparation of faculty in higher education settings to become inclusive via the implementation of CRT in courses that are offered at both the undergraduate level and the graduate level of instruction. The intent of higher education faculty demonstrating the inclusion of CRT practices in their instruction is to assist their student teachers and practicing teachers in learning ways to incorporate CRT into their instruction in K-12 grade classroom instruction. We have developed four guiding statements and questions along with three scenarios that faculty in higher education can consider applying in the rethinking of their instructional practice for their students. We recommend using the following questions and statements to guide the discussion related to each scenario.



4.1. Guiding Statements and Questions to Use with the Scenarios







	
Identify the culturally sensitive issues and biased beliefs embedded in each scenario.



	
How can you use the components of CRT to reconstruct each scenario?



	
Identify practices that could be used in each scenario to promote the inclusion of CRT within a post-secondary context.



	
What did each scenario teach you about cultural bias?









4.2. Scenario I: Seminar on Professional Leadership (Dr. Timber Is a Made-up Instructor)


Dr. Timber’s seminar titled Professional Leadership offers education students the opportunity to participate in meaningful dialogues about the school climate and instructional practices used to address issues regarding discipline on racially and economically diverse school campuses. During the first seminar session, Dr. Timber encouraged students to share some of the issues they were facing as leaders and as teachers on campuses. As the class progressed, a discussion formed around the questioning of the use and the effectiveness of restorative justice as a disciplinary approach in school settings. One student aggressively stated that students are out of control in the school setting associated with his/her current position, that this type of discipline requires time to implement, and that this approach often does not work with the students on his/her campus. When asked to describe his/her school demographics, the response was that the school enrollment was composed of African American and other non-white students. Dr. Timber thoughtfully asked questions about the school’s culture and climate related to this campus. Dr. Timber also included comments about the importance of school leadership and faculty connecting to the community surrounding the school by participating in social activities and other activities that include shopping in community venues and eating in local restaurants.



Additionally, Dr. Timber discussed the importance of involving parents in the disciplinary decisions that pertain to their children. Dr. Timber recommended that the class engage in additional discussions regarding this issue following investigations of the professional literature. Dr. Timber recommended that the students reflect on CRT recommendations for disciplinary practices that they may consider using on their campuses.




4.3. Scenario II: Benza’s Dilemma


The next scenario occurred when one of Dr. Timber’s graduate students, Benza, engaged in a discussion about how some of the eighth-grade teachers on her instructional team can connect with their students. She highlighted one of her peers in significant detail regarding the connection this teacher has with most of the students. Benza described the student population of her middle school campus as being economically disadvantaged and culturally diverse with most of the students being either African American or English learners. During the discussion, Benza made such comments as, “My students are not interested in the subject I teach”, and “I have noticed my students connecting better and talking more with my co-teaching partner than with me.” As she shared her experience, Benza explained that, as a white female, who has worked at the school for five years, she has never seen the need to connect with the community surrounding the campus. She also mentioned that her co-teaching partner—who is an African American female, grew up in the same neighborhood as the school, attended schools in the area, has now returned as a middle school science teacher, and is also a resident in the community—may have an advantage of understanding the complexities of the school’s environment. Benza indicated that she believes that the students connect to her co-teaching partner because of their similar cultural backgrounds. Benza went on to share that she grew up in a middle-class neighborhood and attended schools with access to very different resources. She explained that she appreciates her colleague for returning to her former community to work and to live. However, Benza indicated that her goal is to rescue these kids from their environment and to help them achieve an education that will allow the students to live a better life and in a better community. Benza also shared that she currently lives in a community that is very similar to where she grew up during her school years before entering college. Benza continued her rant and added that her co-teaching partner was able to build a positive rapport with her students and design a class environment of engagement and productive learning. Frustrated, she expressed that she needed help with her current teaching situation and asked for advice from her peers and professor about how she could improve her current teaching situation.




4.4. Scenario III: Experiencing a Biased Situation


Ross is an African American male student who wants to become a teacher. While waiting for his advisement session with his faculty advisor, Dr. Smith, Ross overheard a conversation between his advisor and a white student from the same program discussing a research project that was seeking research assistants who were education students. Dr. Smith indicated to the white student that he thought the white student should apply for a position as a research assistant for this project. The white student was heard thanking Dr. Smith and indicating that he would apply for the position. Ross was excited about what he overheard and asked Dr. Smith about this research opportunity. Dr. Smith told Ross that, although he had obtained a 4.0 grade point average at his previous college before entering this university, this research opportunity would probably be too tricky for Ross and that he would probably not be considered as an applicant. Dr. Smith also stated that students who enter this university from a community college do not always pass the state assessment for initial teacher certification and that he thought that Ross should study more and not work. Ross was emotionally concerned after his conversation with Dr. Smith and left the meeting forming doubts about his educational and professional path going forward.





5. Conclusions


We believe that the inclusion of culturally responsive teaching strategies should be considered as a foundational construct in higher education settings. It is also our belief that the inclusion of this practice is impacted by the degree to which faculty are prepared to offer relevant and inclusive educational experiences that build trust, increase student capacity, and leverage students’ funds of knowledge as a cognitive scaffold for student success [54]. As suggested by Gay [14] (p. 44), schools should “encourage dialogue and critical thinking between the teacher and the students.” In consideration of CRT practices, it is vital to assist higher education students in understanding the need to consider and apply aspects of the communities that represent the environments of their students. It is vital for researchers and practitioners in higher education settings to (re)frame their development of curriculum and pedagogical approaches [50]. This (re)framing is important because it provides an opportunity to reflect and robustly probe how instruction happens in higher education settings and whether we are meeting students where they are. This is a central characteristic of effective teaching—meeting students where they are and elevating their capacity to learn [54,55]. Such a process of examination, modification, and reflection of instruction to employ CRT will not only allow education students in higher education settings to see examples of CRT in practice but will additionally allow teaching students themselves to make cognitive connections to content that facilitates learning.
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Figure 1. Percentages of students enrolled in U.S. colleges and universities in fall 1976 and fall 2016 as a function of race/ethnicity. Adapted from the National Center for Education Statistics. (2015). Projection of Education Statistics to 2024: Forty-third Edition. Retrieved from https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2016/2016013.pdf. 
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Table 1. Characteristics of culturally responsive teaching [14] (p. 29).






Table 1. Characteristics of culturally responsive teaching [14] (p. 29).





	Number
	Characteristics





	1
	[Teachers] acknowledge the legitimacy of the cultural heritage of different ethnic groups as legacies that affect students’ dispositions.



	2
	[Teachers] build meaningfulness between home and school experiences as well as between academic abstractions and lived socio-cultural realities.



	3
	[Teachers] use a wide variety of instructional strategies that are connected to different learning styles.



	4
	[Teachers] teach students to know and praise their own and each other’s cultural heritage.



	5
	[Teachers] incorporate multicultural information, resources, and materials in subjects and skills taught in schools.
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Table 2. Culturally responsive teaching (CRT) in educator preparation programs.






Table 2. Culturally responsive teaching (CRT) in educator preparation programs.





	CRT Strategy/Resource
	Definition
	Classroom Practice





	School-Wide Cultural Competence Observation Checklist (Nelson, Bustamante, and Onwuegbuzie, 2009)
	This is a 33-item assessment that is designed to determine the degree of diversity found on a campus.
	Students used the assessment to rate diversity and cultural aspects found on their campus.



	Equity Audit (Skrla, Mckenzie, and Scheurich, 2008)
	This is an assessment that contains 12 indicators for assessing equity and inequity in the areas of teacher quality, student programs, and student achievement.
	Students used the assessment to conduct equity audits to evaluate a variety of components related to school programs, student state examination scores, and other aspects such as graduation rates.



	Exploring Your Culture (Fralick, 2015)
	This is an assessment that uses seven items for a student to evaluate their personal cultural beliefs and experiences.
	The assessment allows participants to think about their own lived experiences. This can be followed by group discussion on diversity and culture.



	Community Visit to Build Cultural Knowledge (Hutchison et al., 2018)
	This is an organized and pre-set visit to a community that is led by community leaders to help teachers learn more about the social context of their campus community.
	Pre-service and in-service teachers can tour their campus community over two days. The tour should be led by a community leader who can provide and explain historical information, financial information, and community resources. The leader can arrange for brief meetings community dwellers and can have a meal in a home or a community restaurant.
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