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This article addresses the important topic of culturally proficient/re-
sponsive school administrators for culturally and linguistically diverse 
(CLD) students with learning disabilities (LD). Culturally proficient/
responsive school administrators with knowledge and strong leadership 
skills in multicultural education are essential to impact school change. 
Key factors—social organization, commitment, vision, leadership roles, 
etc.—impacting school administration effectiveness are discussed. The 
perspective of schools as (a) professional learning communities, (b) cul-
turally proficient/responsive school administrators, and (c) principals 
and leaders who work cohesively with general and special educators is 
advocated. Lastly, the role of culturally proficient/responsive principals 
and the implementation of IDEIA requirements are discussed.

More than ever before, the growing cultural diversity and increasing pluralism 
of our schools require school administrators to be socially competent in ways 

that demonstrate respect, mutual understanding, social justice, and concerns for 
culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD) students who are culturally unlike them. 
This article addresses the important topic of culturally proficient/responsive school 
administrators for CLD students with learning disabilities (LD).

school	AdministRAtive	leAdeRship	

School administrators must be prepared to work with CLD students who 
(a) differ racially and ethnically; (b) speak different languages; (c) have different be-
liefs; and (d) have different ways of expressing their cultural distinctiveness (Bak-
ken, O’Brian, & Shelden, 2006). For school administrators to be successful, they must 
also consistently model socially competent attitudes, values and dispositions by (a) 
demonstrating interactions that are shaped by understanding and (b) embracing the 
three principles of culturally relevant and responsive pedagogy. In Ladson-Billings’ 
(1995) view, culturally responsive pedagogy rests on three propositions: (a) students 
must experience academic success; (b) students must develop and/or maintain cul-
tural competence, and (c) students must develop a critical consciousness through 
which they challenge the status quo of the social order. For this to happen, school ad-
ministrators need to promote these propositions to preservice and practicing teach-
ers so that they can learn about them.

A culturally responsive curriculum benefits all children by building on the 
richness of varied experiences and cultures to make learning more meaningful. CLD 
students with LD are more successful when schools honor and value each child as an 
individual (Menchaca, 2001) and will participate more in the learning process when 
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their own background experiences are aligned with the school task (Pransky & Bailey, 
2002). The school administrator must lead by example and provide necessary pro-
fessional development for their teachers. In addition, the academic achievements of 
students with CLD backgrounds will improve if schools, administrators, and teachers 
make an attempt to ensure that instruction is responsive to the students’ home cul-
ture (Phuntsog, 1999).

The context of diversity provides special challenges to school administrators 
and demands awareness not only of their students, but also of the implications of 
their interactions with them. Lack of self-knowledge and awareness of the implica-
tions of traditional practices among educators, for instance, can impede leaders’ abil-
ity to facilitate the optimal educational experiences in a linguistically and culturally 
diverse environment that will lead all students to learn. The “hidden curriculum” 
also transmits meanings such as what it means to work, the value of hierarchy and 
authority, the meaning of learning, what matters and what does not matter, and what 
it means to “be good” . There exists ample evidence that the hidden curriculum typi-
cally represents Eurocentric, middle-class values Thornberg, 2009; Vang, 2006) which 
are far from universal. CLD students with LD who enter school with life experiences 
and languages that are different or “exotic” by traditional school standards are thus 
often at a disadvantage in the schools. To understand what diversity “means” in a 
given school, research must include examination of how the school and community 
embrace, transmit, or transform the content of the hidden curriculum in instruc-
tional practice and community interactions. 

The school’s social organization determines how you interact with your 
teachers, staff, students, and members of the community and how they interact with 
you and one another. In addition, the social organization within a school determines 
how individuals react to things that happen in the school and/or district and the com-
munity it serves. The organizational norms, the school climate, and the unwritten 
rules of your organization are all reflections of the school’s framework (Brown, 2004). 

As a member of the Caucasian culture, you may not notice or understand the 
many different ways in which the school’s organizational structure impacts CLD stu-
dents and their families. However, as an administrative leader, (a) making a commit-
ment to align your practices with culturally proficient behaviors and (b) working to 
engage others in making similar commitments require that you begin where you are—
individually and organizationally. Here are important culturally proficient/responsive 
behaviors one should exhibit according to Lindsey, Robbins, and Terrell (2003).

• A way of being that enables both individuals and organizations to re-
spond effectively to people who differ from them (p. 5).

• A way of being that enables people to successfully engage in new envi-
ronments (p. 13).

• An approach to addressing diversity issues that goes beyond political 
correctness (p. 13).

These behaviors include the administrator’s belief (a) that all children can 
succeed in the child-centered and “loving” nature of the school and (b) that the valu-
ing of the “racial culture and first language of the children” is respected. 
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A culturally proficient/responsive administrator influences others to make 
changes in their values, beliefs, and attitudes. Challenging and supporting others (a) 
to build their capacity to confront difficult socioeconomic and cultural problems in 
their community and (b) to take them on successfully are priorities for an adminis-
trator intent on fostering culturally proficient/responsive behaviors among others. 
Indeed, such an administrator makes it his or her purpose to help the community 
become culturally competent and to support it in building productive, functional 
patterns of social interaction. Administrators must realize that (a) culture is a pre-
dominant force in people’s lives, (b) the dominant culture serves people in varying 
degrees, (c) people have both personal identities and group identities, (d) diversity 
within cultures is vast and significant, and (e) each individual and each group has 
unique cultural values and needs (Lindsey, Roberts, & Campbell-Jones, 2005).

conceptuAl	fRAmewoRk

How do we best meet the needs of CLD students with LD?  We believe that in 
order to be effective, things need to change. First and foremost, administrators need to 
change their way of thinking (and acting), and preparers (universities) of administra-
tors need to fully educate candidates so that they are prepared for CLD students with 
LD. It begins by helping these individuals see the importance of establishing a vision 
and by having a plan to give services to these individuals and their parents. Second, 
administrators need to be involved (participate) with their school personnel in self-
improvement planning, which includes developing goals and strategies to achieve 
them. Third, administrators also need to realize the importance of school personnel 
and how they can impact CLD students with LD in regard to academic, behavioral, 
and social growth. This should be addressed in how administrators recruit, hire, re-
tain, and evaluate school personnel. Fourth, materials (curriculum and resources) 
should also be chosen that factor in strengths of these CLD students. The input of 
many—teachers, parents, and administrators—should be elicited before decisions 
are made. Fifth, there should be communication with parents of CLD students with 
LD and community members. Obtaining their input and feedback and incorporating 
them in the process of education of their CLD students with LD will be critical to the 
successes or failures that the students experience. Sixth, administrators also need to 
consider professional development issues: (a) what kind of training school personnel 
will need to be better qualified to work with these students and (b) how this is to be 
accomplished. Finally (and probably the most important point of all) is the ability to 
respond to the needs of CLD students with LD. All of these components are separate, 
but function together and interchangeably as a whole. Administrators cannot expect 
to be prepared on day one, but must realize that the education of these students is a 
process and work must continue daily, weekly, and monthly within all of these com-
ponents. See Appendix A for a display of this framework.

Role	of	the	cultuRAlly	pRoficient/Responsive	pRincipAl

The culturally proficient/responsive principal as the leader in a school build-
ing or district plays an undisputed role in establishing a vision and setting the tone 
for school climate and working with CLD students with LD and their parents. Given 
the changing demographics in many schools and the gap between the demographics 
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of the teachers and administrators and their CLD students with LD (a phenomenon 
that is increasing in our schools), it is imperative that the culturally proficient/re-
sponsive principal or school leader take specific intentional steps to ensure that the 
needs of all CLD students (of diverse cultural and ethnic groups and of varying abili-
ties) are met. The wide range of backgrounds and ethnicity of students in the schools 
today requires that school personnel are culturally proficient/responsive and actively 
seek to understand the CLD family and the child’s perspectives and utilize this infor-
mation to shape effective responses that will facilitate meaningful partnerships.

Significant research has confirmed the critical role of the culturally pro-
ficient/responsive principal in establishing a school’s vision and climate. Effective 
schools’ literature continues to identify the role of principals as critical in defining 
and communicating the school mission (Williamson & Blackburn, 2009). A cultur-
ally proficient/responsive principal, who is committed to maximizing opportuni-
ties presented by a multicultural and/or CLD community, responds to the diverse 
strengths, needs, and interests of its stakeholders by engaging in continual learning, 
involving its members, and by taking specific actions to ensure that learning is en-
riched and enhanced. The culturally proficient/responsive principal has the responsi-
bility to establish school-wide policies and procedures and to respond to single issues 
and individual concerns of all CLD students with LD and families.

Within each of the major responsibility areas, the culturally proficient/re-
sponsive school principal can take specific steps to increase awareness and respon-
siveness to multicultural characteristics of CLD students with LD and families. The 
culturally proficient/responsive principal is responsible for facilitating the business of 
learning via (a) establishing a vision for the school; (b) developing a school improve-
ment plan which includes the identification of goals and strategies to accomplish 
the vision; (c) recruiting, hiring, retaining, and evaluating staff with the knowledge, 
skills, and training in culturally responsive teaching practices; (d) developing curric-
ulum and selecting resources geared towards CLD students with LD and their fami-
lies; (e) communicating (in positive ways) with CLD parents and the community; 
(f) creating and supporting the ongoing work of professional learning communities 
within the school; and (g) setting up culturally responsive systems of referral, assess-
ment, identification, and instruction for CLD students with LD. By incorporating all 
of these tasks as part of the school’s responsibilities, the overall climate of the school 
will be enhanced. 

Establishing a Vision 
The culturally proficient/responsive principal can facilitate the development 

of an articulated vision that uses explicit language to convey the desire to build a 
dynamic multicultural learning community to impact CLD students with LD and 
their parents. The school administrator facilitates and provides insight and leader-
ship during this process. The vision should specify the inclusion of all stakeholders 
including the CLD students with LD and families (of various cultures and ethnic 
groups and those with varying abilities). The vision should then be in the forefront 
when decisions are made in the building and should be the filter by which actions are 
determined and evaluated. 
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Culturally proficient/responsive administrators should also demonstrate 
and model actions and language that continually promote and support the vision. 
They should keep the discussion of how beliefs about culture and differences influ-
ence thinking in the forefront by asking the tough questions and by modeling curios-
ity and openness towards CLD students with LD and their parents. 

School Improvement Planning
An effective school improvement plan (SIP) process allows schools to de-

velop a strategic and continuous plan that focuses on quality education and high 
levels of achievement and outcomes for CLD students with LD. School improvement 
means changing a school’s practices and policies to improve teaching and learning 
for CLD students with LD. School improvement planning is led by the principal and 
a school improvement team but ultimately must involve the entire staff and school 
community. The SIP team should include CLD parents that represent the diverse 
populations that are part of the school community. The culturally proficient/respon-
sive school principal will involve these individuals and convey confidence in parents 
as partners in problem solving through specific efforts to identify their perspectives 
and attitudes regarding the school environment.

The SIP plan should include explicit goals and strategies that will lead to 
increased awareness and understanding of cultures and perspectives of those in the 
community. The SIP team plays a critical role in identifying the various strategies 
that will be implemented. Opportunities for promoting the vision of a multicultural 
learning community might include school community events that bring members of 
the community together to celebrate student work and achievements or highlight the 
rich cultural characteristics of community groups and individuals. SIP members will 
add information and ideas regarding how the various groups and individuals per-
ceive the school and how best to engage and represent them in activities and events 
in the school.

A strong SIP includes methods for gathering data so that the results of strat-
egies can be monitored and changes made as needed to ensure continuous progress 
toward reaching the goal. As data is collected, it should be shared with the community 
so that all stakeholders can see the efforts and progress that is made to create a multi-
cultural learning community. An open invitation to give input to the process should 
be communicated so that the vision of a learning community is actualized.

Recruitment, Hiring, Retention, and Evaluation of Staff 
The culturally proficient/responsive school principal is charged with the re-

sponsibility to create a professional community of teachers and support staff who 
have the knowledge, skills, and training in CLD teaching practices for CLD students 
with LD. The culturally proficient/responsive principal must establish expectations 
that the principal and school staff are all on a continuous journey to learn about their 
own cultural viewpoints and biases and how these influence actions and expectations 
(Murtadha-Watts & Stoughton, 2004).

In order to accomplish this, the culturally proficient/responsive school prin-
cipal must first recruit a staff that has strong personal characteristics that include (a) 
the ability to be open-minded and curious; (b) the strength of empathy and compas-
sion; (c) a willingness to learn and grow in their attitudes, knowledge, and skills about 
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CLD students with LD; (d) a willingness to implement effective instructional prac-
tices; (e) receptivity to feedback; and (f) the willingness and ability to be self-reflec-
tive. A culturally proficient/responsive principal should review applicants with these 
filters and develop interview processes which garner information on experiences and 
evidence that the candidate demonstrates these capabilities. This might include ques-
tions which ask the candidates to demonstrate responsiveness and openness to cul-
tures, knowledge of CLD students, parents, and effective instruction (strategies) and 
their ability to self-reflect with questions such as (a) What experiences do you have 
with different cultures and what is your assessment of your ability to work with indi-
viduals who are from those cultures? (b) How do you respond to CLD students with 
LD, their parents, and other individuals who present vastly different ways of think-
ing about school and learning? (c) Is it important to learn about the cultural beliefs/
values and languages of students with LD you work with? (d) How do you go about 
learning about cultural diversity of students? (e) What is your experience in working 
with CLD students and parents? and (f) What teacher training or professional devel-
opment opportunities have you had regarding CLD students with LD and their par-
ents? The culturally proficient/responsive school principal should make it clear that it 
is the expectation that school staff clearly support the vision of the school in working 
with CLD students with LD and their parents to candidates when they are recruiting 
and interviewing. This specific effort to find individuals to work within the school 
should not be limited to teaching and other professional staff, but should also apply 
to the office, cafeteria, and maintenance staff. Everyone must be knowledgeable and 
respond to the vision of the school and to CLD students with LD and their parents.

The vision also needs to have a clear presence in process for retention and 
evaluation of staff. Retention of staff is improved when they feel they have efficacy. 
Research conducted by Yost (2006) found that when self-reflection is used as part of 
a problem-solving process, teachers are more able to cope with the various challenges 
and situations they encounter. The culturally proficient/responsive school principal 
needs to convey openness to allow staff members to experiment and ask questions 
with an expectation that staff will grow and evolve as members of the learning com-
munity and representatives of the vision and work with CLD students with LD and 
their parents. The evaluation of staff must include attention to specific strategies and 
efforts they have undertaken to support and follow the vision of the school and to 
specifically implement the SIP. There should also be an emphasis on the growth and 
development in (a) working with CLD students with LD and their parents and (b) 
developing effective teaching practices. Staff needs to be given feedback and be rec-
ognized for their efforts in this journey and given the opportunity to give input on 
professional development topics for growth and development. Individual goals can 
be set during annual teacher/staff evaluations which help the staff member to have a 
clear idea of expectations and to identify avenues for professional development and 
other methods to improve their effectiveness.

Murtadha-Watts and Stoughton (2004) presented the concept of cultural 
mirroring which is “the ability of a school leader to speak and act across differences 
to reflect to the staff possible biases, prejudice and stereotyping” (p. 4). As cultur-
ally proficient/responsive school principals engage in cultural mirroring, they will 
ask tough questions and facilitate discussion with individuals during evaluation but 
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also with groups of teachers and the whole staff to examine their efforts to promote 
and accomplish (a) their work with CLD students with LD and their parents, (b) the 
vision of the school, and (c) the strategies identified in the SIP. Cultural mirroring 
will allow the principal to model self-reflection as he or she examines his or her own 
language, behaviors, and actions. That willingness to model cultural mirroring will 
provide an avenue to put the questions on the table for all to think about, discuss, and 
reflect upon as a group and as individuals towards the common goal of effectively ed-
ucating CLD students with LD and their parents. Engaging in ongoing conversations 
about multicultural sensitivity and responsiveness increases the expectation that it 
is a valued effort. It will also set the stage for developing habits that support self-
questioning and reflection which are critical to continuous improvement in working 
with all CLD students with LD and their parents.

Development of Curriculum and Resources
Effective teaching and learning of CLD students with LD requires sound 

curriculum and resources which provide sufficient support. Curriculum, while seem-
ingly straightforward, is based on what is valued and what schools think students 
should know and be able to do (Phuntsog, 1999). As a result of the No Child Left 
Behind Act of 2001 (P.L. 107-110), state standards have caused schools to focus on 
these outcomes. State standards often reflect a majority cultural viewpoint, and while 
this may be important, we also need to consider how we can communicate value for 
diversity and alternative viewpoints in a school that is striving for multicultural sen-
sitivity and responsiveness.  

A highly regarded approach to developing curriculum and resources which 
responds to diversity is Universal Design for Learning (UDL). This is the design of 
products and environments that are usable by all individuals to the greatest extent 
possible and without the need for adaptation or specialized design. UDL was origi-
nally defined by the Center for Applied Special Technology in the 1990s and is ex-
plained on the website for the Center http://www.cast.org/index.html. The concept 
of UDL provides a framework for addressing diverse learners and can be applied to 
populations that have varying abilities but also to those with varying experiences and 
cultural backgrounds. Schools have begun to effectively implement UDL principles 
to make decisions about teaching strategies and resources to address the needs of 
CLD students with varying abilities including those who have LD. Multicultural as-
pects of CLD learners can also be addressed via this framework by addressing

• multiple means of representation to give CLD learners various ways 
of acquiring information and knowledge, including how members of 
these different cultures and with different backgrounds access learning; 

• multiple means of action and expression to provide CLD learners alter-
natives for demonstrating what they know including the various ways 
that these individuals from different cultures may express learning; 

• multiple means of engagement to tap into CLD learners’ interests, chal-
lenge them appropriately, and motivate them to learn including consid-
eration of how these learners from diverse cultures are motivated and 
challenged.
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There is probably no better way to model and promote value for multicul-
tural viewpoints to students than through these decisions that are made about daily 
lessons and activities. The selection of resources is also an opportunity to make sure 
that all groups—whether gender specific, cultural, or of varying abilities—are repre-
sented respectfully and accurately. Culturally responsive general and special educa-
tors can present opportunities for students with LD to explore cultures and bring 
their own culture and perspectives to projects. The culturally proficient/responsive 
school principal as the instructional leader plays a key role in providing the time and 
support for general and special educators to examine curriculum, teaching methods, 
and resources with the goal of accomplishing the vision of the school to be a multi-
cultural community of learners. 

Communication with CLD Parents and Community Members
The culturally proficient/responsive school principal is a main source of 

communication to CLD parents and the community. The power of language to mod-
el and convey respect and expectations is critical to recognize. Non-verbal language as 
well can convey openness, interest, and respect. The culturally proficient principal’s 
attitude toward varying cultural groups as well as CLD students with LD is read-
ily apparent as the principal makes decisions about how to include individuals and 
represent their viewpoints. Individuals convey information and their level of under-
standing through their listening and questions that they ask, and it is very important 
for culturally proficient/responsive school administrators to value the input and ideas 
of others. Culturally proficient/responsive principals have frequent opportunities to 
listen and to ask questions to CLD parents and community members and should do 
so frequently to better meet the needs of CLD students with LD and families and to 
get feedback and suggestions regarding current program offerings in the school. 

There are a number of avenues the culturally proficient/responsive school 
principal can use to increase communication and the expectation that CLD parents 
are a valued partner in the school. The culturally proficient/responsive principal can 
schedule informal coffees or teas in order to have conversations with CLD parents 
where the agenda includes opportunities for individuals to discuss and talk about 
their concerns and ideas. The culturally proficient school principal can arrange op-
portunities for school staff and CLD parents to learn about each other in informal 
settings. Research conducted by Ladky and Peterson (2008) underscores the value of 
including an informal aspect to parent involvement particularly when navigating the 
often complex and formal path of identification of special needs to provision of an 
individual education program. Another idea is to schedule parent teacher meetings 
early in the new school year with the purpose of creating an opportunity for CLD 
parents to talk about their son or daughter and discuss what they want for their child 
and how they view the school. They may also want to discuss how their culture and 
language may impact the school and their learning. This can be a critical time for the 
stage to be set and for open communication to be established. The culturally profi-
cient/responsive school principal can take concrete visible steps to increase the likeli-
hood that parents will be involved by using clear language, setting up family-friendly 
activities and giving CLD parents time to ask questions. 
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Written communication is another way communication can take place with 
CLD parents. Culturally proficient/responsive school principals must remember that 
written communications from schools need to always be done in the language that 
CLD parents can access, and translations must be accurate and timely. When writ-
ten translations are not possible or not the preferred method, culturally proficient/
responsive principals must be willing to facilitate the verbal communication of im-
portant messages. Many schools are now using technology to send phone or e-mail 
messages to CLD parents regarding announcements, reminders, and other content. 
A team of translators can be developed that can assist with sending these kinds of 
verbal messages.

Creating and Supporting the Ongoing Work of a Professional Learning Community 
The culturally proficient/responsive school principal manages the resourc-

es including the budget earmarked for professional development. Given that many 
teachers and school personnel lack expertise regarding CLD students with LD, there 
must be a commitment to continuous learning and improvement through profes-
sional development. The concept of Professional Learning Communities (PLC) was 
first presented by DuFour and Eaker (1998) as a means by which groups of adult 
learners within the school are engaging in self- and community-reflection about 
learning. In the context of cultural responsiveness, PLCs will engage in efforts to look 
critically at how and what they will do in schools to promote understanding and in-
clusion of multicultural viewpoints and CLD students with LD and their parents. The 
culturally proficient/responsive school principal will organize time and resources to 
respond to needs of staff to develop understanding of divergent cultures and learn-
ing needs of CLD students with LD. Being able to become optimally responsive to 
these needs requires deep self-knowledge and the possibility of not only learning new 
information about CLD students with LD and their parents but perhaps unlearning 
other information that may impede their progress, communication, and learning. 
It is important that general and special educators understand how their beliefs and 
attitudes influence important decisions they make as a teacher (Murtadha-Watts & 
Stoughton, 2004). When school staff (including paraprofessionals, secretaries, custo-
dians, and others) do not understand or are not informed about the viewpoints and 
characteristics of individuals from different cultures, they may have a tendency to 
avoid involvement, to continue the status quo without consideration of differences 
and to develop biases or solidify the ones they already have. On-going training is es-
sential to make sure all school personnel understand CLD students with LD and their 
parents and how their culture and language impact them in a school environment.

The culturally proficient/responsive school principal needs to provide the 
dollars and the time for staff to work on inclusion efforts, to work with parents, and 
to work as a PLC and individuals to improve their understanding of what the impact 
of culture and language can have on learning. During all of these efforts the culturally 
proficient/responsive school principal needs to help staff consider how culture and 
their beliefs and biases influence their day-to-day decisions that make and create hid-
den curriculums and perpetuate a status quo that may not be fully responsive to the 
changing demographics in the school.
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Setting up Systems for Responding to the Needs of CLD Students with LD
The culturally proficient/responsive school principal is charged with man-

aging the school and all of its processes and systems. One of those is the method by 
which CLD students with LD are identified for interventions. There are numerous 
times in the process when CLD parent involvement can be utilized to improve the 
effectiveness of the school’s responsiveness to students who are struggling. When a 
CLD student with LD first begins to show signs that they may be struggling with 
learning, it is critical to convey to parents how much their input regarding their child 
is valued. CLD parents play a vital role in gathering assessment information including 
knowledge on how their child learns, their interests, and their home experiences. Set-
ting up initial opportunities for CLD parents to communicate with school staff and 
including them in all aspects of problem identification and problem solving is critical 
in order to help their child reach their fullest potential. 

It is also important to sort through the role of language differences and cul-
tural influences on the learning characteristics of CLD children at risk for school fail-
ure. Schools have grappled with the dilemma of trying to determine whether learning 
problems are caused by, correlated with, co-exist with, or are entirely unrelated to 
language and cultural differences.  Determining whether a CLD student has a spe-
cific LD requires that teams rule out educational deprivation or lack of experience as 
causes of learning problems (Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement 
Act 2004, P.L. 108-446, 118 Stat. 2647, 2004). As these possibilities are discussed and 
explored, it is essential to understand the parents’ points of view and to gather in-
formation about the CLD students with LD development and experiences. Students 
who are having learning problems and who are also English language learners (ELL) 
or who come from vastly different cultural experiences present complex concerns for 
the school to sort out. We cannot fully understand these concerns without the par-
ents’ help, and research has shown that parent involvement has a positive impact on 
the development of exceptional students (Kim & Morningstar, 2005).

It is also critical for the leader to help the multidisciplinary team to recog-
nize that they may have formed negative views of CLD students and their families 
regarding their ability and willingness to support the student with disabilities (Harry, 
2008). In putting that possibility on the table, staff may be more cognizant of these 
factors and more wary of allowing them to interfere with encouraging family involve-
ment. Using culturally mirroring might cause staff to become aware of some dif-
ferential treatment that is a result of this bias. For example, the culturally proficient/
responsive school principal might raise the question with the multidisciplinary team 
(MDT). This team should involve professionals from different cultural groups. The 
question is, Could it be that we take less time to do our individualized education 
program (IEP) meetings with our parents who are (name the ethnic group/culture) 
because we just assume they will not have any comments and have nothing to say? 
Staff must identify and confront hidden agendas and biases and acknowledge that 
families from various backgrounds and experiences have different viewpoints and 
reactions to disability. Ethnic and cultural perspectives play a role in how a family 
will interpret and respond to disability, and these factors are important as the MDT 
works to fully understand a child’s learning characteristics and determines the best 
approaches to respond to and support the child (Ferguson, 2002). One step in the 
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right direction would be to compose a MDT that has professionals from many differ-
ent cultural groups. This would broaden the knowledge and perspectives of the team, 
and they would be more prepared and qualified to work with CLD students with LD 
and their parents.

The culturally proficient/responsive school principal plays a key role in asking 
important questions to be raised through a system with steps that ask the following:

1. What has been the past experiences of the CLD child regarding learn-
ing?

2. What factors in the CLD child and family experiences (including those 
influenced by culture) may have played a role?

3. What goals and values regarding learning and school are present and 
may play a role in the CLD child’s experiences and responses?

4. How can the parents and family contribute to the interventions and 
decisions about resources?

5. How can the school contribute to the efforts of the CLD child’s parents 

to provide support for the student? 
The individual educational program planning process is by its nature full of 

legalese and formal questions and can be intimidating to CLD parents with all kinds 
of backgrounds. It is critical that the team take the time to use clear language and to 
explain each step.

When a school community has made a commitment to actualizing the vi-
sion of being a multicultural learning community, the culturally proficient/respon-
sive school principal by the very nature of his or her role in the school becomes a 
beacon and a catalyst for this vision. The culturally proficient/responsive school 
principal will demonstrate on a daily basis a personal commitment to learning/act-
ing with sensitivity to avoiding biases. The culturally proficient/responsive school 
principal creates a climate of tolerance and acceptance and ultimately conveys that 
vision by communicating and acting in such a way that is transparent. By using such 
techniques as cultural mirroring, the culturally proficient/responsive school principal 
conveys expectations that staff will engage in reflection. By engaging in his/her own 
efforts of continuous improvement, by empowering CLD parents, and by behaving 
in a manner and using language which conveys value and openness for differences, 
the culturally proficient/responsive school principal actualizes the vision. Our CLD 
parents and community that are from different cultures and may speak a different 
language will look to actions of the principal to identify the values and beliefs he or 
she holds. The culturally proficient/responsive school principals who not only display 
those actions in the school setting, but also serve on community organizations and 
committees increase the likelihood that they will be perceived as open and inclusive.

diRectoRs	of	speciAl	educAtion

In some areas (school districts) principals will be involved with all of the 
previously described information, but in other areas (school districts), there will be 
directors of special education who will also be involved. These specialized adminis-
trators will work directly with special education teachers, support staff, and related 
services personnel. These administrators also need to be aware of how our student 
population is changing and the need to change current practices to more effectively 
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work with CLD students with LD and their parents. They will be instrumental in 
being a liaison between the school principal and the other school professionals in 
the school. It will be very important that they plan accordingly to meet the need of 
teachers, support staff, students, and parents by consulting and collaborating with 
the school principal. In addition, directors of special education will need to make 
sure that special education teachers have the same opportunities (i.e., to be involved 
with curriculum, decision-making, and professional development) as other school 
personnel. Directors of special education must also incorporate the same factors as 
school principals to meet the needs to CLD students with LD. 

conclusion

Culturally responsive teaching is one way that we can meet the needs of a 
culturally and linguistically diverse school population. Since our schools and school 
systems are more diverse than ever before, it is very important that culturally pro-
ficient/responsive administrators develop, maintain, and support a positive climate 
for the CLD students with LD, teachers, their families, and communities. Culturally 
proficient/responsive school principals and directors of special education must learn 
and understand how culture can and will influence and impact learning. It is also im-
portant that culturally proficient/responsive school principals and directors of spe-
cial education lead by example and foster a positive and caring environment for the 
ever-changing diverse population. This should be evidenced through the school or 
district’s vision, planning, recruitment, hiring practices, curriculum, communication 
with others, and professional development. As the make-up of schools and districts 

change, so must school principals and directors of special education.
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Appendix	A

 Cultural Behaviors for School Administrators
• Assess culture: Claim your differences.
• Value diversity: Name the differences.
• Manage the dynamics of difference: Frame the conflicts caused by 

differences.
• Adapt to diversity: Change to make a difference.
• Institutionalize cultural knowledge: Teach about differences.
• Implement a common vision through active leadership. School person-

nel have a sense of common mission. They feel they have the tools nec-
essary to carry out the academic program. Administrators expect spe-
cial and general education teachers to participate in educating students 
with disabilities.

• Challenge all students and their teachers to achieve high standards. 
Teachers use instructional strategies that help students achieve the 
knowledge and skills they are expected to learn. They provide assistance 
to students,and use  class time to teach study skills. Students are as-
sessed using multiple strategies, and teachers typically use assessment 
data to modify and adjust their teaching strategies.

• Encourage stakeholder involvement in school leadership. Teachers have 
a major role in curriculum development and development of school 
policies. Students, as well as parents, have ample opportunities to par-
ticipate in school activities. For example, administrators solicit ideas 
from all stakeholders and offer opportunities to keep everyone in-
formed.

• Promote innovation and professional development among staff. Teach-
ers—the majority of whom have higher degrees—report positive ex-
periences with professional development activities; for example, visit-
ing colleagues’ classrooms and participating in sessions in which the 
content is aligned to the school goals. Many describe their instructional 
style as child-centered.

• Build an inclusive and collaborative community of learning. Collabora-
tion practices between general and special education teachers lead to 
strong student outcomes (Lindsey, Roberts, et al.).
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