1.3 Culturally Relevant Curriculum and Teaching37
Human Rights Goal
In order to fully realize the human right to education, all students must have access to materials, curricula, teaching
practices and a school community that affirm and celebrate their varied identities and cultures. A culturally relevant
school environment and curriculum means that all students would see themselves in the material they are learning and
that their cultures’ and communities’ accomplishments are celebrated, their histories lifted up, and their stories told.

Definitions
1. Curriculum – Lessons and academic content taught in a school or in a specific course or program; the courses that
are taught by a school or college.38
2. Pedagogy – Science and art of education, specifically instructional theory; the art or science of teaching;
instructional methods.39
3. Culture – Customary beliefs, social forms, and material traits of a racial, religious, or social group; also the
characteristic features of everyday existence (as diversions or a way of life shared by people in a place or time).
There are seven elements of culture: Social Organization, Customs and Traditions, Religion, Language, Arts and
Literature, Government and Economic Systems.40
4. Culturally Relevant Teaching – A term created by Gloria Ladson-Billings (1994) to describe “a pedagogy that
empowers students intellectually, socially, emotionally, and politically by using cultural referents to impart
knowledge, skills, and attitudes.”41 Culturally relevant teaching creates a bridge between students’ home and school
lives, while meeting the expectations of academic requirements. 42
5. Intersectionality – A theory that seeks to examine the ways in which various socially and culturally constructed
categories interact on multiple levels to manifest themselves as inequality in society. Intersectionality holds that the
classical models of oppression within society, such as those based on race/ ethnicity, gender, religion, nationality,
sexual orientation, class, or disability, do not act independently of one another; instead, these forms of oppression
interrelate creating a system of oppression that reflects the “intersection” of multiple forms of discrimination. 43
Kimberle Crenshaw developed this framework as a way to describe the particular ways Black women experience
oppression.44

Recommended Language
A. States, districts45 and schools shall ensure that in addition to meeting all the requirements listed for
providing a quality education and using effective instructional methods (see Section 1.1 Education for the
Full Potential of Children and Youth), the curriculum, teaching methods and school environment for each
grade level must have cultural relevance to all the students in the classroom. States, districts and schools
shall:
1.

Complete a yearly assessment of the demographic and cultural make-up of the student body and surrounding
community and compare it to the representation of different cultures in the curriculum, 46 teaching style,
physical environment, events and holidays of the school system and of individual schools.47
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a.

This assessment should look at all the different forms of diversity in the student body and surrounding
community. A student’s culture can include their racial and ethnic identity, language, ability, religion,
immigration story, sexual orientation, gender identity, or other identities they bring into the classroom.
b. The school’s culturally relevant practices should be intersectional and reflect the full diversity of the
classroom, not just the majority of the students in the classroom or one aspect of their identity. Be sure to
include examples that reflect the intersecting identities the students hold, for example race and ability, or
gender and ethnic identity.
2.

Ensure that the curriculum includes lessons, readings, activities and examples that are relevant to every student
in the classroom and that connect to their culture and multiple identities throughout the school year.
Examples across different subject areas include:
a.

English/Language Arts/Literature curriculum that include authors and subject matter that reflect the
students’ experiences;
b. Math and Science topics, word problems and science experiments that are culturally relevant and highlight
achievements of members of different students’ cultures; 48 and
c. Social Studies/History curriculum that include readings and political education on the history of students’
culture, especially told or written from the perspective of members of that community. 49
d. Other examples that incorporate different elements of culture (across Social Organization, Customs and
Traditions, Religion, Language, Arts and Literature, Government and Economic Systems).
3.

Ensure that teaching styles are responsive to the different cultures represented in the classroom, including but
not limited to:
Adopting “the Centric Idea50” that students will learn best when their cultures are centered and they are
empowered;
b. Finding ways to bridge the material that must be learned with the students’ lived experiences so that it is
relevant to their lives, also known as “cultural referents;”51
c. Bringing in outside speakers or members of the students’ communities to highlight diverse voices and role
models for the students;
d. Using culturally responsive classroom practices like talking circles;
e. Teaching to a full range of learning styles to help students learn in the ways they learn best, such as
techniques that support kinesthetic learners;52
f. Ensuring that increasing self-esteem, pride, self-reassurance and a positive self-outlook are part of the
goals of teaching (see Section 3.1 Key Elements of School Climate and Positive Discipline, sub-section B on
culturally affirming social and emotional learning);
g. Ensuring that all school staff have at minimum basic cultural competence 53 in relation to the cultures
represented in the student body and encouraging staff to take additional opportunities to learn more
about their students cultures and communities (for example, attending events in the local community; or
reading material that will expand their understanding); and
h. Adopting positive approaches to managing classroom behavior that are relevant to different learning
styles and cultures (see Section 4.2 Disproportionate Use of Discipline, sub-section C on Culturally
Responsive Classroom Management).
a.

4.

Provide professional development and ongoing access to resources for all school staff to support them in
crafting culturally relevant curriculum.54
a.

Trainings should instruct teachers how to center and empower the students in their own cultures, and help
teachers unlearn any ethnocentrist views they may have.
b. Training should be developed in consultation with youth and parents from the various identities and
cultures reflected in the school community. When possible, youth and parents can also be involved in
providing the trainings.
5.

Ensure that the physical environment, including artwork, decorations, and overall feel of the space is reflective
of and welcoming to the cultures of all members of the school community.
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a.

Ensure that there is visual representation of people of different racial and ethnic identities on the walls of
the school and classroom, while making sure that those images are not limited stereotypical roles or
imagery.55
b. Encourage spaces for students and school staff to bring their own artwork or examples of their cultural
aesthetic into the school environment.
6.

Ensure that school-wide celebrations, events and the schedule of holiday days off are reflective of the whole
student body’s culture and traditions.
a.

Ensure that decorations are put up to reflect all the different holidays and important cultural events, not
just those celebrated by the majority of the students in the school or those that the staff celebrate.
b. Include age-appropriate information and critiques about holidays that may have different cultural
connotations for different students, including negative ones (like Thanksgiving, Fourth of July, Columbus
Day, etc). Allow time for students to bring their own perspectives on these holidays to the discussion.
c. If even a small number of students in the school celebrate a particular holiday or date that requires them
to miss school,56 where possible offer this as a day off for the whole school or district.57 If that is not
possible, avoid scheduling tests or other activities that would be difficult for those students to miss.
d. Educate students on holidays that some of their peers may celebrate. Do not expect students who have
traditions that are different from others in the school community to be the ones to have to explain their
culture if they don’t want to (but allow them the space if they do).
e. In order to address any first amendment concerns around discussing religious holidays or traditions in a
school environment, follow guidance developed by the National Education Association, the American
Federation of Teachers and the National PTA in their guide “Finding Common Ground,”58 which states:
i.
ii.
iii.
iv.
v.
vi.
7.

Have an approach that is academic and not devotional;
Focus on the awareness of religions rather than acceptance of any one religion;
Sponsor study about religion, not the practice of religion;
Expose students to a diversity of religious views and do not impose any particular view;
Educate about all religions — do not promote or denigrate any religion; and
Inform students about various beliefs, rather than conform students to any particular belief.

Respond to the requests of students, parents and community members when they propose ideas for
improving or adding to the curriculum, especially where the administration or teaching staff does not reflect
the cultural background of the parents and students in the school community.

B. States, districts59 and schools shall preserve60 ethnic studies programs where they exist and create new
programs where possible.61 62
C. States, districts and schools shall ensure that other school-wide practices are culturally responsive
including:

37

38
39
40
41

1.

Any school-wide approach to discipline including Restorative Justice Practices, Positive Behavior Interventions
and Supports. (see Chapter 3 generally, and Sections 3.1 Key Elements of School Climate and Positive
Discipline and 3.7 Model Policies on SWPBIS and Restorative Justice Practices);

2.

Culturally affirming social and emotional learning (SEL) (see Section 3.1 Key Elements of School Climate and
Positive Discipline, sub-section B on social and emotional learning); and

3.

Culturally Responsive Classroom Management techniques (see Section 4.2 on Disproportionate Use of
Discipline, sub-section C on Culturally Responsive Classroom Management).

This section is based heavily on the work of Racial Justice NOW! and West Dayton Youth Taskforce, who have been leading local and national
work promoting culturally relevant curriculum including releasing a joint toolkit with DSC available at: http://dignityinschools.org/crctk and
https://rjnohio.org/.
The Glossary of Education Reform. Available at: https://www.edglossary.org/curriculum/.
Adapted from Merriam-Webster Dictionary.
Adapted from Merriam-Webster Dictionary.
Ladson-Billings, G. (1994). The Dreamkeepers. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishing Co.
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