THE CULTURALLY RESPONSIVE CLASSROOM
myWorld Interactive includes many materials in the Teacher’s Edition
and student materials to help you build a culturally sensitive classroom.
By following the suggestions here, and by calling out acts of intolerance
when they are observed, school leaders can promote a school culture of
acceptance and respect.
America’s classrooms are growing increasingly diverse. In 2014, the percentage of public
school students who were white dipped below 50 percent for the first time. Nearly 10
percent of students are English Learners, speaking languages at home that represent all
parts of the world. About 22 percent of students come from families with incomes below
the national poverty line.
It is important to note that these categories of language proficiency, ethnic background,
and level of poverty are not mutually exclusive. A child may be poor and Hispanic or an
English Learner and Pakistani.
Your own classroom probably reflects at least some aspects of this diversity.
This is both a great opportunity and a challenge. The children in the classroom each
bring a unique set of experiences and outlooks. These differences should be honored
and celebrated. The children can learn from each other, sharing their perspectives. It is a
teacher’s responsibility to make the classroom safe for that sharing.

Steps you as a teacher can take
1 Check for Unconscious Bias Consider unconscious bias. Everyone has ideas and ways of
speaking that they use in their everyday activities and speech. But sometimes these ways of
thinking and speaking can inadvertently express bias. And because children look up to their
teachers as role models, they can be very sensitive to a teacher’s behavior. So unconscious
bias may be hurtful despite the best intentions.
For example, a teacher may assume boys will want to do certain activities and girls will
want to do others. Or maybe a teacher notices misbehavior among students of one ethnic
group more often than he or she notices it among others. Or a teacher may call on certain
students more than others.
2 Create a Culture of Inclusion Look around the classroom. Does the classroom represent
the students in the class? Consider the pictures hung on the wall: are there children of
many ethnic and racial groups represented? Think about the classroom library: does it have
books on topics that will engage children with many different interests and from different
backgrounds? Teachers can make inclusiveness a daily priority.
3 Words and Connections Matter A teacher should be thoughtful about how he or she
talks with children. At the beginning of the year, she can learn every child’s name and how
to pronounce it correctly. This will make each student feel acknowledged and respected.
She can try to avoid bias words that hurt, by learning the words that don’t. For example,
in some communities, American Indian and African American are used and accepted.
A teacher should find out what is right for his or her community. And early in the year, the
teacher can take the time to get to know each student. Awareness of their special interests
and personal stories can go a long way to building trust in a classroom.
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4 Make Space for Student Voices If children feel safe, they will express their interests
and worries. There may be a subject they heard adults talking about that they didn’t fully
understand, but made them worry. Or it may be an upsetting incident that took place
outside of school. Teachers should be ready to hear these concerns and make space in the
lesson to talk about them together.
5 Honor Multiple Viewpoints Help the children listen to and respect multiple viewpoints.
Identify a difficult issue bubbling up in the school or community. Try assigning children to
take one side or the other about the issue. They can explain their thinking and give reasons
for their point of view. Then ask them to take the opposite perspective. This will help
children see that there is merit to arguments other than their own.
6 Be a Role Model Children who are different may experience bullying, and they may not
want to talk about it. But teachers and other school leaders can set a tone that does not
tolerate bullying for any reason.
7 Resources Find out about resources that can help. Here are a few:
•

stopbullying.gov/resources: a website sponsored by the US Department of
Health and Human Services that offers resources and suggestions for parents,
teachers, and community leaders.

•

Edutopia.org: a website with articles and resources related to diversity and
to bullying prevention, along with many other education topics.

•

GLSEN.org: a national organization with many local branches that focuses on
LGBTQ issues in K-12 education.

•

www.tolerance.org: a site where teachers can find free resources for teaching
and learning about diversity.
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