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EDUCATION IN PRACTICE

Cultivating the Talent of Educators for Learning and 
Belonging

Molly McMahon 1 and Theresa Pileggi-Proud  1

Abstract: As schools endeavor to imple ment the rec om men da tions of Cultivating Talent: A National 
Study Examining Pathways to Increase the Presence of His panic Teachers and Leaders in  Cath o lic Schools 
(“Cultivating Talent”), this edu ca tion in prac tice arti cle pres ents research-informed rec om men-
da tions that can be implemented imme di ately by Cath o lic schools in order to strengthen stu dent- 
teacher  rela tion ships and cre ate a pos i tive school cli mate that increases all  stu dents’ learn ing and sense 
of  belong ing.

Keywords: cul tur ally sus tain ing ped a gogy, pos i tive school cli mate, belong ing, inclu sion

The 2022 land mark report Cultivating Talent illu mi na tes the need and oppor tu nity to increase 
the rep re sen ta tion of His panic edu ca tors in Cath o lic schools in the United States, not ing 

that, while nearly 20% of Cath o lic school stu dents are His panic, just nine per cent of teach ers and 
lead ers in Cath o lic schools are His panic (Ospino & Wyttenbach, 2022, p. 5). Focused on ben e fits 
to Cath o lic edu ca tion as a whole, Cultivating Talent calls for the Cath o lic Church and Cath o lic 
schools to engage in sys tems-level changes nec es sary to attract and retain  His panic edu ca tors. 
Although the study does not look spe cifi  cally at stu dent out comes asso ci ated with diver si fi ca tion, 
pos i tive aca demic and non ac a demic impacts on stu dents have been found, includ ing increased 
 aca demic scores in read ing and math e mat ics and decreased rates of absen tee ism and dis ci plin ary 
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sus pen sions (Egalite & Kisida, 2018; Lindsay & Hart, 2017). In addi tion, research shows that 
sig nifi  cant impact can be expected in the realms of social and emo tional com pe ten cies essen tial to 
whole child edu ca tion (Blazar, 2021; Graves et al., 2017; Pianta et al., 2002; Saft & Pianta, 2001).

In con sid er ing the ben e fits attrib ut  able to stu dent-teacher demo graphic con flu ence, sev eral 
research-based prac tices can be incor po rated imme di ately to sup port learn ing and belong ing for 
minor ity and non mi nor ity stu dents. First, schools can bol ster stu dent-teacher rela tion ships by 
engag ing in cul tur ally sus tain ing edu ca tional prac tices. Second, schools can cre ate a pos i tive cli mate 
by investing in schoolwide, equi ta ble social and emo tional learn ing.

Student-Teacher Relationships through Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy

A distinguishing fea ture of Cath o lic edu ca tion has always been the call to min is ter to the whole 
child. With par ents as the pri mary edu ca tors and oper at ing in com mu nion with parishes and faith 
lead ers, Cath o lic schools com mit to attend ing to each aspect of a child’s devel op ment, includ ing 
aca demic learn ing, social and emo tional com pe ten cies, and spir i tual growth (Ozar & Weitzel- 
O’Neill, 2012). The National Standards and Benchmarks for Effective Cath o lic Education cite 
explic itly that, to do so, “The Cath o lic school should pay espe cially close atten tion to the qual ity of 
inter per sonal rela tions between teach ers and stu dents, ensur ing that the stu dent is seen as a per son 
whose intel lec tual growth is har mo nized with spir i tual, reli gious, emo tional, and social growth” 
(Ozar & Weitzel-O’Neill, 2012, p. 10). Research sup ports the impor tance of stu dent-teacher 
rela tion ships from early child hood through ado les cence (Pianta & Stuhlman, 2004; Pianta et al., 
2002, p. 91; Fredriksen & Rhodes, 2004).

Blazar (2021), who exam ined stu dent-teacher demo graphic con flu ence on stu dents of color, 
attri butes pos i tive out comes to his find ings that, “teach ers of color are more likely than White 
teach ers—often sub stan tially so—to hold growth mindset beliefs that stu dent intel li gence is 
mal lea ble rather than fixed, build inter per sonal rela tion ships with stu dents and fam i lies, pre pare 
for instruc tion and dif er en ti ate activ i ties based on stu dents’ indi vid ual needs, and address stu dent 
(mis)behav ior in pro duc tive ways that do not lead to a neg a tive class room cli mate” (p. 29). Accord-
ingly, as schools endeavor to imple ment the rec om men da tions of Cultivating Talent by increas ing 
rep re sen ta tion of His panic edu ca tors in our Cath o lic schools, invest ment must be made to develop 
those traits in non mi nor ity teach ers as well.

Blazar (2021)’s explo ra tion points to the pos si bil ity of teacher devel op ment to com ple ment 
eforts to recruit and retain teach ers of color. Grounded in the work of Glo ria Ladson-Billings 
(1995), cul tur ally rel e vant ped a gogy is designed to impart in teach ers the mindset shifts, crit i cal 
self-reflec tion, and aware ness of social con texts nec es sary to grow in rela tion ship with non mi nor ity 
stu dents and their fam i lies (p. 478; see also Blazar, 2021, p. 7). As orig i nally applied in the early 
1990s, cul tur ally rel e vant ped a gogy called for teach ers and research ers to con sider the impact of 
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defi  cit think ing in rela tion to Afri can Amer i can stu dents. Bringing to light stu dents’ expe ri ence 
of forced assim i la tion cou pled with bias-laden dif er ences in expec ta tions, Ladson-Billings (2014) 
prof ered instead the prism of aca demic poten tial, linking “prin ci ples of learn ing with deep under-
stand ing of (and appre ci a tion for) cul ture” (pp. 76–77). Cultivating Talent ref er ences sim i lar 
bar ri ers faced by His panic fam i lies in Cath o lic schools, includ ing “neg a tive per cep tions about their 
bilin gual ism, bicul tur al ism, migra tory sta tus (for those who are immi grant), and even the var i ous 
ways in which they live out their Cath o lic iden tity” (Ospino & Wyttenbach, 2022, p. 11). Exten-
sion of the prin ci ples of cul tur ally rel e vant ped a gogy guides teach ers to shift to an asset view, one 
that high lights the “favor able lin guis tic, cog ni tive, edu ca tion, and cul tural assets Latino chil dren 
bring to edu ca tional set tings” (García & Öztürk, 2019, p. i; see also Gay, 2013, p. 50). Tied directly 
to cul tur ally rel e vant ped a gogy are the mindset and prac tice con structs ref er enced by Blazar 
(2021)–spe cifi  cally, the pos i tive impact on stu dent out comes of teach ers’ beliefs that intel li gence 
is “mal lea ble ver sus fixed.” In addi tion, rela tion ships with stu dents and fam i lies emerge from an 
appre ci a tion for the unique value of the diver sity of cul tures at play in stu dents’ lives (Gay, 2013).

Over the past decade, schol ars and prac ti tion ers have expanded cul tur ally rel e vant ped a gogy 
to address issues of equity and belong ing. Identity, in par tic u lar, emerges as an impor tant prism, 
chal leng ing teach ers to exam ine how their own iden ti ties inform and limit their view of stu dents, 
includ ing their assess ment of stu dent achieve ment and behav ior. Simultaneously, atten tion is paid 
to stu dent iden tity, with respect and appre ci a tion for what they bring to the class room from their 
fam i lies and cul tures, cou pled with intentionality around the cre a tion of iden tity-safe and inclu sive 
learn ing com mu ni ties (Gay, 2018). Ways to engage crit i cally with the cul tural envi ron ments of 
schools con tinue to evolve, mark ing a shift from cul tur ally respon sive to cul tur ally sus tain ing ped a-
gogy (Ladson-Billings, 2014). In doing so, schools com mit to prac tices designed “to per pet u ate and 
fos ter–to sus tain–lin guis tic, lit er ate, and cul tural plu ral ism” (Paris & Alim, 2017, p. 1).

Positive School Climate through Equitable Social, Emotional, and Academic Learning

For Cath o lic schools, the call to attend to the social and emo tional well-being of stu dents is 
grounded in their charge: “Cath o lic school edu ca tion is rooted in the con vic tion that human 
beings have a tran scen dent des tiny, and that edu ca tion for the whole per son must form the spir-
i tual, intel lec tual, phys i cal, psy cho log i cal, social, moral, aes thetic and reli gious capacities of each 
child” (Ozar & Weitzel-O’Neill, 2012, cit ing The Cath o lic School, p. 29). Leaders “shape the 
con di tions for high-qual ity teach ing” by cul ti vat ing a pos i tive school cli mate that fos ters belong ing 
and rela tion ship and includes a cul ture of col lab o ra tion and explicit teach ing of social, emo tional 
and cog ni tive skills (Grissom et al., 2021).

A pos i tive school cli mate is one in which stu dents’ per sonal, cul tural, and lin guis tic assets are 
affirmed. According to the Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL), 
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“SEL is the pro cess through which all  young peo ple and adults acquire and apply the knowl edge, 
skills, and atti tudes to develop healthy iden ti ties, man age emo tions and achieve per sonal and 
col lec tive goals, feel and show empa thy for oth ers, estab lish and main tain sup port ive rela tion ships, 
and make respon si ble and car ing deci sions” (CASEL, 2022).

While SEL has not always included an equity lens, Cath o lic school lead ers can use equi ta ble 
SEL to sup port a whole child approach to the devel op ment of all  stu dents. As described by 
 Stephanie Jones of the Harvard Easel Lab, the advance ment of equi ta ble SEL: “1) ensures safe  
and inclu sive learn ing envi ron ments that are respect ful and affirming of diverse iden ti ties;  
2)  rec og nizes and incor po rates stu dent cul tural val ues, prac tices, and assets; 3) fos ters pos i tive 
 iden tity  devel op ment; 4) pro motes stu dent agency and voice; and 5) explic itly acknowl edges issues 
of bias, power, and inequal ity and works to address them.” ( Jones et al., 2021, p. 45).

Not only do direct social and emo tional skills play a role in stu dents’ iden tity, sense of belong-
ing, and rela tion ships at school, but they also impact their aca demic devel op ment: “Children’s 
exec u tive func tion and social-emo tional skills lay the foun da tion for their life expe ri ences and 
out comes. Their exec u tive func tion ing skills will deter mine how well they study in school, prob lem 
solve in the work place, and take care of their health. Their social and emo tional skills will help 
them nav i gate friend ships, love inter ests, net works, and con flict” (Franchino, 2022, para. 1).

Implications for Practice

Advancement of stu dent-teacher rela tion ships through cul tur ally sus tain ing ped a gogy and 
pos i tive school cli mate through schoolwide SEL requires shifts in both mindsets and prac tice. 
Cath o lic schools can take seven imme di ate steps to bol ster learn ing and belong ing of minor ity and 
non mi nor ity stu dents alike, while simul ta neously imparting the social, emo tional, and aca demic 
skills nec es sary for suc cess in school and in life.

1. Engage and Invest in Necessary Mindset Shifts

The start of any ini tia tive in a school begins with the work of the adult cul ture. First, schools 
must invest in anti-bias train ing. All peo ple have biases–uncon scious and auto matic ste reo types 
that impact reac tions, behav iors, and ways of think ing. Cultural dif er ences play a role in how 
teach ers inter pret com mu ni ca tion, behav ior, and even the stan dards they set for stu dents. While 
edu ca tors need to under stand and explore their own biases to mit i gate these impacts on stu dents of 
diverse back grounds, school lead ers must pro vide the oppor tu nity and struc ture in which to do so  
(Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, 2018).

Second, schools must exam ine teacher mindsets regard ing learn ing. The sim ple belief that 
intel li gence is mal lea ble and not fixed can enable teach ers to send the mes sage to their stu dents that 
engage ment in their edu ca tion can gar ner suc cess. Growth mindset cou pled with high expec ta tions 
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for all  stu dents can trans late to short-term and long-term gains, par tic u larly for minor ity stu dents 
(see Yeager & Walton, 2011; see also Gershenson et al., 2015).

2. Build Relationships

If know ing one self and com mit ting to growth are the first steps towards a healthy rela tion ship, 
lis ten ing is next. Particularly for stu dents with dif er ent life expe ri ences than those of the teacher, 
oppor tu ni ties to be heard set the stage for trust and engage ment (Smyth, 2006). For stu dents expe-
ri enc ing trauma, voice takes on added dimen sion, as the exer cise of per spec tive-shar ing establishes 
stu dents as the experts of their own expe ri ences (Biddle et al., 2022). Further, when edu ca tors 
reach out in ways that “com mu ni cate respect, [are] car ing, and [are] val u ing of stu dents and fam-
i lies,” it enables them “to develop deep knowl edge about their stu dents, their tal ents and inter ests, 
their fam i lies, and their cul tural con texts” (Darling-Hammond et al., 2021, p. x).

3. Consider Language

The next step in cre at ing a com mu nity of belong ing is con sid er ing the lan guage used to 
com mu ni cate with stu dents and their fam i lies. Recognizing that the default (in lan guage as well 
as other iden tity mark ers) is often the major ity cul ture, con sider ways to be more inclu sive by 
shifting, for exam ple, from “par ents” to “care tak ers” to more accu rately reflect stu dents’ home 
con text. Similarly, care should be taken to ensure that com mu ni ca tions are acces si ble, includ ing 
the avail abil ity of lan guage trans la tions. As high lighted in Cultivating Talent, “Cath o lic schools 
are uniquely  posi tioned to fos ter mul ti lin gual ism,” both within the class room and as part of the 
broader com mu nity (Ospino & Wyttenbach, 2022, p. 23). In addi tion, resources asso ci ated with 
the dom i nant cul ture, includ ing read ing mate ri als and class room images, should be expanded to 
reflect the multi-eth nic, mul ti cul tural makeup of our schools and com mu ni ties. His panic chil dren, 
in par tic u lar, have been shown to ben e fit from rep re sen ta tion in class room lit er a ture, cit ing pos i tive 
con nec tions to lan guage, iden tity, themes, and tra di tions (Rodríguez, 2014).

4. Invest in Adult Professional Development in Culturally Sustaining Pedagogies

Coupled with foun da tional mindset shifts, schools must engage in prac tices designed to sup-
port learn ing and belong ing. First, while mov ing towards a more diverse work force, lead ers must 
stress that cul tur ally sus tain ing ped a gogy sup ports teach ers in devel op ing rela tion ships with all  
stu dents and allowing each child to be known and loved through the affir ma tion of iden tity.

Teachers rou tinely dif er en ti ate to meet indi vid ual stu dent needs; being atten tive to cul ture 
is no excep tion. Specifically, because “chil dren actively con struct knowl edge based on their 
expe ri ences, rela tion ships, and social con texts,” cul tur ally sus tain ing ped a gogy enables teach ers to 
lever age infor ma tion gath ered through rela tion ship-build ing to cre ate the frame work for stu dent 
learn ing (Darling-Hammond et al., 2021, p. vii; Villegas & Lucas, 2002). To pre pare, teach ers must 
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cou ple self-reflec tion with ongo ing cul ti va tion of socio cul tural con scious ness, rec og niz ing that 
“peo ple’s ways of think ing, behav ing, and being are deeply influ enced by such fac tors as race/ 
eth nic ity, social class, and lan guage” (Villegas & Lucas, 2002). The efort will assist teach ers in 
span ning socio cul tural bound aries that sep a rate them from their stu dents in cul tur ally and lin-
guis ti cally diverse class rooms. Further, tap ping into the rich ness of stu dent iden tity and expe ri ence 
advances cul tur ally respon sive and sus tain ing edu ca tion by establishing a coun ter point to ongo ing 
ini tia tives to per pet u ate a “mono cul tural and mono lin gual soci ety based on White, mid dle-class 
norms of lan guage and cul tural being” (Paris, 2012). Instead, in our con text, “A Cath o lic school’s 
cur ric u lum should . . .  reflect the beau ti ful diver sity of God’s cre a tion” (Boyle & Morten, 2020, p. 50).

5. Invest in Adult Professional Development in Equity-Based Social and Emotional Learning

Culturally sus tain ing ped a gogy and schoolwide, equity-based SEL inform and enhance one 
another (Warner & Browning, 2021). When teach ers are taught to be aware of and man age their 
own emo tions, they are more likely to fos ter pos i tive rela tion ships and less likely to use reac tive dis-
ci pline (Schonert-Reichl, 2017). Further, research shows that SEL train ing for adults has a pos i tive 
efect on out comes for stu dents, espe cially those of dif er ent back grounds (Seider & Graves, 2020). 
Professional devel op ment supporting teach ers in explicit SEL instruc tion, as well as how to weave 
the prac tices through out the school day, is essen tial to a pos i tive class room and school cli mate.

SEL train ing and prac tices directly advance the val ues and dis po si tions cen tral to Cath o lic 
edu ca tion: “Our faith pro vi des us with so many tools with which to trans mit these val ues and 
dis po si tions, includ ing Gospel stories, the sac ra ments, and Cath o lic Social Teaching to name a few. 
Cath o lic schools work hard to inte grate these oppor tu ni ties for learn ing about, prac tic ing, and 
expe ri enc ing our faith, yet per haps we some times miss the explicit nature of devel op ing spe cific 
skills related to the dis po si tions we hope to see in our stu dents” (Boyle & Morten, 2020, p. 37). 
Investment in social and emo tional prac tices that explic itly develop stu dents’ under stand ing of 
emo tions, man age ment of emo tions, rela tion ship skills, con flict res o lu tion, and an appre ci a tion of 
diver sity allows for com mon lan guage and expec ta tions for how stu dents inter act with each other 
in the school set ting, thereby fos ter ing inclu sion and belong ing in our com mu ni ties.

6. Invest in Adult Professional Development in Trauma-Sensitive Practices

For stu dents who have expe ri enced adver sity and trauma, social and emo tional learn ing 
prac tices alone may not be enough, but, when paired with train ing for staf on trauma sen si tive 
prac tices, all  stu dents will be  able to thrive: “Aligning equi ta ble SEL with trauma-sen si tive work 
is also nec es sary to ensure that all  stu dents ben e fit from com pre hen sive, inte grated sup port. An 
equity-focused, trauma-informed approach to SEL acknowl edges and addresses per sis tent envi ron-
men tal stress ors such as rac ism, transphobia, homo pho bia, and classism, which con tin u ally impact 
mar gin al ized youth” ( Jones et al., 2021, p. 49). There are many social and emo tional prac tices 
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that over lap or align with trauma sen si tive prac tices, but few are designed to be inten tion ally 
trauma-informed, so this invest ment in fur ther teacher train ing is nec es sary to sup port the healthy 
devel op ment of all  stu dents (Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, 2018).

7. Invest in Adult Professional Development in Restorative Discipline Practices

Students are most vul ner a ble to forms of ineq uity when they are strug gling emo tion ally, 
socially, and behav ior ally. To answer the call to min is ter to all  stu dents, Cath o lic Schools must look 
deeply at sys tems of dis ci pline. Often, schools have puni tive-only dis ci pline prac tices that do not 
change behav ior nor sup port stu dents in gaining the skills to do bet ter given the same sit u a tion the 
next time. Instead, schools must con sider how phi los o phies around dis ci pline align with the core 
val ues of Cath o lic edu ca tion, as well as the impact on rela tion ships. Schools must teach prosocial 
behav iors, cop ing skills, and man age ment strat e gies through SEL and pair those with prac tices 
that uphold the dig nity of stu dents when they fail at these behav iors: “If SEL aims to pro mote 
the health, wellbeing, and learn ing poten tial of all  chil dren, it must acknowl edge the sys tems and 
prac tices that cause harm to indi vid u als in our com mu ni ties. It is there fore mutu ally reinforcing 
to engage in com ple men tary prac tices and struc tures that seek to dis man tle sys tems of oppres sion 
and reduce harm along side tra di tional SEL eforts. Restorative jus tice prac tices (RJP) in par tic u lar 
have been cited for their poten tial to address racial disparities per pet u ated by ineq ui ta ble school 
dis ci pline” ( Jones et al., 2021, p. 49, cit ing Gonzalez, 2015).

Boyle and Morten (2020) point to guid ance from the USCCB (2003) regard ing restor ative 
jus tice prac tices in the crim i nal jus tice sys tem, asserting impor tant impli ca tions for how Cath o lic 
schools treat stu dents: “Restorative jus tice is a pow er ful approach to dis ci pline that focuses on 
repairing harm through inter ac tive pro cesses that engage all  stake hold ers. Implemented well, 
restor ative jus tice shifts the focus of dis ci pline from pun ish ment to learn ing and from the indi vid-
ual to the com mu nity” (p. 43).

Conclusion

Complementary strat e gies and sustained ded i ca tion are essen tial to last ing and sys tem atic 
change. While engag ing in eforts to recruit and retain His panic edu ca tors and lead ers, Cath o lic 
schools can simul ta neously invest in the mindset shifts, ongo ing devel op ment, and schoolwide 
prac tices nec es sary for stu dent learn ing and belong ing. Rich stu dent-teacher rela tion ships, 
grounded in cul tur ally sus tain ing edu ca tional prac tices, must form the core of Cath o lic learn ing 
com mu ni ties. This includes a con sid er ation of rep re sen ta tion and voice in class room and school 
librar ies, as well as inclu sive com mu ni ca tions and sched ul ing. Through schoolwide SEL and 
equity-for ward behav ioral sup ports, lead ers can cre ate the pos i tive school cli mate nec es sary for all  
stu dents to thrive. At every step, diverse per spec tives, broad par tic i pa tion, and ele vated stu dent 
voice are nec es sary to cre ate Cath o lic school com mu ni ties rich with learn ing and belong ing.
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