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Abstract  
 
Social media has increased students' cultural awareness today, pivoting a need to implement 
cultural responsiveness in the classroom climate. Twenty-first-century learners need effective 
teachers who create meaningful experiences and optimize student learning by intentionally 
working to connect with students, adapting to diverse cultures, and using new strategies to deepen 
their practice. The most significant demand for culturally responsive teaching (CRT) is in 
secondary education. Data has shown that educators can promote the best interest of students by 
creating more equitable classroom strategies to increase motivation, engagement, and classroom 
effectiveness. If teachers and educational leaders are to evoke true educational reform and thus 
close achievement gaps exacerbated by the global pandemic, they must employ culturally 
responsive pedagogical practices. By implementing these strategies, educational leaders will 
reinforce actions taken for the student's best interest. This literature review aims to explore and 
identify the impact of CRT on student achievement in secondary schools. 
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Introduction 
 

America’s demographic is continuously changing. According to the U.S. Census Bureau, 
“Blacks, Asians, Hispanics, and other racial minorities will make up most of the population by 
2050” (Parker et al.,2019, p.1). As the national demographic changes, the American educational 
system must begin reflecting this notion. The beginning is perhaps in recognizing that a paradigm 
shift must occur. The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated issues and, most importantly, widened the 
achievement gap in schools. While schools seek to return to normalcy, many schools still see a 
disconnect in teaching and learning. This disconnect is costly and must be remedied if educators 
truly seek to prepare students to compete globally. As a result, many have looked to administrators 
and educational stakeholders for solutions to this issue. At this time, there is an increased need for 
leaders to make impactful decisions solely centered around the needs of the students. Leadership 
that makes decisions to ensure the best interest of students is essential in preparing students to 
advance academically, mentally, and emotionally, which is needed to eliminate the achievement 
gap and foster authentic learning. 

Although public school student demographics continue to become more diverse, classroom 
experiences prove contrary to students’ lives outside the classroom (Mackay & Strickland, 2018; 
Taie & Goldring, 2017). Empirical research indicates a cultural disconnect between home and 
school contexts and thus attributes to academic difficulties, disengagement, and increased dropout 
rates among adolescents (Mackay & Strickland, 2018). Emdin (2016) asserts that urban youth are 
expected to leave their day-to-day experiences and emotions at the door and assimilate into the 
culture of schools” (p. 25). These cultural disconnections have grave implications and directly 
impact teaching and learning. 

There appears to be a direct correlation between narratives and learning. Dyson and 
Genishi, scholars specializing in CRT, believe that all humans desire stories (1994). Stories can 
help us make meaningful connections to our lives and new information. Denman (1991) depicts 
narratives as a lens individuals use to understand their experiences. Therefore, the impact of stories 
or narratives must not be overlooked. 

Vavrus (2008) highlights the significance of understanding demographics in schools and 
the academic achievement gap in the following excerpt: “Demographically, [the] academic 
achievement gap is generally evidenced between (1) White economically advantaged students and 
(2) students of color, immigrant children, and students from lower socioeconomic families. 
However, research suggests that “for the first time in our history, students of color make up the 
majority of students enrolled in U.S. public schools” (Muniz, 2019, p.6; Hussar & Bailey, 2013). 
Indeed, this is a significant change to our educational system as we know it, but still, there lies a 
disconnect or dissonance perpetuated in America's secondary schools. Keeping this notion in mind, 
Muniz (2019) asserts, “yet 65 years after Brown tried to pave a fair path for these students, the 
promise of educational equity remains elusive (p. 6). 

The student demographic has changed in the public school setting. Consequently, the 
curriculum must change as well. The instructional methods that once worked have “often been 
ineffective for students of color, immigrant children, and students from lower socioeconomic 
families” (Vavrus, 2008, p.51). Educators must act to reach the current demographic of students 
in a way that connects their past experiences with their academic material. For this reason, 
culturally responsive teaching is needed. 
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Vavrus (2008) defines CRT as an educational reform that strives to increase the 
engagement and motivation of students of color who historically have been unsuccessful 
academically and socially alienated from their public schools. CRT can be implemented by 
incorporating stories or narratives that help students of various backgrounds to make direct 
correlations with the subject matter introduced. 

 
Review of the Literature 

 
One way to consider the role of race and culture in the classroom is through school racial 

socialization. School racial socialization draws on literature examining parental racial socialization 
(e.g., Hughes et al., 2011; Hughes et al., 2006) and multicultural education (e.g., Bennett, 2001) 
and focuses on specific classroom messages and practices. Recent frameworks identify several 
dimensions (Aldana & Byrd, 2015; Byrd, 2016), and the current study focuses on four: cultural 
socialization, promotion of cultural competence, support for positive interaction, and critical 
consciousness socialization. 

CRT is an educational reform that strives to increase the engagement and motivation of 
students of color who have historically been academically and socially alienated from their public 
schools. School racial socialization promotes positive racial attitudes and an understanding of the 
role of race and culture in society (Hughes et al., 2006). 

CRT draws on students' cultural backgrounds and knowledge as assets in the classroom 
(Gay, 2010). For example, for African American students, cultural socialization can include events 
during Black History Month and pedagogies such as Afrocentric education (Byrd, 2016). This is 
a form of CRT for all students in the classroom setting, regardless of their ethnicity. A curriculum 
focusing on the different cultural backgrounds in the classroom creates multiple learning 
opportunities. Through CRT, one can learn about their history and the history of other ethnicities. 
This type of teaching provides a supportive classroom dynamic created and cultivated through the 
relatable narratives the teacher presents, which increases a student's likelihood of participation and 
engagement. CRT can also help students to learn about other cultures. Strategic teaching of this 
caliber can help one understand another culture's norms or history. This notion is imperative, and 
the lack of it in classrooms has caused many horrific yet preventable scenarios. For example, if 
one does not understand another culture, he may misinterpret an individual's response.  Students 
need to understand other cultures to develop empathy toward those who differ from them. This 
will promote more positive interactions and relationships between different ethnic groups. The 
above example depicts an overview of the dimensions of CRT. The upcoming section will define 
each dimension and expound on its significance to this pedagogical strategy. 

The first dimension indicated from research findings was cultural socialization. Vietze et 
al. (2019) state that cultural socialization is the process of learning about cultural values, beliefs, 
and behaviors and helps youth develop a positive cultural identity. Additionally, these researchers 
also believe that cultural identity comprises feelings of belonging, deals, and attitudes toward one’s 
cultural group or groups, and it is related to better psychological adjustment, including well-being, 
and school adjustment, including school-related perspectives, toward cultural minority youth 
(Vietze et al., 2019). 

Cultural socialization as a means of increasing opportunities for cognitive stimulation is 
consistent with the literature demonstrating that more cognitive stimulation inside and outside the 
home is associated with better cognitive outcomes for children (Caughey & Owen, 2016). Caughey 
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and Owen found cultural socialization the most common ethnic-racial socialization practice and 
most consistently associated with positive outcomes for ethnic minority children. Hughes et al. 
(2016) believed cultural socialization improved a child's self-esteem. As a result, he thought this 
confidence boost led to better academic performance and decreased disciplinary issues. 

Moule (2011) provides an example of a cross-curricular misunderstanding in the opening 
of her book. She depicts a teacher who genuinely cares for her students and tries to help them 
achieve academic success. She writes encouraging notes on their papers using a red ink pen and 
makes sure to personalize all the notes by writing the students’ names before writing the comment. 
However, in some cultures, writing a name in red ink represents an ominous deed bad. As a result, 
this simple action has incited an adverse reaction from parents and students of specific ethnic 
backgrounds. This example depicts why cultural competence is a dimension of CRT. Cultural 
competence can be helpful in the classroom and benefit our students' daily experiences. Moule 
(2011) defines cultural competence as the ability to teach students from cultures different from 
one’s own. She says that “teachers often discriminate against their students by lacking sensitivity, 
knowledge, and skills necessary to teach them properly” (Moule, 2011, p. 5). If teachers 
unintentionally offend their students because they are not culturally competent educators, teachers 
make students feel uncomfortable in the classroom setting. As a result, students will disconnect 
and be reluctant to participate. This could lead to disciplinary problems, low self-esteem, and other 
issues. The classroom should be an environment where all students feel accepted and respected 
regardless of their cultural backgrounds. The only way educators can create this dynamic is to 
become culturally competent. 

Moreover, positive interactions between students and teachers are essential in CRT. Barr 
(2016) indicates researchers have found that developing an interpersonal relationship based on 
harmony, connection, and mutual trust—or developing rapport—enhances the instructor-student 
and student-student relationships and helps create a positive relationship in the classroom climate. 
Further analysis revealed that positive interactions between students and teachers had increased 
student participation and academic success, which allows educators to build rapport with their 
students and cultivate an environment where students feel safe and are ready to learn without 
reservation. 

The final dimension of CRT is critical consciousness socialization. Schwartzenthal et al. 
(2022) argue that research on critical social consciousness has proven that “a classroom climate 
which fosters the active discussion of social inequity (i.e., critical consciousness climate) can 
contribute to adolescents’ critical consciousness, while a classroom climate in which group 
differences are downplayed (i.e., color-evasion climate) may not” (p. 13). Freire believed that 
critical social consciousness should be addressed regularly in the classroom setting to help students 
reflect on inequalities and how they can work against the perpetuation of this cycle 
(Schwartzenthal et al., 2022). Byrd (2017) suggests that schools implementing critical social 
consciousness in their curriculum teach adolescents about inequities, systemic racism, and group-
based discrimination. This dimension of CRT prepares our students to be future leaders with 
empathy and respect for everyone regardless of their cultural background. 
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Pedagogy and Curriculum 
Culture is crucial in how students learn and make sense of their world outside the 

classroom. A shift in thinking, curriculum implementation, and pedagogical practices can remedy 
the disconnect between the school and home contexts.  The curriculum and instruction must reflect 
the school demographic if the content is genuinely impactful and relevant. Curriculum and 
pedagogy must be culturally responsive and allow inquiry amongst varying cultures. The 
breakdown occurs when students cease to derive meaning from lessons and cannot make these 
lessons applicable to their lives and community. 

According to Gay (2010), culturally responsive pedagogy can be defined as “using the 
cultural knowledge, past experiences, and student performance styles of various ethnic groups to 
make learning more relevant to and effective for students” (p. 31). The inner workings of culturally 
relevant pedagogy require that teachers weave and connect student cultural competencies with that 
of theory to bridge the gap in student learning. From this notion, Gay (2010) states six critical 
practices that embody culturally responsive pedagogy: 

• having high expectations for all students.  

• engaging students' cultural knowledge, experiences, practices, and perspectives 

• bridging gaps between home and school practices 

• seeking to educate the whole child 

• identifying and leveraging students' strengths to transform education 

• critically questioning normative schooling practices, content, and assessments. (p. 
186) 

Additionally, Ladson-Billings (1995) postulates that the underpinning of culturally 
relevant pedagogy proceeds from three criteria: "(a) students must experience academic success; 
(b) students must develop and maintain cultural competence; (c) students must develop a critical 
consciousness through which they challenge the status quo of the current social order" (p. 160). 
CRT and educators who implement this framework not only cultivate learning environments that 
are conducive to the tenets of CRT but also foster student agency, student creativity, and above 
all, student-centered learning. Many nuances build on the CRT framework. However, one thing 
remains: students must be allowed to participate more actively in their learning. 

Wah and Nasi (2019) contend that culturally responsive pedagogy is student-centered and 
considers the importance of students' cultural backgrounds in learning. Culturally responsive 
pedagogy involves implementing effective strategies that address, respect, and use students' 
reality, history, and perspectives as educational practice (Bartolome, 1994). 
 
Impact of CRT 

According to Byrd (2016), the ideology of culturally relevant teachers is a powerful method 
to increase student achievement and engagement and reduce the achievement gap. There are three 
teaching practice approaches centered around the significance of culturally relevant teaching: high 
expectations, promoting cultural competence, and promoting critical consciousness (Dickson et 
al., 2015; Ladson-Billings, 1995a; Ladson-Billings, 1995b; Morrison et al., 2008), and 
understanding the community and home lives of students (Byrd, 2016). 
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CRT imposes high expectations, builds on a student's strengths, and assumes responsibility 
for students' success or lack thereof (Byrd, 2016). A constructivist teaching method can encourage 
students to be themselves in the classroom and authentically connect with the teacher and their 
peers for a more significant experience (Byrd, 2016). The climate in high-expectation classrooms 
provides a respectful and inclusive environment that helps students value and understand their 
peers' cultures using cooperative and experiential learning (Byrd, 2016). Promoting cultural 
competence allows teachers to create bridges by incorporating the students' communities, home 
lives, and other outside influences into the classroom. Opportunities to use students' experiences 
from their world can be an asset in the school (Byrd, 2016). Lastly, promoting critical 
consciousness can be achieved by addressing school social justice and racial inequalities. Allowing 
students to identify problems and address them can empower them to participate in decision-
making (Byrd, 2016). 

Scholars have contended that authentic, culturally relevant teaching is an important method 
to help shorten the achievement gaps and promote positive ethnic-racial identity for students of 
color (Dickson et al., 2015; Sleeter, 2012). In addition, a plethora of research (Christianakis, 2011; 
Ensign, 2003; Rodriguez, Jones, et al.,  2004; Tate, 1995) indicates that culturally relevant teaching 
promotes academic achievement and engagement. There is also evidence of culturally relevant 
teaching promoting critical consciousness (Epstein et al.,  2011; Martell, 2013; Morrell & Duncan-
Andrade, 2002; Stovall, 2006). For example, in one study, students analyzed pollution in a nearby 
river and developed ways to become politically active in their communities (Dimick, 2012). 
 
Student Achievement and Engagement 

The COVID-19 pandemic severely impacted and devastated teaching and learning because 
school leaders see a decrease in student engagement and achievement. Some school officials report 
that students have become "more passive, have a lesser sense of belonging, and feel disengaged 
from their learning" (Toth, 2021). In a survey conducted by The Education Week Research Center 
(2021), the results revealed that students' motivation and morale were significantly lower than 
before the COVID- 19 pandemic. Student engagement lends credence to student achievement in 
that one is contingent upon the other. 

Student engagement and student achievement remain critical factors in teaching and 
learning. For this reason, teachers must derive new and practical practices to engage students to 
impact student achievement. Sousa (2016) defines student engagement as “the amount of attention, 
interest, curiosity, and positive emotional connections that students have when they are learning 
whether in the classroom or on their own” (p.17). Engaged students feel an intrinsic motivation 
not only to participate in class and learn challenging concepts but, most importantly, to gain a new 
and in-depth understanding of the inner workings of their world. At the very least, this notion 
underpins CRT (Sousa, 2016). 

One approach to meeting the needs of diverse learners and improving student engagement 
is implementing culturally responsive pedagogical practices. Researchers (Byrd, 2016; Tanase, 
2020) indicate that culturally responsive practices are a practical way to affirm diversity, positively 
affecting academic achievement and student engagement (Cuffee, 2020; Okoye-Johnson, 2011). 
CRT is more than a framework that supports instruction based on a student’s cultural background 
and life experiences; instead, it ensures that students are afforded an equitable educational 
experience (Cuffee, 2020; Gay, 2010). 
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Dyer (2015) and Toth (2021) reveal a correlation between high student engagement and 
improved academic outcomes when culturally responsive practices are implemented in each 
classroom. Moreover, as teachers establish rapport and build meaningful relationships with their 
students, they demonstrate the value of culture and the significance of acknowledging culture. In 
doing so, students feel a sense of belonging and connection to their learning environment (Cuffee, 
2020; Wanless & Crawford, 2016). Failing to understand and acknowledge cultural differences in 
the learning environment results in decreased student engagement, student motivation, and 
achievement gaps (Cuffee, 2020). Engaged learning cultivates and fosters skills, practices, and 
habits essential for student achievement. Gay (2018) posits that unless teachers understand what 
is interfering with students’ performance, they cannot intervene appropriately to remove the 
obstacles to high achievement. Simply bestowing blame on students, their socioeconomic 
background, lack of interest in and motivation for learning, and poor parental participation in the 
educational process is counterproductive. 

As educators aim to reverse the effects remote learning had on students during the COVID-
19 pandemic and remedy the “ever-present” achievement gap, teachers must be willing to pivot 
and thus implement paradigm shifts. In this respect, teachers must shift their mindset from a 
"cultural deficit perspective," which means that individuals from select cultural groups are inferior 
and cannot achieve because of their cultural background (Silverman, 2011; Cheong, 2021; Gay, 
2010). Additionally, it requires shifting from "subtractive views," which refers to practices 
eliminating students' culture and language from classroom contexts (Cheong, 2021; Gay, 2010). 
Teachers who disengage from the views and pedagogical practices mentioned above are distancing 
themselves from traditional and antiquated societal norms in teaching and learning and 
acknowledge that culture plays a crucial role in education. Thus, it serves as a conduit to enhanced 
student engagement and achievement by asserting value to this entity. 
 
Benefits of CRT 

Effective teaching requires knowledge of both content and educational practices. Just like 
an educator needs to know their teaching content, it is also essential to be familiar with varying 
student populations. However, many teachers are not adequately equipped to teach diverse 
populations of students (Howard, 1999). Educators should incorporate courses and professional 
development for educators to implement CRT techniques in their classrooms. 

Implementation is crucial to improving student achievement. Flippo et al. (1997) assert that 
the relationship between literacy and culture is bidirectional. Not only will cultural diversity 
meditate the acquisition and expression of literacy, but literacy education will also influence and 
mold an individual's cultural identity. 

Incorporating curriculum and educational practices centered around CRT can change the 
classroom dynamic in multiple ways. Doing so can close the achievement gap, build student 
confidence, and help eliminate behavioral issues in the classroom. Researchers Vavrus (2008) and 
Byrd (2016) reveal that low-status students are among those who lack opportunities to receive the 
equitable benefits of instructional approaches designed to help students acquire meaningful and 
engaging content that helps them meet state learning standards, graduate from high school, and 
develop into active democratic citizens (Vavrus, 2008). 

The statement above shows the importance of CRT in a student's life. Implementing this 
type of curriculum impacts students' learning but can also affect their ability to grow into an adult 
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who helps benefit society. When educators neglect to acknowledge students' culture and 
individuality, they fail to view students as unique individuals with distinctive life experiences that 
enrich the learning environment. 

 
Implications and Conclusions 

 
Culture is deeply embedded in students' home lives, communities, and cultural funds of 

knowledge. Leaders who genuinely wish to seek the best interest of their students must consider 
students' backgrounds, norms, and narratives to provide students with an enriching learning 
experience. Some argue that culturally relevant teaching focuses on academic success through 
valuing students' interests and existing knowledge and is just "good teaching" (Ladson-Billings, 
1995a; Sleeter, 2012). Yet, these forms of good teaching are less often seen for students of color, 
so achievement gaps persist. 

However, Vavrus (2008) states that "CRT is a democratic, student-centered pedagogy that 
incorporates and honors the cultural background of historically marginalized students and attempts 
to make meaningful links to academic knowledge for student success" (p. 56). CRT proves vital 
to educational reform and will reduce the achievement gap (Vavrus, 2008). The use of CRT as a 
tool for learning is a critical indicator of an educational leader who values every student's academic 
success and personal development. With the implementation of CRT, educators can impact student 
learning and thus work to help close the achievement gap exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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