
Infusing culture into today’s teaching makes a big impact on students. It’s a way to easily draw 

connections between the curriculum and a student’s everyday life. This connectivity makes 

interpreting new information easier, quicker, and more meaningful. It also enables students to see 

themselves within the examples they study and the books they read, drawing their experiences 

into the greater collective.

This connection, however, isn’t automatic, and many educators are putting in a lot of time 

updating curriculum and instructional practices with the cultural norms of today so that students 

see a realistic picture of the world around them.

Cultural relevance and responsiveness must be a part of the entire educational process in 
order to give students what they need to truly see the world through a global lens.
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The value of 
connections
It’s universally known that we learn and store 
information better when we can connect to it from 
the start. Providing that hook to anchor students into 
the curriculum allows them to start learning with a 
proverbial leg up, a gateway into new and possibly 
challenging information.

Incorporating cultural connections into the learning 
environment isn’t a new concept, but it hasn’t been 
equally dispersed across all populations historically. 
Looking back, it’s easy to find cultural connections 
for some, but not for others. It’s also hard to stay 
current as culture changes. Today, more than ever, it’s 
necessary that students of color, those with English as 
their second language, those from other countries, and 
those who identify within the LGBTQ community can 
see themselves in what they’re learning.

To ensure these connections exist, teachers need to 
practice culturally relevant teaching, while also being 
a culturally responsive teacher. This translates to a 
deeper understanding of the variety of ways culture 
manifests itself within every aspect of a student’s 
learning experience. It also means a push toward 
using differentiated instruction in order to tailor 
learning to all aspects of a student’s culture. 

The collective and the individual
Allowing a broader reach within the connections 
students can make to what they’re learning offers both 
an individual and collective experience for students. 
Individually, they’re seeing themselves reflected back. 
That creates comfort, which builds trust and can lead 
to a stronger sense of confidence for the individual. 
From there, myriad academic effects can occur, of 
which all are good.

The experience is also one for the entire class since 
it involves a more cultural worldview within the 
space. Students may learn about individuals, but the 
collective act creates a deeper understanding of the 
diversity within the world around them. They learn how 
to respect and value that diversity.
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Putting the 
methodology 
into action
It’s okay to start small by 
recognizing that your classroom 
needs to be more culturally 
relevant. Trial and error is always 
okay while deciding what works 
best for you and your students, but 
it’s important to apply culturally 
responsive instruction as a way to 
enhance your vision as you teach. 
It’s possible to achieve this with a 
few basic activities.

Identify students’ assets
Take time to reflect on each 
student’s strengths and those that 
are shared among groups. Get 
to know your students and learn 
about their lives outside of school. 
This can help build relationships 
but also give you clues on how 
to adapt your teaching. Engage 
in conversations with students, 
but don’t be afraid to take a more 
formal route and use surveys or 
questionnaires. 

You can also take a little time 
to study up on the highlights 
of other cultures represented 
in your classroom. Learn 
about key historical figures, 
accomplishments, and other 
elements that would easily fit into 
your existing curriculum. This 
is also a great way to engage 
students, so ask them to share 
information about their own lives 
and cultures as well.

Create a classroom 
environment full of support
When you demonstrate trust and 
respect in your relationships with 
students, it won’t go unnoticed. 
Creating a welcoming classroom 
will inspire students to act in the 
same way toward each other, 
allowing them to genuinely 
learn from each other when the 
opportunity presents itself. 

Allow students to share what’s 
happening in their own lives, 
and make sure you respond with 
messages of affirmation and 
encouragement. Give students 
a chance to reflect on what their 
peers share in a positive way as 
well. This may mean getting into 
subjects that go against the status 
quo, and that’s fine. Students 
should feel encouraged to talk 
about tough subjects, even if 
they’re not normally discussed in a 
teacher-student environment.

Keep a close eye on 
curriculum
Constant watch on what you’re 
teaching is one of the easiest 
ways to infuse more cultural 
representation into your class. As 
you get to know your students 
better, you can customize portions 
of the curriculum to be more 
inclusive and representative. You 
can then raise expectations for 
students and support increased 
rigor, all because students are able 
to effectively make connections.

Continue to learn
The opportunity to become more 
culturally aware is just as much 
for you as it is for your students. 
Continuing to learn helps you 
broaden your own knowledge, 
deepen your understanding of 
implicit bias and its effect on our 
educational infrastructure, and 
learn how to fight back.
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Adapting existing curriculum
Now that you’ve thought about how to be a culturally responsive teacher, it’s time to take a hard look at your 
curriculum. While you can’t change everything, you can make small adjustments and bring in outside sources to 
supplement a lack of diversity in content you’re required to use.

Consider examining the voice in the books students are reading. Is there representation and/or diversity? While 
you’re looking at the books, review existing lesson plans and highlight areas where you can make positive 
change. Keep in mind that learning is as much about a student’s academic needs as it is about making them feel 
good because they can recognize themselves in the curriculum.

The key elements within a culturally responsive curriculum focus on diversity and representation. You want 
to ensure multiple voices are shared and all cultural identities are present. You should be open to the difficult 
conversations this enhanced representation may create as well. It’s also necessary to think about access. Simply 
presenting more cultural examples isn’t enough. The different types of learning styles your students exhibit 
should also be supported so that these culturally diverse examples can be interpreted and absorbed. 

Actual practices you can incorporate into your curriculum include:

•	 Watching and learning. Show and discuss relevant, age-appropriate documentaries that address culturally 
relevant topics. It’s important to bring real-world issues into the classroom, and showing carefully crafted, 
visual content can help make a big impact.

•	 Employing games. Many apps and games today automatically use cultural tools such as solving puzzles, 
repetition, and more. They’re also great for capturing the brain’s attention and keeping students engaged.

•	 Telling stories. When students have a cohesive narrative to go with a topic, it’s easier for them to remember 
what they need to know. This trait is not relegated to a specific culture, but spans them all. It’s a great 
equalizer to help students of different backgrounds learn effectively, and also promotes an acceptance and 
respect for student differences.

Any additional activities should help students develop a broader sociopolitical consciousness. This will help 
them identify, and be appropriately critical of, cultural norms that create and maintain social inequalities. You can 
also employ existing resources already geared toward cultural relevance. 

Teachers looking to engage in Culturally Responsive Teaching (CRT) in their classroom may struggle to recognize 
and implement the specific techniques and strategies that best align with this approach. 

Following is a guide that shows how the STEMscopes science curriculum provides entry points for using CRT 
to increase student achievement by helping learners overcome obstacles that often make it difficult for them to 
connect with each other and the curriculum. This guide breaks down the techniques based on major principles 
of CRT from the extant literature.


