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This article discusses culturally responsive frameworks, principles, peda-
gogy, and curriculum for general and special educators who work with
culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD) students with learning dis-
abilities (LD). Culturally responsive teaching has critical features that
could benefit CLD students with LD. For example, culturally responsive
practices require general and special educators to use culturally sound
techniques as they maximize the potential of CLD learners with LD.

It has become very clear that there is greater diversity within our nation and within
the United States public school system than ever before. According to the report by
the Institute of Education Sciences (2010) entitled Status and Trends in the Education
of Racial and Ethnic Minorities, the demographic pattern of the

Hispanic population is expected to grow at a faster rate than most

other races/ethnicities. In the year 2025, about 21 percent of the

population is expected to be of Hispanic ethnicity. In addition, the

growth rate for Whites is expected to be slower than the rate for

other races/ethnicities, decreasing their share of the total popula-

tion. In 2025, the distribution of the population is expected to be

58 percent White, 21 percent Hispanic, 12 percent Black, 6 percent

Asian, 2 percent two or more races, 1 percent American Indian/

Alaska Native, and less than 1 percent Native Hawaiian or Other

Pacific Islander. (p. 1)

In addition, current statistics show that 1 in 5 children lives in poverty (Chil-
dren’s Defense Fund, 2001), and about 1 in 10 children have limited proficiency in
English (Kindler, 2002).

Today’s teaching force, however, remains overwhelmingly White, middle
class, and monolingual (Ladson-Billings, 2001) with about 85% of teachers being
female and 15% male. In a report on special education personnel needs (Office of
Special Education Programs, 2002), it was noted that:

On average, almost one-fourth of special education teachers’ stu-

dents are from a cultural or linguistic group different from their

own, and 7 percent are English language learners (ELL). The na-

tion’s changing school demographics are creating a demand for

new teaching skills. Unfortunately, many special educators indicate
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they have not mastered the skills needed to accommodate cultural-

ly and linguistically diverse (CLD) students. This skill deficiency is

not surprising because 51 percent of recently prepared special edu-

cators said their preservice programs did not address the needs of

this student population. Furthermore, the majority of today’s spe-

cial education teachers completed their initial preparation when

the nation’s students were considerably more homogeneous (p. 3).

Increasingly, general and special educators are faced with overwhelming
challenges to educate CLD students with LD to live in society when their lives are
complex because of a number of factors such as race, poverty, social class, gender, lan-
guage, religion, ability, and/or age (Gollnick & Chinn, 2002). Some of these challeng-
es, as indicated by local and national school data, have suggested that the exclusion
rates of African American, Hispanic American, and Native American students from
general education programs are higher than the rates of White students (Mendez &
Knoff, 2003; Morrison, Anthony, Storino, & Dillon, 2001). National Center for Edu-
cation Statistics, 2007; Morrison et al., 2001; Skiba et al. 2002). For example, accord-
ing to Harry and Klinger (2006), students from CLD backgrounds were found to have
different learning styles from those of their White peers and their low achievement in
general education classrooms resulted in their subsequent referral to special educa-
tion programs. Even more disturbing are the findings indicating that harsh punitive
measures (e.g., suspensions) in schools are (a) ineffective (e.g., Krezmien, Leone, &
Achilles, 2006); (b) prime to predicting poor school outcomes (Obiakor, 2001, 2007);
and (c) linked to disproportionality in special education programs (Skiba, Michael, et
al., 2002; Skiba, Poloni-Staudinger, Simmons, Feggins-Azziz, &Chung, 2005).

The cultural repertoires of students from CLD backgrounds have an impact
on their learning, school progress, and behavior in the classroom (Delpit, 1988; Del-
pit, 1992, 1995; Delpit & Dowdy, 2002; Obiakor, 2001; Rueda, 2007). For instance,
Delpit (1992) observed that the schooling process places CLD students at risk for
failure in five ways, namely:

(1) failure to recognize and address problems that arise when there

is a marked cultural difference between students and the school—

under such circumstances two problems may evolve: misreading

of students’ aptitudes, intent, or abilities as a result of differences

in cultural styles of language use and interactional patterns; and

utilizing styles of instruction and/or discipline that are at odds

with community norms; (2) stereotyping; (3) assuming that the

failure of a child to thrive intellectually is due to a deficit in the

child rather than a deficit in teaching, and subsequently teaching

less when one should be teaching more; (4) maintaining ignorance

about community norms of parenting and child-rearing, which

can lead to adversarial relationships with parents and the develop-

ment of school people of a “messiah complex”—that is, the view

that schools must save the children from their communities rather

than work with communities toward excellence; and (5) making

invisible the histories and realities of children and communities of

color in the communities and educators’ minds. (p. 283)
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Similarly, Bowman (1994) stated that “the explanation for the differences
in school performance lies in the difference in life experiences between groups—the
worlds in which children of different cultural and socioeconomic groups live do not
encourage the same beliefs and attitudes nor do they emphasize the same skills. By
ignoring the differences between children—their experiences, their beliefs, their tra-
ditional practices —schools limit their own ability to educate these children” (p. 1).
Most recently, Banks et al. (2001) and the National Education Association (2008)
noted that cultural, personal, and academic gaps between teachers and students of
CLD backgrounds, which is the core relationship of learning, are contributing fac-
tors to their underachievement in school. Given these demographic imperatives and
special education issues, scholars and educators (e.g., Bennett, 1995; Burstein & Ca-
bello, 1989; Dilworth, 1990; Obiakor, 2001, 2007; Obiakor & Beachum, 2005a; Sleeter,
1995; Utley & Obiakor, 2001; Zumwalt, & Craig, 2005). have suggested that general
and special educators must (a) be culturally sensitive and attuned to the diverse life
experiences that CLD students with LD bring to the classroom; (b) provide learning
and social experiences that meet their instructional needs; and (c) have the ability to
understand cultural ways of learning.

How can general and special educators and school leaders optimize learn-
ing and school achievements for CLD students with LD in today’s classroom settings
when they are ill-prepared or unprepared? How can general and special educators
develop authentic teacher-student relationships with these students? One compelling
argument to understanding cultural and experiential backgrounds of these students
is to engage in culturally responsive teaching. Therefore, the purpose of this article is
to discuss the culturally responsive principles for general and special educators who
teach CLD students with LD.

CuLTURALLY RESPONSIVE FRAMEWORK IN GENERAL AND SPECIAL EDUCATION

To discuss culturally responsive framework in general and special education,
it is critical to define “culture” and related culturally responsive teaching principles.

Culture
There are many perspectives on how to define culture and its intricacies. For
example, historically, culture is defined as social heritage or tradition that is passed on
to future generations. Behaviorally defined, culture is shared, learned human behav-
ior, and a way of life. Functionally, culture is defined as the way human beings solve
problems or adapt to the environment. For purposes of this article, culture, as defined
by Bodley (2010) is “a body of learned behaviors common to a given human society,
acts rather like a template (i.e., it has predictable form and content), shaping behavior
and consciousness within a human society from generation to generation. So culture
resides in all learned behavior and in some shaping template or consciousness prior
to behavior as well” (p. 1.) Bodley further noted that there are important principles
that follow this definition of culture:
o If the process of learning is an essential characteristic of culture, then
teaching also is a crucial characteristic. The way culture is taught and
reproduced is itself an important component of culture.



Learning Disabilities: A Contemporary Journal 9(1), 5-18, 2011

e Because the relationship between what is taught and what is learned is
not absolute (some of what is taught is lost, while new discoveries are
constantly being made), culture exists in a constant state of change.

Meaning systems consist of negotiated agreements— members of a human

society must agree to relationships between a word, behavior, or other symbol and
their corresponding significance or meaning. To the extent that culture consists of
systems of meaning, it also consists of negotiated agreements and processes of nego-
tiation. Because meaning systems involve relationships which are not essential and
universal (the word “door” has no essential connection to the physical object; we sim-
ply agree that it shall have that meaning when we speak or write in English), different
human societies will inevitably agree upon different relationships and meanings; this
is a relativistic way of describing culture. Based upon the above definitions, culture
is more than just one characteristic, such as race or ethnicity; culture reflects the
unique blending of characteristics among individuals within groups and may include
variables such as socioeconomic status, life experiences, gender, language, education,
sexual orientation, psychological state, and political viewpoints. As cultural beings,
we belong to and share the values of many different cultural groups, depending on
our relationships and interactions with other individuals in society (Lindsey, Roberts,
& Campbell- Jones, 2005).

Culturally Responsive Teaching Principles

Culturally responsive teaching is a foundational concept of multicultural
education and involves many things: curriculum content, learning context, classroom
climate, student-teacher relationships, instructional techniques, and performance as-
sessments (Gay, 2002). Three educational perspectives of culturally responsive teach-
ing have been visible in the literature. The first educational perspective by Ladson-
Billing (1995) defined culturally responsive teaching as an approach that empowers
students intellectually, socially, emotionally, and politically by using cultural referents
to impact knowledge, skills, and attitudes of students. The second perspective by
Gay (2000) defined “culturally responsive teaching as using the cultural knowledge,
prior experiences, and performance styles of diverse students to make learning more
appropriate and effective for them; it teaches to and through the strengths of these
students” (p. 29). The third perspective is by Nieto and Boder (2008) which defined
culturally responsive teaching as learning that is “actively constructed, connected to
experience, influenced by cultural differences, developed within a social context, and
created within a community” (p. 3). They noted that the conditions in U.S. society
and schools have been “consistently, systematically, and disproportionally unequal
and unfair for students who are different from the mainstream. Therefore, a personal
and collective transformation of teachers is needed, which includes learning from
and with CLD students, and challenging bias within both oneself and one’s school.

Culturally responsive teaching principles encompass three dimensions:
(a) academic achievement—making learning rigorous, exciting, challenging, and
equitable with high standards; (b) cultural competence—knowing and facilitating
the learning process in different cultural and linguistic groups; and (c) sociopolitical
consciousness—recognizing and assisting CLD students in the understanding that
education and schooling do not occur in a vacuum (Au, 2010; Gay, 2002; Nieto, 1999;
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Nieto & Boder, 2008). This strategy facilitates and supports the acquisition of new
knowledge, skills, and achievement outcomes for CLD students with LD. The cultur-
ally responsive teaching framework does not replace the use of (a) academic data to
monitor school progress, (b) effective instructional strategies, and (c) use of sound
educational principles and practices. It requires general and special educators to cre-
ate structured learning environments, develop and implement supportive classroom
environments, and provide access to opportunities and resources for CLD students
with LD, regardless of their cultural and linguistic backgrounds. For general and spe-
cial educators to be effective practitioners, they must have a working knowledge of
these dimensions and their interactive effects on how to conduct assessments and
teach in a culturally sensitive and affirming manner.

Building culturally responsive teaching principles requires general and spe-
cial educators to (a) build trust among their students, (b) become culturally literate,
(c) use appropriate diagnostic and assessment approaches, (d) use culturally sound
questioning techniques, (e) provide effective feedback, (f) analyze content in instruc-
tional materials, and (g) establish positive home-school-community relationships
(Algozzine, O’Shea, & Obiakor, 2009; Murtadha-Watts & Stoughton, 2004; Nieto
& Boder, 2008; Obiakor, 2006, 2007; Obiakor & Beachum, 2005a; Pewewardy, 1998;
Reyher, 1992, 1994). Validating cultural and linguistic experiences of CLD students
with LD in the schooling process, curriculum, and instructional content is a way to
affirm their self-identity. The cultural lens of validating cultural and linguistic ex-
periences creates multiple ways of seeing and perceiving meaningful experiences of
individuals in a culturally diverse society (Gay & Kirkland, 2002; Lemoine, Madda-
hian, Patton, Ross, &Scrugs, 2006). In the end, culturally responsive teaching uses the
students’ cultural beliefs, language, and prior learning experiences to build bridges to
new knowledge and the understanding of skills for success in school.

Culturally responsive teaching has critical features that could benefit CLD
students with LD (Obiakor, 2007). The most recent report by the National Joint
Committee on Learning Disabilities (2010) stated that in the differential diagnostic
process, “cultural and linguistic factors do not preclude the possibility that an in-
dividual also has LD” (p. 9); a comprehensive assessment must address all issues of
suspected disability, including cultural sensitivity, knowledge, and skill on the part of
team members to understand the interactive factors of language and literacy devel-
opment in bilingual students (Macswan & Rolstad, 2006; Petrovic, 2010). Formal as-
sessment instruments and procedures must be non-discriminatory, non-biased, and
address language needs that are responsive to the CLD students’ needs (IDEIA, 2004).
The interpretation of results must be done cautiously with consideration of all of
the culturally and linguistic factors that may impact these student’s abilities to learn.
The multidisciplinary team must make an informed and data-based decision, which
includes knowledge about the cultural and causal factors impacting CLD students’
learning and behavioral problems.

Proactive Culturally Infused Interventions

The recent emphasis on Response-to-Intervention (RTI) (see IDEIA, 2004)
presents a promising avenue to gather data to make informed decisions about CLD
students with LD. In the pre-referral phase, cultural responsive practices require
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general and special educators to have knowledge concerning the (a) CLD students’
socio-cultural, linguistic, racial/ethnic background information, (b) student perfor-
mance records, (c) reasons for academic failure, (d) interpretations of the assessment
results, and (e) design of alternative instructional procedures (Ortiz, 2002; Rinaldi &
Samson, 2008). Clearly, cultural accommodations in teaching, instruction, and inter-
ventions are critical to knowing how CLD students with LD learn in the classroom
(Rueda, 2007). Significant to understanding that cultural factors influence learning,
the gathering of school data, along with anecdotal information from the parents of
CLD students with LD and teachers can provide a more complete picture of these
students’ learning characteristics.

In an effort to prepare and teach CLD students with LD effectively, general
and special educators must be knowledgeable about how culture affects their stu-
dents’ experiences, learning styles, preferences, and behaviors in the classroom as they
(a) apply the skills/strategies that need to be infused in the curriculum and manage-
ment of the classroom; (b) to use educational resources to support CLD students,
and (c) monitor their students’ performance on tests and interventions. Targeting all
three of these elements can be done by implementing culturally responsive practices
that support and monitor the performance of CLD students (Cartledge & Kourea,
2008). As illustrated, in Figure 1, the components (i.e., prevention, effective instruc-
tion, and pupil monitoring) of an effective instructional model for a culturally re-
sponsive classroom include four major categories: (a) school entry/school readiness,
(b) instructional format, (c) tier 1, and (d) tier 2. These tiers represent levels in a Re-
sponse-to-Intervention (RTI) model (Brown-Chidsey & Steege, 2010). School entry/
readiness is the prevention of school failure and pre-referral phase of identifying CLD
students with LD which includes (a) the assessment of “academic and behavioral risk
markers,” (b) language, and (c) readiness skills as early as possible. The instructional
format category describes five effective instructional practices documented through
empirical research studies (e.g., classroom structure, movement, feedback, commu-
nal learning, and monitoring progress). Tiers 1 and 2 represent features of whole
classroom and small group instruction.

TARGETING PROBLEMS AND CREATING SOLUTIONS: A LoOK AT THE FUTURE

Some students with LD camouflage their learning problems by engaging
in problem behaviors. Sadly, many educational professionals and programs focus
on these behaviors instead of the learning problems (Obiakor & Beachum, 2005b;
Williams & Obiakor, 2009). As a result, they solve problems that do not exist. For
instance, there is a difference between an inability to solve a math problem and the
refusal to solve that math problem. By the way, this refusal may be an unwilling-
ness to face the humiliation of not knowing how to solve the math problem. This
frustration gets to be more intense, especially when CLD learners are misidentified,
misclassified, mislabeled, misplaced, and misinstructed (Obiakor, 2007). To a large
extent, numerous educational problems arise when general and special educators fail
to consider the role of culture and the life experiences that CLD students with LD
may bring to school. Earlier, Gay (2002) noted that the more variance that there is
between students’ cultural, racial, ethnic, and intellectual characteristics and the nor-
mative standards of schools, the greater are the chances their school achievement will
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be compromised by low or negative teacher expectations. Children of color, poverty,
and disability are highly variant on these criteria of normalcy, and are subjected to
greater unfair teacher attitudes, expectations, and actions. Their differences that are
most important for educational purposes (such as background experiences, perspec-
tives, values, and cultural socialization) are not as readily apparent as physical traits.
Therefore, they require a deep knowledge and understanding that many teachers do
not have, or do not value. (p. 213)

Figure I. Components of an Effective Instructional Model for Culturally
Responsive Classrooms

School Entry—Account for Instructional Format—Provide Tier 1-Whole Clasroom

language readiness skill immediate/urgent and Instruction

gaps through intensive instruction through « CLD students continue

Student Screening * Structuring classroom receiving structured/

« Access early school skills activities with empirical dynamic instruction
support for CLD

« Organize student students  Student performance

monitored quarterly

roupin .
grouping * Accounting for the
* Structure classroom importance of movement
activities on the basis of and verve with such Tier 2—Small group instruction
screening outcomes activities that include « CLD students who show
* Identify at-risk students ample ac?ademic ) low responding receive
early enough re§pond|r.1g opportunties, additional small-group
brisk pacing, positive instruction to increase
reinforcement, and response rates and
corrective feedback peer-mediated activities
* Monitoring the progress |« Student performance
of at-risk students weekly monitored weekly

* Maintaining high
expectations and
affirming students

Source: Cartledge, G., & Kourea, L. (2008). Culturally responsive classrooms for culturally
diverse students with and at risk for disabilities. Exceptional Children, 74(3), 351-371.

Scholars such as Cartledge (2010), Ewing (1995), Gay (2002), Obiakor et
al. (2004), Harry and Klingner (2006) noted that CLD students with LD have differ-
ent behavioral patterns that frequently result in (a) a misdiagnosis of behaviors, (b)
inappropriate interpretations of behaviors, (c) deterioration of interpersonal respect
between teachers and students, (c) increased attention to controlling student behav-
ior, (d) poor use of instructional time, (e) ill-defined classifications and labels, and
(f) dysfunctional educational programs. The “cycle of thinking” that perpetuates the
notion that social behaviors are to be judged and labeled as deviant and dysfunctional
must be refuted and transformed. General and special educators must acknowledge
the impact of culture and the social environment as critical factors when developing
effective, sound educational and behavioral practices in the pre-referral and subse-
quent identification of CLD students with LD (Boykin et al., 2005; Kea & Utley, 1998).
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Figure 2. Proactive Culturally (Responsive) Behavior Management Strategies

Employ teacher movement patterns in an un-intrusive manner rather than in an aversive
manner.

Use peer mediators or peer jury to facilitate dispute resolution occurring between peers.

Use role-playing techniques that actively involve culturally diverse students in developing
alternative solutions aimed at producing acceptable behavior.

Carefully select timing and use of time-out procedures in order to eliminate feelings of
alienation, powerlessness, and peer estrangement.

Use praise to reinforce acceptable behavior only if approved by the student.
Use culturally sensitive counseling techniques. The educator’s understanding of the student’s
world view, values, beliefs, and behaviors that are deeply rooted in their culture will be

enhanced, thus minimizing the misinterpretation of culturally-based behavior.

Recognize accomplishments and employ public (e.g., name on bulletin board) recognition as
positive reinforcement.

Avoid confronting, reprimanding, and criticizing student in front of peers. Allow student to
save face in presence of peers.

If aversive disciplinary approach is used, discuss and implement in privacy. Humiliation can
wound pride and erode peer respect.

Select social reinforcers that focus on affective, group-conscious and cooperative activities.

Use modeling with careful consideration of various psychosocial variables (gender, race,
ethnicity, social class).

Source: From “Culture: A Neglected Factor in Behavior Management Strategies” by N. Ewing,
in F. E. Obiakor & B. Algozzine (Eds.), Managing problem behaviors: perspectives for general and
special educators, (pp. 96=114), Dubuque, IA: Kendall Hunt, 1995.

For these students with LD, the research literature for developing prescrip-
tive culturally responsive behavior management programs to prevent discipline
problems is virtually non-existent (Ewing, 1995). Three prerequisites underlie the
abilities of general and special educators to manage CLD classrooms in culturally re-
sponsive ways (Howard, 2003; Weinstein, Curran, & Tomlinson-Clarke, 2003). First,
general and special educators must recognize that we are all cultural beings with our
own beliefs, biases, and assumptions about human behavior. Second, general and
special educators must acknowledge the cultural, racial, ethnic, and class differences
that exist among people. And third, culturally responsive classroom management
procedures require general and special educators to understand the ways that public
schools reflect and perpetuate discriminatory practices of the larger society. These
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researchers view classroom management tasks through the lens of cultural diversity
and suggest that general and special educators (a) create a physical setting that sup-
ports academic and social goals, (b) establish expectations for behavior, (¢) commu-
nicate with students in culturally consistent ways, (d) develop a caring classroom
environment, (e) work with families, and (f) use appropriate interventions to assist
students with behavior problems. Scholars such as Cartledge and Milburn (1995),
Cartledge and Kourea (2008), Ewing (1995), Obiakor (2008), Obiakor et al. (2004),
and Utley, Kozleski, Smith, and Draper (2002) have identified proactive culturally
(responsive) behavior management strategies that can be incorporated into positive
behavior support (PBS) programs across tier 1 (whole school), tier 2 (small group),
and tier 3 (individual). As illustrated in Figure 2, these procedures are also evidence-
based and require general and special educators to be proactive and not reactive (i.e.,
waiting for defiant and disruptive model). In addition, these procedures do not in-
volve punishment and/or punitive measures of discipline.

The primary goal of culturally responsive pedagogy and the curriculum is to
infuse an understanding of students’ prior knowledge and language to build rich con-
nections to their cultural and linguistic backgrounds within family and community
contexts (Algozzine et al. 2009; Brown, 2003, 2004; Dukes & Ming, 2010; Irvine et al.,
2000; Jackson, 1994; McCaleb, 1994; Menchaca, 2001; Milner, 2010; Nichols, Rupley,
& Webb-Johnson, 2000; Reyhner, 1992). According to Kea and Campbell-Whatley
(2004), culturally responsive pedagogy consists of context-embedded instruction
for meaningful content; a content rich curriculum to develop positive attitudes and
pride in their culture; and equitable pedagogy which varies according to the CLD
students’ learning styles and teachers’ styles of teaching. Schmidt and Ma (2006) de-
scribed seven characteristics essential to the implementation of culturally responsive
pedagogy, namely:

o High expectations—supporting students as they develop the literacy

appropriate to their age and gender

o Dositive relationships with families and communities—demonstrating

clear connections with student families and communities in terms of
curriculum content and relationships

o Cultural sensitivity—reshaped curriculum—mediated for culturally

valued knowledge, connecting with standards-based curriculum as well
as individual students’ cultural backgrounds

o Active teaching methods—involving students in a variety of reading,

writing, listening, speaking, and viewing behaviors throughout the les-
son plan

o Teacher as facilitator—presenting information, briefly giving direc-

tions, summarizing responses, and working with small groups, pairs,
and individuals

o Student control of portions of the lesson—“healthy hum”—talking at

conversation levels around the topic studied with their completing as-
signments in small groups and pairs

o Instruction around groups and pairs—low anxiety—completing assign-

ments individually, but usually in small groups or pairs with time to
share ideas and think critically about the work. (p. 121)
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CONCLUSION

Culturally responsive principles, instructional methods, and manage-
ment procedures are important for the general and special education of all learners
(Murtadha-Watts & Stoughton (2004). Clearly, a greater understanding of the role
of culture in the lives of CLD students with LD provides general and special educa-
tors with the foundation to infuse culturally rich experiences that foster not only
academic achievement but also student empowerment. A culturally responsive class-
room values all students for who they are and for the unique cultural experiences that
they bring to the learning community. Within a culturally responsive classroom, it is
important for general and special educators to reflect on cultural assumptions that
underlie lessons in literacy, math, science, and the arts (Villegas & Lucas, 2002). These
reflections lead to experiences that are more productive and empowering for CLD
students (Pransky & Bailey, 2002; Yost, 2006). Culturally responsive instruction vali-
dates CLD students with LD by allowing them to learn how to respect other cultural
groups’ heritage and history. Additionally, it stresses respect for diversity while creat-
ing a safe and inclusive climate (Phuntsog, 1999). To a large measure, it bridges the
gap between the school and the home by meeting the learning needs of all students
and providing consistency with the values of CLD students’ own cultures.
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