
Culturally Responsive 
Pedagogy -
Concepts and Examples
This resource was written to be a “teacher facing” item.  
The concepts support the discussions and work related to 
social justice and culturally responsive education.
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“Education is not an affair of 
‘telling’ and being told, but an 
active and constructive 
process.”

— John Dewey



Culturally Responsive Pedagogy

Definition: The ability to learn from and relate respectfully to people from one's own and 
other cultures. Culturally responsive teaching can be defined as using the cultural knowledge, 
prior experiences, frames of reference, and performance styles … to make learning encounters 
more relevant to and effective for them.

Application/Examples: Do’s and Don’ts - The left column offers three crucial practices: 1) 
affirm the dignity and humanity of all people, and foster empathy; 2) emphasize the 
perspectives and experiences of people from oppressed and marginalized groups; and 3) call out 
past and present injustice and systemic oppression in developmentally appropriate ways. The 
right column names specific practices that harm students.

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1xUPiKHZlhrqQ5ulZJGyxE7LJ70L5gKKs/view


Culture

Definition: Arguably one of the most complex terms to explain, one definition is: a particular 
learned way of life and set of patterns an individual person has picked up, representing one 
variation amongst many different cultures. The chapter, “Understanding Culture”, is recommended.

Application/Examples:  A central idea to remember about culture is that it is not a set, 
genetic/natural collection of actions and beliefs.  Rather, culture should be framed as being dynamic 
and contextualized.  Additionally, when discussing groups of people (French, Muslims, women, 
Democrats, etc.) the people in that group always represent a range of actions and beliefs, not a 
singular point.  Not doing so risks “essentializing” or “othering” the group. 

Cultures are complex and shared systems of understanding human action.  They tend to have 
processes of fusion or synthesis that borrow from across  cultures forming a new system of behavior 
and conceptualization.   Any attempts at structuring cultures into hierarchies where they are ranked 
(i.e from primitive to civilized) are problematic and should be questioned. 

https://www.sagepub.com/sites/default/files/upm-binaries/48150_ch_1.pdf


Identity

Definition: The qualities, characteristics, actions, emotions, and beliefs that make up a person’s 
understanding of themselves and impacts how they are understood by other people and society. 
Expression of “identity” typically varies according to context making identity dynamic.

Application/Examples: One aspect of identity to keep in mind is the conceptual framework 
intersectionality.  Intersectionality takes into account people’s overlapping identities in order to 
understand the complexity of prejudices, discriminations, and disadvantages they face.

Similar to culture, identity is mutable and complex. Identity activities exploring the concept are 
listed below:

● Facing History and Ourselves - Identity Charts
● Generation Global - Identity and Respect, begins on p. 37.
● Teaching Tolerance: Unpacking Identity and Reflection on Identity.

https://www.facinghistory.org/resource-library/teaching-strategies/identity-charts
https://institute.global/sites/default/files/inline-files/IGC_Essentials%20of%20Dialogue_English_0.pdf
https://institute.global/sites/default/files/inline-files/IGC_Essentials%20of%20Dialogue_English_0.pdf
https://www.tolerance.org/professional-development/reflection-activity-identity


Historical Narrative 

Definition: A constructed (made) account of the past.  Narratives often asserts a specific 

perspective or collection of ideas as  established “truths.” Narratives can be challenged, 
corroborated, and expanded by:

1. asking novel questions,
2.  using new or previously ignored evidence, and 
3. applying different categories of analysis (race, gender, scales of history) to understand the past

Application/Examples: This statement by the American Historical Association addresses the 
power of narratives.  It is important to note that broad narratives found in curriculum documents, 
tradition, heritage, and the popular consciousness seem to be static, unassailable truths. However, 
there is no singular truth about the past. Perspective, context, agency, and sources matter.  For 
example, the narratives about Christopher Columbus, the US Civil War, the European 
Enlightenment, and the Cold War have all changed over time. 

https://www.historians.org/news-and-advocacy/aha-advocacy/aha-statement-on-the-recent-white-house-conference-on-american-history-(september-2020)


Critical Theory

Definition: One of the predominant schools of thought in the social sciences. Like all theory, 
it is a framework used for explaining--and examining--something about the world. Critical 
theory pays special attention to the social world, focusing on the hierarchical nature of social 
relations and examining how these unequal power relationships lead to privilege for some and 
oppression for others.

Application/Examples: This 2018 article by Crowley and King explains the necessity for 
teachers to design learning experiences for students that empower them to reflect on their 
beliefs as well as social institutions, systems, and norm.  To do so, “inquiries  must ask critical 
questions, analyze sources from the viewpoint of the oppressed, and encourage action that 
can make a tangible contribution toward justice.”

https://www.socialstudies.org/social-education/82/1/making-inquiry-critical-examining-power-and-inequity-classroom


Critical Race Theory (CRT)

Definition: A theoretical and interpretive framework that examines the appearance of race 
and racism across dominant cultural modes of expression. In adopting this approach, CRT 
scholars attempt to understand how victims of systemic racism are affected by cultural 
perceptions of race and how they are able to represent themselves to counter prejudice.

Application/Examples: In the field of education, CRT is a helpful tool for analyzing policy 
issues such as school funding, segregation, language policies, discipline policies, curriculum, 
pedagogy , assessment and accountability policies. 



Social Construct

Definition:  1) A concept or category based on the collective views developed and 
maintained within a society or social group.  2) A social phenomenon or convention 
originating within and cultivated by society or a particular social group, as opposed to 
existing inherently or naturally.

Application/Examples: Race, gender, class, ethnicity, social roles, cultural aspects, 
norms, traditions.



Race

Definition:  A social construct. Race is  one of the concepts that societies have created to sort 
and categorize their members. Although race has no genetic or scientific basis, the concept of race 
is important and consequential. Societies use race to establish and justify systems of power, 
privilege, disenfranchisement, and oppression.

Application/Examples: The consensus of evolutionary biologists is that our species does not 
have enough genetic variability among its populations to justify either the identification of 
geographically based races or of evolutionarily distinct lineages. Many people still operate on the 
assumption that there are legitimate biological races within the human species, and that these 
racial categories align with physical features. Racial categories, which have been included on 
every U.S. census since the first one in 1790, have changed from decade to decade, reflecting the 
politics and science of the times. It was not until 1960 that people could select their own race. 
Prior to that, an individual’s race was determined by census takers, known as enumerators.

https://nmaahc.si.edu/learn/talking-about-race/topics/race-and-racial-identity
https://www.pewresearch.org/interactives/what-census-calls-us/
https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2015/06/11/chapter-1-race-and-multiracial-americans-in-the-u-s-census/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/02/25/the-changing-categories-the-u-s-has-used-to-measure-race/


Individual Racism

Definition:  Pre-judgement, bias or discrimination by an individual based on ideas of 
racial inferiority that may be consciously or unconsciously held. It includes both privately 
held beliefs, conscious and unconscious, and external behaviors and actions of others.

Application/Examples: Public expressions of racism, often involving slurs, biases, 
hateful words or actions, or exclusion. Believing in the superiority of white people, not 
hiring a person of color because “something doesn’t feel right,” or telling a racist joke.

Confronting racism often focuses on acts of racism (as opposed to labelling someone as a 
racist) in order to address the differences between explicit and implied racism.

Racism has been declared a public health issue in many states.

https://www.apha.org/topics-and-issues/health-equity/racism-and-health/racism-declarations


Systemic or Institutionalized Racism

Definition: Occurs within systems, institutions, and organizations such as schools, that adopt 
and maintain policies, practices, and procedures that produce inequitable outcomes for people 
of color and advantages for white people.

Application/Examples: Racism has been declared a public health issue in many states.

● Jim Crow in the USA: State and local laws legitimized prejudice and disenfranchisement 
● Apartheid in South Africa: National legislation that upheld segregationist policies against 

non-white citizens.
● Multiple Nations: Immigration policies and enforcement that discriminates racially 

through profiling, hyper-surveillance, abusive stops, problematic searches, and 
unwarranted detention.

● A school system where students of color are more frequently distributed into the most 
crowded classrooms and underfunded schools and out of the highest-resourced schools.

https://www.apha.org/topics-and-issues/health-equity/racism-and-health/racism-declarations


Privilege

Definition: Benefits given to members of one social group as a result of the systematic 
marginalization, silencing of another social group. Having privilege does not mean that an 
individual is immune to life’s hardships, but it does mean having an unearned benefit or 
advantage one receives in society by nature of their identity. It is critical to understand that 
an individual or group can lack privilege in some areas while still retaining it in others.

Application/Examples: “Privilege isn’t about what you’ve gone through; it’s about what 
you haven’t had to go through.” - Janaya Khan

Aspects of identity that can afford an individual or group privilege include: race, gender, 
sexual orientation, religion, socioeconomic status, country of origin, language, and/or 
ability.



Explicit Bias

Definition:  Conscious attitude or belief that occurs as a result of a deliberate thought or 
action.

Application/Examples:

● He's Asian. He must be good at math.
● Asking a non-white person where they are from and assuming they are not a U.S. 

citizen.
● I don't think women would make a good president. Women are too emotional.
● Irish people drink too much.
● Men who are emotional are weak.



Implicit Bias
Definition: Unconscious attitudes and stereotypes that affect our understanding, actions, 
beliefs, and decisions. If people are aware of their hidden biases, they can monitor and attempt 
to ameliorate hidden attitudes before they are expressed through behavior. This compensation 
can include attention to language, body language and to the stigmatization felt by target 
groups.

Application/Examples: The Implicit Association Test (IAT) measures attitudes and beliefs 
that people may be unwilling or unable to report. The IAT may be especially interesting if it 
shows that you have an implicit attitude that you didn’t know about. For example, you may 
believe that women and men should be equally associated with science, but your automatic 
associations could show that you (like many others) associate men with science more than you 
associate women with science. A Latino student is complimented by a teacher for speaking 
perfect English, but he is actually a native English speaker

https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/takeatest.html
https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/takeatest.html


Anti-racism education

Definition:  The practice of identifying, challenging, and changing the values, structures, 
and behaviors that perpetuate systemic racism.

Examples: Albemarle County’s (VA) policy on anti-racism is an exemplar.  It states, 
“Personal and institutional racism have historically existed and continues to exist in the 
Division. Combating racism in our schools is a legal and moral imperative.”

The full policy can be accessed here.

https://www.k12albemarle.org/our-division/anti-racism-policy/policy
https://www.k12albemarle.org/our-division/anti-racism-policy/policy


Anti-hate education
Definition:  The belief that acts of discrimination, bullying, harassment, violence, vandalism, 
or any form of intimidation have no place in school.

Application/Examples: Progressive movements and organizations have addressed hate in 
schools over time. The words of Paulo Freire remind us  that “The educator has the duty of not 
being neutral.” This is especially true when it comes to acts of hate. Current guidance includes 
work by these organizations:

● Anti-Defamation League
● Teaching Tolerance
● The US Holocaust Memorial and Museum
● Facing History and Ourselves
● US Institute of Peace

https://www.adl.org/education-and-resources/resources-for-educators-parents-families/educational-programs-training
http://www.tolerance.org/sites/default/files/general/Responding%20to%20Hate%20at%20School%20ONLINE_3.pdf
https://www.ushmm.org/teach/teaching-materials/antisemitism-racism
https://www.facinghistory.org/professional-development/ondemand/responding-hate-your-school
https://www.usip.org/public-education/educators/peacebuilding-toolkit-educators


Anti-bias education

Definition: An approach to teaching and learning designed to increase understanding of 
differences and their value to a respectful and civil society and to actively challenge bias, 
stereotyping and all forms of discrimination in schools and communities. It incorporates an 
inclusive curriculum that reflects diverse experiences and perspectives, instructional methods 
that advance all students’ learning, and strategies to create and sustain safe, inclusive and 
respectful learning communities.

Application/Examples: Practices include: 1)  building and drawing upon intergroup 
awareness, 2) understanding and skills engaging families and communities in ways that are 
meaningful and culturally competent, 3)encouraging students to speak out against bias and 
injustice, 4) making the implementation of anti-bias curriculum part of larger individual, school 
and community action and 5) supporting students’ identities and making it safe for them to fully 
be themselves.


