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ABSTRACT 

This study’s purpose was to explore how faculty members in a middle school serving 

traditionally marginalized students perceived culturally responsive school leadership in their 

school and to examine how those perceptions could affect their use of culturally responsive 

teaching practices (CRTP) in their classrooms. This study also sought to determine how faculty 

perceptions of culturally responsive school leadership (CRSL) might influence faculty 

participation in a learning culture as demonstrated by the use of organizational learning 

mechanisms. Additionally, the study examined how leader perceptions of culturally responsive 

school leadership were similar or dissimilar to faculty perceptions. A diverse purposeful sample 

of faculty participants provided data relevant to the research questions collected through 

interviews, observations, and document analysis. These data were analyzed through the lens of 

social justice leadership as praxis, and made use of provisional, open, and axial coding to 



 
 

develop themes relative to culturally responsive school leadership, culturally responsive teaching 

practices, and organizational learning mechanisms to determine their relationships and how they 

may influence social justice leadership. The findings of this study demonstrated that faculty 

members in a middle school serving traditionally marginalized students perceived the practice of 

CRSL in their school and reported use of culturally responsive teaching practices. Several 

secondary organizational learning mechanisms (OLMs) were in place, but their presence did not 

indicate consistent use among faculty teachers. The school leaders’ perceptions of CRSL 

behaviors were similar to the faculty’s perceptions and demonstrated that employment of CRSL 

behaviors can assist school leaders in pursuing social justice leadership. 

 

INDEX WORDS: Culturally Responsive School Leadership, Culturally Responsive Teaching, 
Traditionally Marginalized Students, Organizational Learning, Social Justice Leadership 
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CHAPTER 1 

LEADERSHIP BEHAVIORS AND STRUCTURES FOR DIVERSE SCHOOLS 

School culture has the ability to propel or inhibit a school’s functionality as well as the 

achievement of the students the school serves. The school’s culture communicates the beliefs and 

values of its community (Gruenert, 2008; Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015). In recent decades, as 

schools and classrooms become more diverse, it has become increasingly imperative for leaders 

to be cognizant of and mindful in addressing a school’s culture (Bazron, Osher, & Fleischman, 

2005). In order to be successful in their pursuit of student success, today’s leader must remain 

continuously aware of the status of her or his school’s cultures. 

Beyond the physical structure of buildings and the evolution of educational technologies, 

the processes of learning and leading in schools are constantly changing. For decades, research 

has demonstrated that students learn best when the learning takes place in schools that value the 

students’ respective cultures; many studies on this topic credit the works of Gay (1995, 2018) 

and Ladson-Billings (1995a) as being foundational to the field. A school demonstrating this 

cultural responsiveness is able to provide students from diverse backgrounds with a learning 

context born out of an effective relationship between the personal cultures of the students and the 

culture of the school (Hammond, 2015; Ladson-Billings, 1995a, 1995b). 

A school’s leaders need to work toward establishing and maintaining a collaborative 

school culture (Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015; Quinn, 2002) as well as a school culture responsive 

to the individual cultures of the school’s students, faculty, staff, and communities (Khalifa, 

Gooden, & Davis, 2016; Madhlangobe & Gordon, 2012). Gruenert and Whitaker (2015) suggest 

one way a leader “can help to create a culture [is] by bringing a cause to the attention of a group 

of people” (p. 26), and the necessity of schools being culturally responsive to their stakeholders 
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is such a cause. Culturally Responsive School Leadership (CRSL) seeks to provide marginalized 

students with beneficial learning experiences (Khalifa et al., 2016), and as a school’s leaders and 

educators pursue this endeavor, organizational learning (OL) cultures can be established. As 

schools face the challenges of an educational landscape that is constantly in flux, the need for OL 

in schools, especially schools facing myriad cultural issues (Portin, Atesoglu Russell, 

Samuelson, & Knapp, 2013), cannot be overstressed. 

The evolution of student populations, coupled with the ever-growing and shifting 

demands of educational policy and fluctuating professional trends, has dramatically altered the 

way educators work (Portin et al., 2013). For teachers to be successful in the face of these 

challenges, their leaders need to establish school-building environments that nurture and support 

staff in their own learning processes (Schechter, 2013; Schechter, 2015), and organizational 

learning could serve as the bridge between the purpose of schools and the work of teachers 

(Schechter, 2015; Ylimaki & Jacobson, 2013). Initially, examinations of OL focused on business 

settings, but over the last few decades, interest in OL’s application to educational settings has 

become more prevalent. Studies of OL in schools has looked more at elementary schools 

(Schechter, 2008; Schechter & Qadach, 2012) than secondary schools (Schechter & Atarchi, 

2014), and the context of those studies have not been in the Western Hemisphere. Also missing 

in the existing literature on OL, is the effect, if any, CRSL may have on the creation and/or 

perpetuation of OL through the use of organizational learning mechanisms (OLM) (Schechter, 

2008; Schechter & Atarchi, 2014; Schechter & Qadach, 2012). 

Intentional implementation of CRSL by school leaders assists faculty members in 

providing students with a culturally responsive education as well as students, parents, and 

communities in engaging with the school (Khalifa et al., 2016). Although there is a body of 
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literature that attests to the benefits of organizational learning in schools, there is limited research 

on OL in secondary schools. Most examinations of OL and OLMs have taken place outside of 

the United States and without addressing issues of diversity within the schools (Schechter, 2008; 

Schechter & Atarchi, 2014; Schechter & Qadach, 2012). There is little, if any, research on 

CRSL’s relationship with OL and OLMs. Through this inquiry, the researcher sought to 

investigate how a school leader in a school serving diverse students could utilize culturally 

responsive school leadership practices to encourage culturally responsive teaching practices 

(CRTP). The researcher also sought to examine how a school leader’s use of culturally 

responsive school leadership supported the use of organizational learning mechanisms and the 

establishing and nurturing of an organizational learning culture. 

Guiding Questions 

The purpose of this case study was to better understand the relationship between 

Culturally Responsive School Leadership (CRSL) and organizational learning (OL) among 

faculty and leaders in a high-needs middle school in a school district in the southeastern United 

States. This study focused on the following research questions: 

1. How do faculty members describe their perceptions of Culturally Responsive School 

Leadership and the impact on their respective practices in a secondary school serving 

traditionally marginalized students? 

2. How do faculty members describe their use of Organizational Learning Mechanisms? 

3. How do leaders’ perceptions of Culturally Responsive School Leadership align or 

contrast with faculty perceptions? 
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Key definitions of terms. 

1. Culturally Responsive School Leadership (CRSL): for the purpose of this study, CRSL is 

defined as leadership practices that establish and encourage a school culture that 

acknowledges and addresses the needs of those diverse students who are traditionally 

marginalized. School leaders can demonstrate CRSL by establishing and maintaining 

relationships with the communities the school serves, and by working collaboratively 

with the faculty in an ongoing manner to make certain curriculum and instruction meet 

the needs of those diverse students (Khalifa et al., 2016). 

2. Culturally Responsive Practices: refer to practices employed to establish and nurture a 

dynamic and synergistic relationship between the home and community cultures of 

students and the school’s culture (Ladson-Billings, 1995b). These practices “incorporate 

the history, values and cultural knowledge of students’ home communities in the school 

curriculum to develop a critical consciousness among students and faculty to challenge 

inequalities in the larger society and empower parents from diverse communities” 

(Ylimaki & Jacobson, 2013, p. 15). 

3. Culturally Responsive Teaching Practices (CRTP): CRTP are dynamic classroom 

practices comprised of caring, communication, curriculum, and instruction that 

acknowledges, honors, and seeks to incorporate and develop the natural diversity and 

fluidity of competence among diverse student populations (Gay, 2018).   

4. Organizational Learning (OL): OL is used to describe the collective learning that takes 

place when the learning of individual members of the school’s faculty and leadership 

comes together. In this study, OL is conceived as those processes related to learning that 
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are implemented as a means of bringing about learning (Schechter, 2008; Tichnor-

Wagner, Harrison, & Cohen-Vogel, 2016). 

5. Organizational Learning Mechanism (OLM): OLMs are structured interactions where 

knowledge is shared and analyzed within and among the school’s faculty and leadership 

(Schechter, 2008). 

6. Traditionally Marginalized Students: for the purposes of this study, traditionally 

marginalized students refers to students considered minorities “because of their 

historically non-dominant race, ethnicity, religion, language, or citizenship” (Khalifa et 

al., 2016, p. 1275). 

Procedures. 

This qualitative study used a bounded (Creswell & Poth, 2017) case study design. It 

examined the perceptions of purposefully sampled participants from the faculty of a school 

serving traditionally marginalized students in the southeastern United States. Multiple individual 

interviews of teachers and leaders, and documents served as the triangulated data collection 

methods. The resulting data was analyzed, themes identified, and all findings informed 

interpretations. 

Review of the Literature 

A school’s student achievement can be positively or negatively affected by its culture.  

Gruenert and Whitaker (2015) observe, “the whole purpose of a school’s culture is to get 

members to adopt predictable behaviors and a common mental model” (p. 4). The culture of a 

school tells members of the school community “who to trust, when to go home, what to 

wear,…how to teach…[and it] will provide you with information about customs and how you 

should react to certain situations” (Gruenert, 2008, p. 58). Of the school cultures they describe, 
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Gruenert and Whitaker (2015) present collaborative school culture (p. 50) as the goal for every 

school. In the collaborative school culture, teachers “share strong educational values, work 

together to pursue professional development opportunities,…are committed to improving their 

work[, and] are aggressively curious about teaching and learning” (Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015, 

p. 50) and the school leadership challenges and encourages them to do so. Collaborative school 

cultures provide “help, support, trust, openness, collective reflection, and collective efficacy” 

(Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015, p. 51). Schools facing challenges associated with serving students 

living in poverty, increasingly diverse student populations, the oxymoronic nature of population 

density, and the social stress students face (Portin, Atesoglu Russell, Samuelson, & Knapp, 

2013), as well as schools that do not necessarily face those issues, would benefit from a 

collaborative school culture. 

The existing culturally responsive literature has several strengths. Across this literature 

there is a consistent focus on the central problem of making learning experiences effective for 

traditionally marginalized students, and emphasizing the importance of having authentic 

relationships between educators and students in order to create and nurture a culturally 

responsive environment in the school and classroom (Delpit, 1995; Gay, 1994; Khalifa, Gooden, 

& Davis, 2016; Ladson-Billings, 1995a & 1995b; Milner, 2010; Scanlan & Lopez, 2015). There 

is consistency in the literature’s focus on linguistic differences, even among English-speaking 

students (Ladson-Billings, 1995a), as well as cultural differences (Ladson-Billings, 1995a; 

Scanlan & Lopez, 2015). Despite an increase in the body of CRSL literature, CRSL is not 

embraced as wholeheartedly in the U. S. as it is in other countries (Madhlangobe & Gordon, 

2012). This lack of cultural responsiveness in U.S. schools could be attributed to several factors, 

including but not limited to beliefs that being culturally responsive: is just what good teachers 
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and leaders do and there is no need for a separate focus outside of traditional teacher and leader 

preparation (Ladson-Billings, 1995a & 1995b), is dependent upon a unique teacher mindset 

(Ladson-Billings, 1995a), or is just undertheorized and underresearched (Khalifa et al., 2016).  

The foundations of OL literature in non-school contexts speaks to its longevity and 

adaptability (Schechter 2008 & 2013). Although there is existing research that investigates how 

instructional leadership supports schools in increasing student learning, there is less research that 

examines how school leaders indirectly create organizational learning cultures (Louis & Murphy, 

2017). The majority of the extant OL literature in school contexts has been conducted in the 

primary grades (Schechter, 2008, 2013, & 2015; Schechter & Atarchi, 2014; Schechter, & 

Qadach, 2012), and does not address the logistical challenges sometimes experienced by the 

traditional physical and procedural organization of secondary schools. Schechter (2008; 

Schechter & Atarchi, 2014; Schechter, & Qadach, 2012) also indicates confusion regarding the 

conceptual parameters of OL in both school and non-school contexts can lead to disagreements 

as to the nature of OL. Similar to CRSL, the OL literature in schools is more prevalent outside of 

the United States (Schechter, 2008, 2013, & 2015; Schechter & Atarchi, 2014; Schechter, & 

Qadach, 2012).   

The need for culturally responsive schools. 

Educational policies and practices are increasingly concerned with the achievement of all 

students. Ylimaki and Jacobson (2013) point out that this concern is not unique to schools in the 

U.S. and that many nations are looking to develop “socially just leaders with backgrounds in 

[culturally responsive practices]” (pp. 9-10). This focus presents in U.S. schools by seeking to 

alter the way teachers do their work; specifically, Portin et al. (2013) refer to it as “instructional 

improvement—substantial, observable shifts in teaching practice that enable students to be more 
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successful” (p. 220, italics in original). Although the call to focus attention on the expanding 

cultural diversity in schools and classrooms has been issued for decades (Delpit, 1995; Gay, 

1994; Ladson-Billings, 1995a, 1995b), many schools and systems in the United States seem to 

still struggle with examining and addressing the issues using approaches that increase the 

achievements and opportunities of students from diverse backgrounds (Madhlangobe & Gordon, 

2012; Milner, 2010).  

Sleeter (2012) indicates that since the 1990s, the dominant education reforms taking 

place in the United States “have been deliberately context-blind” (p. 565), which she describes as 

being a pursuit of equality over equity. In this scenario, each student, regardless of her or his 

background, receives the same curriculum and instruction as everyone else. This context-blind 

approach can negatively impact the educational experiences of traditionally marginalized 

students. Based on their research, Madhlangobe and Gordon (2012) observed “ignoring culture 

in human social interactions adversely affects current and future communication, interactions, 

and knowledge construction” (p. 179). Whether intentional or not, failing to acknowledge and 

address the culture of students in designing and delivering educational experiences perpetuates 

opportunity gaps.  

Culturally responsive schools. 

Effective schools and classrooms take the cultures of students into account (Delpit, 1995; 

Gay, 1994; Ladson-Billings, 1995a, 1995b; Madhlangobe & Gordon, 2012; Milner, 2010). By 

implementing cultural responsiveness as “a construct to shape how teachers are prepared to meet 

the needs of the modern classroom, regardless of the teachers’ cultural and linguistic origins” 

(Madhlangobe & Gordon, 2012, p. 200), schools and classrooms can be better enabled to meet 

the needs of diverse student populations. Although specifically referring to the needs of middle 
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schools, Gay (1994) observes that fitting education into the framework of student diversity “is a 

means for making academic achievement, self-esteem, interracial relations, and psychosocial 

adjustment more effective for African-American, Asian-American, Native-American, and 

Hispanic students” (p. 153).  This culturally relevant pedagogical approach “is designed to 

problematize teaching and encourage teachers to ask about the nature of the student-teacher 

relationship, the curriculum, schooling, and society” (Ladson-Billings, 1995b, p. 483). It seeks to 

establish relationships between educators and students that “help to reduce power struggles that 

manifest themselves in skeptical attitudes and resistance” (Madhlangobe & Gordon, 2012, p. 

198) in the classroom and school building. Teachers will be equipped to pursue such a pedagogy, 

“if their curriculum content, instructional strategies, performance appraisals, and classroom 

climate reflect cultural diversity, and are responsive to the various stages of ethnic identity” 

(Gay, 1994, p. 152). In this way, the educational experience is tailored to the cultural identity of 

the student, as opposed to trying to make the cultural identity of the student fit the educational 

experience. 

Culturally responsive schools honor students by making their diverse backgrounds a 

strength of the school. When schools authentically match “instructional practice to students’ 

cultures, it helps students to use their cultural assets as a scaffold for learning” (Madhlangobe & 

Gordon, 2012, p. 200). Culturally responsive schools intentionally plan for relevant learning 

experiences that are accessible and applicable to the specific students who will be participating in 

them. Ladson-Billings (1995b) states, “culturally relevant teaching must meet three criteria: an 

ability to develop students academically, a willingness to nurture and support cultural 

competence, and the development of a sociopolitical or critical consciousness” (p. 483). Active 

participation in democratic processes requires individuals to have and students to learn “literacy, 
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numeracy, technological, social, and political skills” (Ladson-Billings, 1995a, p. 160). To get 

culturally diverse students to academic competence, student culture becomes a necessary and 

required medium by which culturally relevant teaching improves learning (Ladson-Billings, 

1995a). In order to reach Ladson-Billings (1995a) goal of cultural competence, culturally 

relevant teaching must also seek to develop within students “a broader sociopolitical 

consciousness that allows them to critique the cultural norms, values, mores, and institutions that 

produce and maintain social inequities” (p. 162).  

The components of culturally relevant pedagogy Ladson-Billings (1995a, 1995b) 

describes, present a very mindful approach to planning for and delivery of curriculum and 

instruction that aligns with the cultures specifically served by a school and classroom. Becoming 

more culturally responsive “can transition schools into the multicultural age by equipping 

practitioners with an understanding and appreciation of students’ cultural knowledge…, while 

enriching classroom and school environments in general” (Madhlangobe & Gordon, 2012, p. 

200). For a school to establish and nurture a more culturally responsive approach, the school’s 

leadership may need to make adjustments, “increasing diversity in schools calls for new 

approaches to educational leadership in which leaders exhibit culturally responsive 

organizational practices, behaviors, and competencies” (Madhlangobe & Gordon, 2012, p. 177). 

Moving schools toward being more culturally responsive is not simply a matter of the teachers 

making changes, it is a whole school endeavor, and it starts with the school’s leadership. 

Culturally responsive school leadership.  

When discussing the need for culturally responsive schools, Madhlangobe and Gordon 

(2012) highlight that most principals of diverse students, as well as most teachers who serve 

those students, do not come “from the same cultural backgrounds as [the students] do” (p. 178), 
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and it is this disconnect between educators’ cultures and students’ cultures that makes pursuing 

Culturally Responsive School Leadership (CRSL) necessary. When determining and developing 

curricular and instructional practices, leaders must carefully consider the cultures that exist 

within their schools (Klar & Brewer, 2013). As recent research has indicated “that students’ 

school performance may be linked to lack of congruence between the students’ cultures and the 

norms, values, expectations, and practices of schools” (Madhlangobe & Gordon, 2012, p. 178), 

leaders must plan on how their respective schools will establish alignment for the students. 

Leaders in culturally responsive schools influence “the school context and addresses the cultural 

needs of the students, parents, and teachers” (Khalifa, Gooden, & Davis, 2016, p. 1274). Khalifa, 

Gooden, and Davis (2016) identify CRSL behaviors, “practices and actions, mannerisms, 

policies, and discourses that influence school climate, school structure, teacher efficacy, or 

student outcomes” (p. 1274), that are common to culturally responsive leaders; they describe 

those behaviors as including: critical self-awareness, culturally responsive curricula and teacher 

preparation, culturally responsive and inclusive school environments, and engaging students and 

parents in community contexts (see Table 1). At its core, this method of leadership “develops 

trusting relationships, models culturally responsive behaviors, and fosters culturally responsive 

teaching” (Madhlangobe & Gordon, 2012, p. 200). 

 Critical self-awareness. 

Effective leaders are those who are “able to identify salient contextual aspects around 

which they could not only shape their leadership practices but also use school-wide reforms as 

vehicles for making these changes” (Klar & Brewer, 2013, p. 800). A culturally responsive 

school leader “assumes the role of creator and facilitator of ongoing opportunities for teachers 

and others to help diverse students develop the necessary attitudes and skills for success” 
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(Madhlangobe & Gordon, 2012, p. 183). These leaders are also aware of their “unevenness” in 

regard to the cultures of others and they make it a goal to become responsive to all cultural 

groups (Gordon & Ronder, 2016). He or she “will challenge teaching and environments that 

marginalize students of color, and they will also identify, protect, institutionalize, and celebrate 

Table 1 

Khalifa et al.’s (2016) Behaviors of Culturally Responsive School Leaders 

 

all cultural practices from these students” (Khalifa, Gooden, & Davis, 2016, p. 1278). Leaders 

practicing cultural responsiveness have an “ability and willingness…to look beyond their own 

personal beliefs, values and biases to see other people for who they are—[and they are] willing 

to relate to and learn about others and then embrace their differences as they lead and impart 
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change” (Madhlangobe & Gordon, 2012, p. 183). Rather than attempting to address individual 

academic challenges experienced by members of diverse cultures, leaders should be proactive 

and work toward understanding and addressing the causes of those challenges (Klar & Brewer, 

2013). As previously mentioned, the focus should be on identifying and treating the illness and 

not just the symptoms. 

Culturally responsive curricula and teacher preparation. 

School leaders must be instructional leaders. When it comes to student achievement, the 

impact of principal leadership on student performance occurs indirectly through the instructional 

practices of the teachers (Supovitz, Sirinides, & May, 2010). Exceptional teaching that occurs in 

isolation, as opposed to across a school, does not require a strong instructional leader (Quinn, 

2002, p. 461). Sebastian and Allensworth (2012) found instructional practices of individual 

teachers within schools are most impacted by the quality of the professional development that 

teachers are provided. Strong instructional leadership is essential when a leader is hoping to 

establish a school culture “that values and continually strives to achieve an exceptional education 

for all students” (Quinn, 2002, p. 461). This is accomplished by modeling in word and deed “the 

importance of students being actively engaged in their learning and [highlighting] the 

achievement gains that are a product of this engagement” (Quinn, 2002, p. 452). 

In culturally responsive schools, educators “engage in continuous learning about their 

students as well as their students’ families and community” (Gordon & Ronder, 2016, p. 127). 

Gay (2018) identifies a Character Profile of Culturally Responsive Teaching as being validating, 

comprehensive and inclusive, multidimensional, empowering, transformative, emancipatory, 

humanistic, and normative and ethical. According to Khalifa et al. (2016), “effective leaders 

must be capable of promoting and sustaining an environment stable enough to attract, maintain, 
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and support the further development of good teachers” (p. 1273). Once a leader has good 

teachers, it is her or his responsibility to help them appropriately meet the challenges of diversity 

(Khalifa et al., 2016; Madhlangobe & Gordon, 2012). Culturally responsive leaders “are 

critically conscious, foster teachers’ critical consciousness, and assist teachers to develop 

students’ critical consciousness” (Gordon & Ronder, 2016, p. 128). These leaders push for 

cultural responsiveness by having cultural conversations that may make some educators 

uncomfortable (Gordon & Ronder, 2016). As research indicates that teacher peer influence is the 

indirect method by which principal leadership is able to change instructional practices (Supovitz, 

Sirinides, & May, 2010), leaders should know how to make use of this influence in order to 

increase the influence of CRSL. One method leaders can use to disseminate CRSL is by 

“[developing and supporting] the school staff and [promoting] a climate that makes the whole 

school welcoming, inclusive, and accepting of minoritized students” (Khalifa et al., 2016, p. 

1275). 

Milner (2010) comments, “when teachers operate primarily from their own cultural ways 

of knowing, the learning milieu can be foreign to students whose cultural experiences are 

different and inconsistent with teachers’ experiences” (pp. 23-24). Educators cannot 

underestimate ethnicity, it “plays a crucial role in determining how students think, value, act, and 

relate” (Gay, 1994, p. 152). Ladson-Billings (1995b) observed that earlier research on teaching 

and culture indicated that the source of a diverse student’s success was dependent upon the 

student finding achievement within the culture of a particular school; in other words, a diverse 

student’s level of achievement was contingent upon how well the student assimilated into the 

school’s established culture. Similarly, Delpit’s (1995) discussion of cultures of power that exist 

in classrooms mentions that “success in institutions – schools, workplaces, and so on – is 
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predicated upon acquisition of the culture of those who are in power” (p. 25). These approaches 

focus education on treating the symptoms and not the root causes of achievement and 

opportunity gaps experienced by students from diverse backgrounds. 

Focus on the aforementioned issues caused “the goal of education [to become] how to 

‘fit’ students constructed as ‘other’ by virtue of their race/ethnicity, language, or social class into 

a hierarchical structure that is defined as a meritocracy [emphasis in original]” (Ladson-Billings, 

1995b, p. 467). This traditional approach focuses on aligning all students with the mainstream 

culture (Delpit, 1995) and could potentially foster conflicts between students’ school and home 

cultures (Ladson-Billings, 1995b). Cultural responsiveness seeks to alleviate existing and prevent 

future cultural conflicts within students by “[validating] students’ ways of knowing and doing 

and therefore [allowing] students the freedom to focus on academic tasks” (Madhlangobe & 

Gordon, 2012, p. 180), and it operates from the theory that learning is based on intrinsic cultural 

templates on which the learner continuously builds knowledge” (Madhlangobe & Gordon, 2012, 

p. 200). Gay (2018) observes that “teaching is most effective when ecological factors, such as 

prior experiences, community settings, cultural backgrounds, and ethnic identities of teachers 

and students, are included in its implementation (p. 28). Delpit (1995) emphasizes the need for 

teachers of diverse students to know and understand that “the linguistic form a student brings to 

school is intimately connected with loved ones, community, and personal identity” (p. 53); 

incorporating the use of code-switching pedagogies (Hill, 2009) allows teachers to support a 

student’s home language while teaching her or him how to use Standard English. Education must 

work to narrow and ultimately eliminate achievement and opportunity gaps existing between 

students of different backgrounds. Moving toward greater cultural responsiveness is one way to 

accomplish this goal. 
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Culturally responsive and inclusive school environments. 

In his discussion of color-blind ideologies, those educational approaches that ignore race 

and/or color, Milner (2010) lists the resulting imbalances they can cause: 

• An overrepresentation of students of color in special education 

• An underrepresentation of students of color in gifted education 

• An overreferral of African American students to the office for disciplinary actions 

and consequences 

• An overwhelming number of African American students who are expelled or 

suspended 

• An underrepresentation of students of color in schoolwide clubs, organizations, and 

other prestigious arenas, such as the school’s homecoming court and student 

government 

• An underrepresentation of faculty and staff of color in school positions, including 

professional staff, teaching, and leadership positions (p. 22) 

Khalifa’s (2010) study found that “traditional school staff did not accept the cultural and social 

capital of at-risk hyperghettoized students and their families and were often intimidated” (p. 

639). This resulted in those students being suspended for the same offenses more frequently than 

their White peers. Gregory, Nygreen, and Moran (2008) presented the normalization of this 

approach among members of Berkley High School’s faculty, “staff at the school have grown 

accustomed over time to the idea that certain students (especially African Americans) will get 

into trouble and fail academically” (pp. 149-150). Milner (2010) posits teachers who “believe 

their students will fail and become incarcerated…will treat them in ways that essentially 

guarantee such an outcome” (pp. 26-27). In situations such as these, educators and students end 
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up working in opposition toward each other (Milner, 2010), which does little to change student 

behavior and only inhibits student learning (Gregory, Nygreen, & Moran, 2008).  

Rothstein (2004) observes that “if students come to school in unequal circumstances, they 

will largely, though not entirely, leave schools with unequal skills and abilities” (p. 129). It is the 

responsibility of every educator to work to mitigate these differences within the school building 

as much as possible. Effectively addressing the normalization of failure among students of color 

requires open dialogue among representatives of all of a school’s stakeholders, especially those 

not accustomed to critical conversations about culture and race (Gregory et al., 2008). Within the 

school, the culturally responsive leader can mentor and/or confront exclusionary teachers, those 

educators who rely on practices that remove traditionally marginalized students perceived to be 

misbehaving from the classroom (Khalifa, 2012). Leaders, especially those serving groups of 

traditionally marginalized students, must work to tailor both a shared vision and performance 

expectations to the contexts of their specific schools (Green, 2015; Klar & Brewer, 2013; 

Madhlangobe & Gordon, 2012; Milner, 2010). In order to develop such a vision, leaders must 

establish relationships with the communities inside and outside the school building, including 

outside organizations that could assist with school-based initiatives (Green, 2015). School 

leaders who model merging home and school cultures for their teachers can positively impact 

their schools’ recognition and validation of their students’ identities (Khalifa, 2010) and shift 

them from struggling to successful (Khalifa, 2012).  

Engaging students and parents in community contexts. 

Green (2015) observes that much of the extant research on urban school reform in the last 

25 years has “linked urban school outcomes with local community conditions” (p. 680) and his 

study describes a mutually beneficial relationship that can exist between urban schools and their 
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respective communities. In order to get to this relationship, school leaders need to have a deep 

understanding of the social and cultural contexts of their schools’ communities (Khalifa, 2012). 

Culturally responsive school leaders should work to create shared spaces for school and its 

communities both on and off campus, they should honor English Learner’s native language, 

make family-friendly processes and procedures, or set up spaces on campus for marginalized 

students (Khalifa et al., 2016). Creating these spaces requires relationships. Through 

relationships, school leaders “can link and gain support to change school culture by connecting 

with community-wide initiatives…and partnering with local organizations to address key school-

community concerns” (Green, 2015, p. 704). In addition to establishing their own relationships 

with families, leaders can establish beneficial relationships between families by creating 

“opportunities in which parents can develop functional relationships with other parents and 

teachers, and consequently, poor minority families can reap social and educational benefits for 

their children” (Khalifa, 2010, p. 643). Leaders need to model behaviors they seek to create 

(Gordon & Ronder, 2016; Klar & Brewer, 2013; Madhlangobe & Gordon, 2012), and if they 

want their teachers to engage with the communities and cultures represented in their classrooms, 

then they need to do so as well. 

Gordon and Ronder (2016) found that the first step culturally responsive leaders should 

take in creating relationships involves learning about the culture, language, and life of the parent, 

and guiding teachers toward doing the same. In order to do so, a leader must go into the 

community as well as welcome the community into the school (Ishimaru, 2013). Leaders can 

build the trust needed to accomplish this by intentionally creating school-community overlap, 

regularly engaging students and families in conversations about community issues, conducting 

announced and unannounced home visits, mentoring or confronting teachers who employ 
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exclusionary practices toward diverse students and advocating for community concerns (Khalifa, 

2012).  

This intimate knowledge of a community allows leaders who serve diverse populations 

the ability to tailor the ways they offer support to meet the needs of those populations. Schools 

serving impoverished communities can offer spaces for health services and to learn about 

finances (Green, 2015). For families who do not speak English, schools can offer language 

supports such as bilingual facilitators and school-to-home communications in their preferred 

tongue, which can help the parents to learn about the leader and the school and establishes a 

more personal two-way continuous communication pathway between home and school (Gordon 

& Ronder, 2016).  

Communication between the school and community is extremely important. It helps the 

school remain aware of what is going on in its communities and it helps the communities know 

what is going on in the school (Gordon & Ronder, 2016). The ability to listen to and understand 

even the most minor details pertaining to a community is an attribute of a good leader (Klar & 

Brewer, 2013) and it helps the school to “reflect the values, customs, and relationships found in 

the community” (Gordon & Ronder, 2016, p. 144). In order to have this communication, there 

needs to be a school-community overlap (Khalifa, 2012). Leaders can engage in one-on-one 

conversations with families and/or students in the school or in the student’s home and those 

conversations can be focused on school and/or community events (Khalifa, 2012). Through these 

types of communication, school leaders invite families in and empower them to actively 

participate in the leadership of the school (Ishimaru, 2013).  

Culturally responsive school leadership conclusion. 
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Khalifa et al. (2016) explain that the use of responsive in CRSL captures “an important 

action-based, and even urgent, aspect of the term: the ability of school leaders to create school 

contexts and curriculum that responds effectively to the educational, social, political, and cultural 

needs of student” (p. 1278). In order to address the challenges that must be overcome by today’s 

diverse classrooms, leaders should position cultural responsiveness “at the center of efforts to 

improve performance of underachieving groups in multicultural societies” (Madhlangobe & 

Gordon, 2012, p. 180). Despite the existence of CRSL, leaders tend to rely “exclusively on 

instructional, transformational, and transactional leadership models to address the cultural needs 

of students. It has become increasingly clear…that an intensification of these same leadership 

strategies will do little to address the needs of minoritized students” (Khalifa et al., 2016, p. 

1279). Delpit (1995) states, “we must learn to be vulnerable enough to allow our world to turn 

upside down in order to allow the realities of others to edge themselves into our consciousness” 

(p. 47). School leaders need to get a little uncomfortable and attempt a new approach to meeting 

the needs of diverse learners. Although diverse students are the focus of CRSL, the whole school 

benefits as well (Khalifa et al., 2016; Madhlangobe & Gordon, 2012). Working to meet the needs 

of a school’s context is an ongoing process, and as the cultures of a school change, so too must 

the manner in which the school works for those cultures (Klar & Brewer, 2013). 

The need for organizational learning in schools. 

It is essential for school leaders to not only make sure the educators in their buildings are 

competent and continuing to grow professionally, but to establish and nurture relationships with 

those educators that support those aims (Louis & Murphy, 2017). Due to the complex nature of 

today’s schools “teachers need a safety net to be able to thrive in their work” (Zepeda, 2008, p. 

79) and they “need opportunities to collaborate and learn from each other routinely and 
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informally” (Quinn, 2002, p. 462). Portin et al. (2013) explain that changes in society, 

educational policy, and education as a profession have led to what they refer to as adaptive 

teacher practice, which includes, among other requirements, “a willingness and capacity to 

collaborate with colleagues” (p. 222). Without support structures, it is possible teachers will 

either lose their effectiveness and remain, or they will leave the school or profession altogether. 

Either of the aforementioned scenarios result in schools being unable to succeed in their one 

purpose: prepare learners for the world around them and the world yet to be around them.  

When comparing schools, Sebastian and Allensworth (2012) found that principal 

leadership influences instructional quality and student achievement through the climate of the 

school and the National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future (NCTAF) (2007) 

recommends turning schools into learning organizations. Such a transition requires 

organizational redesign and a school culture “in which novice and experienced teachers work 

together to improve student achievement…[and] requires leaders committed to changing the 

culture of schooling to support regular, sustained collaboration among teachers, principals, and 

students (NCTAF, 2007, p. 8). Organizational learning (OL) involves the activities, structures, 

and strategies an organization uses in order to foster learning (Schecter, 2008; Schechter & 

Atarchi, 2014), and OL can be frightening as it positions individual teachers face-to-face with a 

need to change their hearts and mindsets (Louis & Murphy, 2017). Ylimaki and Jacobson (2013) 

further explain that the study of OL originated in the business world and “has been modified to 

fit aspirations of educational organizations to develop a collective sense of purpose, authentic 

relationships and principles of practice that can lead to self-renewal over time” (p. 13). The need 

to schools to become environments where adults and students learn how to learn together is 

responsible for this notion of schools as organizations of learning (Silins & Mulford, 2002).  
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In their study, Ylimaki and Jacobson (2013) describe successful principals as 

understanding “the dynamics of organizational structures and cultures, individual and group 

discussion and the impact of their thoughts, emotions, and behaviors on their abilities to enable 

OL and capacity building” (p. 16). Leithwood, Leonard, and Sharratt’s (1998) qualitative 

multiple case study identified the following conditions influencing individual and collective 

learning in a school: district, school culture, school structure, school policies and resources, and 

school leadership. The conditions Leithwood et al. (1998) identified can be organized within the 

culture of learning framework presented by Tichnor-Wagner, Harrison, and Cohen-Vogel 

(2016): community of learning among adults, supports for a culture of learning, culture of 

learning among students, and collaboration among adults. Tichnor-Wagner et al. (2016) found 

that, in general, participants in schools that reported stronger OL cultures among adults and 

students appeared to be more adept at creating and maintaining deliberate structures and norms 

that facilitated positive learning cultures. The establishment of intentional structures for 

collaboration and the role school leadership plays in supporting these structures is the focus of 

the remainder of this review. 

Collaboration among adults. 

Organizational learning cultures in school allow for collaboration to take place formally 

and informally, within and between departments, across the structures of the school, and even 

beyond the physical walls of the school (Tichnor-Wagner, Harrison, and Cohen-Vogel, 2016). 

Leaders who participated in OL opportunities in their leadership preparation programs indicated 

these experiences caused them to pursue OL opportunities throughout their careers and to also 

develop those opportunities in the buildings they led (Ylimaki & Jacobson, 2013). Similarly, 

Schechter and Asher (2012) found that the longer a principal had served as a teacher in her or his 
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career was a significant predictor of the extent by which organizational learning mechanisms 

were used in her or his school. Doppenberg, den Brok, and Bakx (2012) suggest the level of 

collaboration during a collaborative activity is dependent upon the point of the collaborative 

activity as well as the school context as a whole. Stoll, Bolam, McMahon, Wallace, & Thomas 

(2006) offer that for schools “to be successful in a changing and increasingly complex world, it 

is suggested that whole school communities need to work and learn together to take charge of 

change, finding the best ways to enhance young people’s learning” (p. 222).  

In order to increase the potential for successful work “a community needs a clear focus to 

sustain learning and to keep everyone moving in the same direction” (Zepeda, 2008, p. 81) 

making monitoring and regular review of the school’s vision and mission essentiual (Silins & 

Mulford, 2002). In schools with OL cultures, “teachers are empowered and supported as 

professionals and therefore continually increase their capacity for growth and success” (Silins & 

Mulford, 2002, p. 431). Successful collaboration also requires mutuality and a receiving and 

making of contributions to the practice (Printy, 2008) and an environment in which leaders and 

teachers seek feedback in order to improve their respective crafts (Silins & Mulford, 2002). 

Collaboration is necessary in order for schools to effectively plan for the future and adapt to 

change (Schechter & Asher, 2012; Silins & Mulford, 2002). Building a professional community 

where this sort of collaboration is not only possible but thrives means that teachers do more than 

communicate well with each other, use data, and meet; it means that they hold each other 

accountable and provide each other with constructive criticism (Louis & Lee, 2013). 

Professional learning communities as structures for collaboration. 

Stoll et al. (2006), in their review of the literature, identify professional learning 

communities (PLCs) as a promising means of building capacity in order to raise student 
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achievement. Commonality is one of the foundational components of a PLC. In her study of 

teachers’ participation in PLCs, Printy (2008) states “organizational members who have common 

interests find ways of engaging in activities together, often because individuals have a need to 

know something and others have important information to share” (p. 191). Although there is not 

a universal definition for what a PLC is (Stoll et al., 2006), the general idea is that it is a group of 

people inside and outside a school who work together to enhance their own learning as well as 

their students’ learning (Rigelman & Ruben, 2012; Stoll et al., 2006; Zepeda, 2008). By 

unpacking the phrase, professional learning community, Stoll et al. (2006) addressed each of the 

terms making up PLC, indicating professional, learning, and community are concepts important 

to education individually and even more so in combination. In describing PLCs, Learning 

Forward (2015) emphasizes, “continuous improvement, …collective responsibility, …and 

alignment of individual, team, school, and school system goals.” Stoll et al. (2006) found that 

PLCs tend to share five characteristics: shared values and vision, collective responsibility, 

reflective professional inquiry, collaboration, and a space in which group, as well as individual, 

learning is promoted. Zepeda (2008) describes PLCs as inclusive and collaborative environments 

that support autonomy while fostering connectedness, support change, and believe that reflection 

is a core feature of adult learning. The premise behind and potential of PLCs is that it provides a 

structure that not only encourages educators to grow but also provides them with a support 

system to capably face the myriad challenges of today’s classrooms. 

Rigelman and Ruben’s (2012) study of PLCs and teacher-preparation programs 

highlights the positive impact that a well-structured team can have on individual members by 

providing a safe space to learn, practice, and reflect on classroom activities. The importance of 

mindfully planning a PLC is reinforced in Kardos, Johnson, Peske, Kauffman, and Liu’s (2001) 
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research on the impact of a school’s professional culture on its new teachers. Based on their 

study the researchers reported new teachers feeling united by a mission when “[they] were 

inducted into and socialized by integrated professional cultures, there were organizational 

structures such as mentoring arrangements and curriculum-planning sessions that supported their 

induction” (p. 283). Discussing the collective responsibility component of PLCs, Learning 

Forward (2015) describes the importance of developing norms for collaborating and trusting, 

which lays a foundation for peer-to-peer support and encourages reflections on practice among 

members. This importance is supported by Tichnor-Wagner et al.’s (2016) study of learning 

cultures in high schools, which indicated highly effective schools have deliberate structures and 

norms in place establishing consistent and formal instances of collaboration and are reinforced 

by school leaders. These structures and norms served to create a culture of learning in those 

schools. For PLCs to have a better chance of being effective, school leadership must mindfully 

plan the collaborative process in their respective schools by providing a framework on how to 

form a community of learners (Doppenberg et al., 2012; Green, 2015; Ishimaru, 2013; Learning 

Forward, 2015; Zepeda, 2008). 

Organizational learning mechanisms. 

In order for learning to take place, creating collaborative structures such as PLCs is not 

enough. Finnigan and Daly (2012) found that in order for OL to be present, an organization must 

be able to identify and remedy problems, even when they require the organization’s vision and 

mission to be examined. Organizations need to develop productive information processing 

mechanisms (Schechter, 2008) to be used within collaborative structures. One way to foster these 

processes is the use of Schechter’s (2008) organizational learning mechanisms (OLMs) 

framework. Conceptually, OLMs are processes and structures that allow an organization to 



26 
 

 
 

collect, analyze, store, disseminate, retrieve, and use information relevant to an organization’s 

and its members’ performance (Schechter, 2008; Schecter & Atarchi, 2014; Schecter & Qadach, 

2012). At the secondary level, the variables that establish OLMs are: disseminating, storing, 

retrieving information; sharing information among students and parents; analyzing and 

interpreting information; and online information (Schechter & Atarchi, 2014). The use of OLMs 

need to balance each other out; for instance, “using mechanisms of information gathering 

without sufficient mechanisms of information analysis can create information overload, 

consequently increasing a faculty’s sense of uncertainty” (Schechter & Asher, 2012, p. 148). 

School leadership’s role in supporting organizational learning. 

Each person in the PLC must be working toward common values and goals (Learning 

Forward, 2015; Stoll et al., 2006; Zepeda, 2008), and those values and goals must be aligned 

with those of the whole school and the school system (Learning Forward, 2015). For PLCs to be 

effectual, the school leader must establish a unifying vision that guides all of the work that the 

groups will do (Green, 2015; Ishimaru, 2013; Learning Forward, 2015; Zepeda, 2008). 

Doppenberg et al. (2012) suggest principals remain cognizant of the school’s culture when 

planning how to implement collaborative teacher learning groups and to not approach this 

implementation from a one-size-fits-all mindset.  

Other researchers have observed that successful leaders are those who are critically 

conscious regarding the diverse cultures their schools serve and that consciousness guides the 

leaders instructional practices and organizational learning (Ylimaki & Jacobson, 2013). In 

another study, a positive association for both principal and peer influence with teachers’ change 

in instructional practice was found in English Language Arts and math, and the structural path 

between principal leadership and peer influence was shown to be significant (Supovitz, Sirinides, 
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& May, 2010). Printy (2008) conducted a two-stage quantitative study that sought to examine 

“the extent to which formal leaders influence formation of productive communities of practice 

and the extent to which leaders affect teachers’ professional beliefs and their instructional skills” 

(p. 187). Additionally, she found that a principal’s school vision could make important 

contributions to “teachers’ social interactions and learning” (Printy, 2008, p. 215).  

Conclusion. 

Studies show that teachers have more impact than the principal does on each other’s 

professional craft (Printy, 2008; Supovitz, Sirinides, & May, 2010); therefore, pursuing an OL 

culture seems natural. As teacher capacity in high-poverty schools was found to be no less suited 

to OL than more affluent schools (Louis & Lee, 2016), this study proposes that leaders within 

schools serving traditionally marginalized students intentionally pursue building an 

organizational learning culture, characterized by collaboration among adults and a community of 

learning among adults, a culture of learning among students (Tichnor-Wagner, Harrison, & 

Cohen-Vogel, 2016; Ylimaki & Jacobson, 2013). In order for OL to take place, the school must 

allow educators to take risks and potentially make mistakes (Finnigan & Daly, 2012; Silins & 

Mulford, 2002).  

This can be accomplished through PLCs, which provide an authentic forum by which 

professional learning can occur (Learning Forward, 2015; Zepeda, 2008). Learning Forward 

(2015) states that PLCs “may be various sizes, include members with similar or different roles or 

responsibilities, and meet frequently face-to-face, virtually, or through a combination. Educators 

may be members of multiple learning communities.” Activities that may take place in a PLC 

include engaging in “inquiry, action research, data analysis, planning, implementation, reflection, 

and evaluation” (Learning Forward, 2015) which Schechter (2008) refers to as organizational 
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learning mechanisms. When PLCs, as instruments to create OL culture in schools, are 

deliberately and meaningfully planned, their effectiveness and potential for positively impacting 

student achievement increase (Tichnor-Wagner et al., 2016).  

The potential benefits of PLCs, as a collaborative structure for OL, include but are not 

limited to keeping effective educators in the schoolhouse and increasing student achievement 

(Zepeda, 2008). As school levels increase from elementary-to-middle-to-high, teacher capacity 

for organizational learning decreases (Louis & Lee, 2013); additionally, according to Louis and 

Khalifa (2018), “inattention to the culture of urban or minoritized secondary schools has been 

limited as other topical areas that have burgeoned in the last decade” (p. 447). It is out of a need 

to deepen understanding of OL culture in secondary schools that further examination should be 

conducted. 

  



29 
 

 
 

REFERENCES 

Bazron, B., Osher, D., & Fleischman, S. (2005, September). Creating culturally responsive 

schools. Educational Leadership, 63(1), 83-84. Retrieved from 

http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational-leadership/sept05/vol63/num01/Creating-

Culturally-Responsive-Schools.aspx 

Delpit, L. (1995). Other people’s children: Cultural conflict in the classroom. New York, NY: 

New Press. 

Doppenberg, J. J., den Brok, P. J., & Bakx, A. W. E. A. (2012). Collaborative teacher learning 

across foci of collaboration: Perceived activities and outcomes. Teaching and Teacher 

Education, 28(6), 899-910. doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2012.04.007 

Finnigan, K. S., & Daly, A. J. (2012). Mind the gap: Organizational learning and improvement in 

an underperforming urban system. American Journal of Education, 119(1), 41-71.  

Gay, G. (1994). Coming of age ethnically: Teaching young adolescents of color. Theory Into 

Practice, 33, 149-155. doi: 10.1080/00405849409543633 

Gay, G. (2018). Culturally responsive teaching: Theory, research, and practice (3rd ed.). New 

York: NY: Teachers College Press. [Kindle Reader version]  

Gordon, S. P., & Ronder, E. A. (2016). Perceptions of culturally responsive leadership inside and 

outside of a principal preparation program. International Journal of Educational Reform, 

25(2), 125-153.  

Green, T. L. (2015). Leading for urban school reform and community development. Educational 

Administration Quarterly, 51(5), 679-711. doi:10.1177/0013161x15577694  



30 
 

 
 

Gregory, A., Nygreen, K., & Moran, D. (2008). The discipline gap and the normalization of 

failure. In P. A. Noguera & J. Y. Wing (Eds.), Unfinished business: Closing the 

achievement gap in our schools (pp. 121-150). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 

Gruenert, S. (2008). School culture, school climate: They are not the same thing. Principal, 

March/April, 56-59. Retrieved from http://www.naesp.org/ 

Gruenert, S., & Whitaker, T. (2015). School culture rewired: How to define, assess, and 

transform it. Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development. 

Hill, K. D. (2009). Code-switching pedagogies and African American student voices: 

Acceptance and resistance. Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 53(2), 120-131.  

Ishimaru, A. (2013). From heroes to organizers: Principals and education organizing in urban 

school reform. Educational Administration Quarterly, 49(1), 3-51. 

doi:10.1177/0013161X12448250  

Kardos, S. M., Johnson, S. M., Peske, H. G., Kauffman, D., & Liu, E. (2001). Counting on 

colleagues: New teachers encounter the professional cultures of their schools. 

Educational Administration Quarterly, 37(2), 250-290. doi:10.1177/00131610121969316 

Khalifa, M. (2010). Validating social and cultural capital of hyperghettoized at-risk students. 

Education & Urban Society, 42(5), 620-646.  

Khalifa, M. (2012). A re-new-ed paradigm in successful urban school leadership: Principal as 

community leader. Educational Administration Quarterly, 48(3), 424-467. 

doi:10.1177/0013161X11432922 

Khalifa, M. A., Gooden, M. A., & Davis, J. E. (2016). Culturally responsive school leadership: A 

synthesis of the literature. Review of Educational Research, 86(4), 1272-1311. 

doi:10.3102/0034654316630383 



31 
 

 
 

Klar, H. W., & Brewer, C. A. (2013). Successful leadership in high-needs schools: An 

examination of core leadership practices enacted in challenging contexts. Educational 

Administration Quarterly, 49(5), 768-808. doi: 10.1177/0013161X13482577 

Ladson-Billings, G. (1995a). But that's just good teaching! The case for culturally relevant 

pedagogy. Theory Into Practice, 34, 159-165. doi:10.1080/00405849509543675 

Ladson-Billings, G. (1995b). Toward a theory of culturally relevant pedagogy. American 

Educational Research Journal, 32(3), 465-491. 

Learning Forward. (2015). Learning communities. Retrieved from 

https://learningforward.org/standards/learning-communities  

Leithwood, K., Leonard, L., & Sharratt, L. (1998). Conditions fostering organizational learning 

in schools. Educational Administration Quarterly, 34(2), 243-276.  

Louis, K. S., & Khalifa, M. (2018). Understanding and improving urban secondary schools: The 

role of individual and collective agency. Journal of Educational Administration, 56(5), 

446-454. doi:10.1108/JEA-08-2018-174 

Louis, K. S., & Lee, M. (2016). Teachers’ capacity for organizational learning: The effects of 

school culture and context. School Effectiveness & School Improvement, 27(4), 534-556. 

doi:10.1080/09243453.2016.1189437 

Louis, K. S., & Murphy, J. (2017). Trust, caring and organizational learning: The leader's role. 

Journal of Educational Administration, 55(1), 103-126.  

Madhlangobe, L., & Gordon, S. P. (2012). Culturally responsive leadership in a diverse school: 

A case study of a high school leader. NASSP Bulletin, 96(3), 177-202. 

doi:10.1177/0192636512450909 



32 
 

 
 

Milner, IV, H. R. (2010). Start where you are, but don't stay there: Understanding diversity, 

opportunity gaps, and teaching in today's classrooms: Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

Education Press. 

National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future. (2007). Policy brief: The high cost of 

teacher turnover. Retrieved from 

http://ezproxy.gsu.edu/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db

=eric&AN=ED498001&site=ehost-live&scope=site 

Portin, B. S., Atesoglu Russell, F., Samuelson, C., & Knapp, M. S. (2013). Leading learning-

focused teacher leadership in urban high schools. Journal of School Leadership, 23(2), 

220-252. 

Printy, S. M. (2008). Leadership for teacher learning: A community of practice perspective. 

Educational Administration Quarterly, 44(2), 187-226. doi:10.1177/0013161x07312958 

Quinn, D. M. (2002). The impact of principal leadership behaviors on instructional practice and 

student engagement. Journal of Educational Administration, 40(5), 447-467. 

doi:10.1108/09578230210440294 

Rigelman, N. M., & Ruben, B. (2012). Creating foundations for collaboration in schools: 

Utilizing professional learning communities to support teacher candidate learning and 

visions of teaching. Teaching and Teacher Education, 28(7), 979-989.  

Rothstein, R. (2004). Class and schools: Using social, economic, and educational reform to 

close the black-white achievement gap. Washington, DC: Economic Policy Institute. 

Scanlan, M., & López, F. A. (2015). Leadership for culturally and linguistically responsive 

schools. New York, NY: Routledge. 



33 
 

 
 

Schechter, C. (2008). Organizational learning mechanisms: The meaning, measure, and 

implications for school improvement. Educational Administration Quarterly, 44(2), 155-

186. doi:10.1177/0013161X07312189 

Schechter, C. (2013). Collective learning in schools: Exploring the perceptions of leadership 

trainees. The International Journal of Educational Management, 27(3), 273-291. 

doi:http://dx.doi.org.ezproxy.gsu.edu/10.1108/09513541311306486 

Schechter, C. (2015). Toward collective learning in schools: Exploring U.S. and Israeli teachers' 

perceptions of collective learning from success. International Journal of Educational 

Reform, 24(2), 160-184.  

Schechter, C., & Asher, N. (2012). Principals' sense of uncertainty and organizational learning 

mechanisms. International Journal of Educational Management, 26(2), 138-152. 

doi:10.1108/09513541211201951 

Schechter, C., & Atarchi, L. (2014). The meaning and measure of organizational learning 

mechanisms in secondary schools. Educational Administration Quarterly, 50(4), 577-

609. doi:10.1177/0013161X13508772 

Schechter, C., & Qadach, M. (2012). Toward an organizational model of change in elementary 

schools: The contribution of organizational learning mechanisms. Educational 

Administration Quarterly, 48(1), 116-153. doi:10.1177/0013161X11419653 

Sebastian, J., & Allensworth, E. (2012). The influence of principal leadership on classroom 

instruction and student learning: A study of mediated pathways to learning. Educational 

Administration Quarterly, 48(4), 626-663. doi:10.1177/0013161X11436273 



34 
 

 
 

Silins, H., & Mulford, B. (2002). Schools as learning organisations: The case for system, teacher 

and student learning. Journal of Educational Administration, 40(5), 425-446. 

doi:10.1108/09578230210440285 

Sleeter, C. E. (2012). Confronting the marginalization of culturally responsive pedagogy. Urban 

Education, 47(3), 562-584. doi:10.1177/0042085911431472 

Stoll, L., Bolam, R., McMahon, A., Wallace, M., & Thomas, S. (2006). Professional learning 

communities: A review of the literature. Journal of Educational Change, 7(4), 221-258. 

doi:10.1007/s10833-006-0001-8 

Supovitz, J., Sirinides, P., & May, H. (2010). How principals and peers influence teaching and 

learning. Educational Administration Quarterly, 46(1), 31-56 doi: 

10.1177/1094670509353043 

Theoharis, G. (2010). Disrupting injustice: Principals narrate the strategies they use to improve 

their schools and advance social justice. Teachers College Record, 112(1), 331-373.  

Tichnor-Wagner, A., Harrison, C., & Cohen-Vogel, L. (2016). Cultures of learning in effective 

high schools. Educational Administration Quarterly, 52(2), 1-41. 

doi:10.1177/0013161X16644957 

Ylimaki, R., & Jacobson, S. (2013). School leadership practice and preparation: Comparative 

perspectives on organizational learning (OL), instructional leadership (IL) and culturally 

responsive practices (CRP). Journal of Educational Administration, 51(1), 6-23. 

doi:10.1108/09578231311291404 

Zepeda, S. J. (2008). Professional development: What works. Larchmont, NY: Eye on Education, 

Inc. 

  



35 
 

 
 

CHAPTER 2 

LEADING FOR EACH STUDENT 

In contemporary American schools and classrooms, regardless of geographic location, 

traditionally marginalized students are provided learning experiences that may not honor their 

respective cultural and linguistic backgrounds (Delpit, 1995; Gay, 1994, 2013, 2018; Khalifa, 

Gooden, & Davis, 2016; Ladson-Billings, 1995a & 1995b; Milner, 2010; Scanlan & Lopez, 

2015). Traditionally marginalized students are those who are considered minorities “because of 

their non-dominant race, ethnicity, religion, language, or citizenship” (Khalifa et al., 2016, p. 

1275). Established research suggests that providing culturally responsive pedagogy, welcoming 

and client-centered learning environments (Gay, 1994) rooted in a “synergistic relationship 

between home/community culture and school culture” (Ladson-Billings, 1995b, p. 467), is one 

way of appropriately addressing the diversity of today’s schools and classrooms. Leading a 

school by employing Culturally Responsive School Leadership (CRSL) behaviors has been 

associated with a faculty being better able to provide students with culturally responsive learning 

experiences (Khalifa et al., 2016; Madhlangobe & Gordon, 2012). CRSL behaviors are 

leadership practices that create and nurture a school culture that recognizes and addresses the 

needs of traditionally marginalized students (Khalifa et al., 2016).  

One of Khalifa, Gooden, and Davis’ (2016) CRSL behaviors is the development of 

culturally responsive school teachers and curriculum, which results from a joint effort between 

teachers and leaders. Such an effort could be established through the organizational learning 

(OL) process (Leithwood, Leonard, & Sharratt, 1998; Schechter, 2015; Schechter & Atarchi, 

2014; Schechter & Qadach, 2012; Tichnor-Wagner, Harrison, & Cohen-Vogel, 2016), which 

recent studies (Schechter & Qadach, 2012; Schechter & Atarchi, 2014) indicate is an essential 
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component of the school change process. For the purposes of this study, OL is defined as the 

collective learning that takes place among individual members of a school’s faculty and 

leadership when the processes related to learning are implemented as a means of bringing about 

learning (Schechter, 2008; Tichnor-Wagner, Harrison, & Cohen-Vogel, 2016). The goal of this 

study was to better understand the relationship between CRSL and OL among teachers and 

school leaders in a school serving traditionally marginalized students in the southeastern United 

States. The questions that guided this study are: 

1. How do faculty members describe their perceptions of Culturally Responsive School 

Leadership and the impact on their respective practices in a secondary school serving 

traditionally marginalized students? 

2. How do faculty members describe their use of Organizational Learning Mechanisms? 

3. How do leaders’ perceptions align or contrast with faculty perceptions? 

Significance of the study. 

 When educational experiences are not culturally responsive, diverse student populations 

are placed at a disadvantage compared to their non-marginalized peers (Bazron, Osher, & 

Fleischman, 2005; Khalifa et al., 2016; Ladson-Billings, 1995a, 1995b). As school leaders are 

charged with laying the foundation of the school’s culture, it is their responsibility to ensure that 

students are receiving an education that honors their respective contexts and meets their needs 

(Bazron et al., 2005). In order to prepare faculty and staff to meet the needs of diverse students, 

culturally responsive school leaders need to change the whole school’s climate and culture 

(Khalifa et al., 2016; Madhlangobe & Gordon, 2012). A school’s pursuit of cultural 

responsiveness runs the risk of falling flat when leaders do not actively promote it (Khalifa et al., 

2016). Despite the perceived benefits of OL structures on schools, such as enabling schools to 
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acquire, analyze, and use knowledge from a variety of sources in order to more readily adapt to a 

changing educational landscape (Louis & Lee, 2016; Schechter & Asher, 2012; Schechter & 

Qadach, 2012), the majority of existing OL literature is situated in primary schools outside of the 

United States (Schechter, 2008; Schechter & Qadach, 2012), and there is little literature 

explicitly connecting CRSL and OL (Schechter & Atarchi, 2014). This study explored how 

faculty members in a secondary school serving traditionally marginalized students perceived 

CRSL in their school and examined how those perceptions affected their use of culturally 

responsive school practices and organizational learning mechanisms (OLMs), and their 

participation in an OL culture. The question of whether the school leader’s perceptions were 

similar or dissimilar to her or his faculty’s was also explored. The results of the study will 

provide guidance to school leaders in self-assessing and appropriately adjusting implementation 

of their culturally responsive school leadership behaviors as a vehicle for encouraging faculty 

use of culturally responsive practices and participation in an organizational learning culture. 

Methodology 

Qualitative methods, those seeking to examine and understand “the meaning individuals 

or groups ascribe to a social or human problem” (Creswell, 2009), align with the belief that 

human knowledge is constructed out of subjective points of view (Crotty, 1998; Morrison, 2012; 

Stake, 1995). For this reason, a qualitative approach was the best fit to direct this study. The 

questions that guided this inquiry focus on the perspectives of faculty and leader participants 

(Creswell, 2009; Morrison, 2012) regarding their understanding of Culturally Responsive School 

Leadership (CRSL) and Organizational Learning (OL). Faculty members’ and the leader’s 

perceptions of CRSL behaviors in their school were examined by comparing the respective 

perceptions of the school leader’s behaviors with those in Khalifa et al.’s (2016) four strands of 
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CRSL behaviors. The faculty members’ instructional practices were examined using Gay’s 

(2018) character profile of culturally responsive teaching practices (CRTP). Schechter and 

Atarchi’s (2014) four-factor model for organizational learning mechanisms (OLMs) in a 

secondary school were used to examine teacher participation in OL culture. 

Theoretical framework. 

The theoretical foundation of this study was social justice leadership, which Theoharis 

(2007) defines as school leaders focusing on eliminating marginalization in schools by making 

“issues of race, class, gender, disability, sexual orientation, and other historically and currently 

marginalizing conditions in the United States central to their advocacy, leadership, practice, and 

vision” (p. 223). Jost and Kay (2010) offer a generalized definition of social justice that is 

synthesized from common elements of various philosophies  

[Social justice is] a state of affairs (either actual or ideal) in which (a) benefits and 

burdens in society are dispersed in accordance with some allocation principle (or set of 

principles); (b) procedures, norms, and rules that govern political and other forms of 

decision making preserve the basic rights, liberties, and entitlements of individuals and 

groups; and (c) human beings…are treated with dignity and respect not only by 

authorities but also by other relevant social actors, including fellow citizens. (p. 1122) 

It is the responsibility of social justice school leaders to “create school structures, teaching staff, 

climate, communities, and achievement results that support and demonstrate success for every 

child” (Theoharis, 2010, p. 332). Research on social justice leadership offers ways that school 

leaders can work to put an end to marginalization of students “despite educational policies, 

organizational cultures, and historic structures that contribute to a discriminatory educational 

system” (DeMatthews, 2015, p. 139). Jost and Kay (2010) explain that social justice researchers 
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must contend with the conflict between the subjective and objective or “descriptive facts about 

how people think, feel, and act with respect to justice considerations and normative standards 

about how they ought to behave if their actions and institutions are to be considered just” (p. 

1150, italics in original). Culturally responsive school leaders serving traditionally marginalized 

students must also contend with this dichotomy between subjective and objective considerations 

as they guide their faculties in providing students with culturally responsive instruction. Social 

justice demands that school leaders actively work to alter arrangements that marginalize, 

intentionally or unintentionally, individuals or groups because of culture, disability, ethnicity, 

gender, religion, sexual orientation, or socioeconomic status (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014; 

Theoharis, 2007).  

Social justice leadership as praxis. 

In order for the process of social justice to be effective, leaders must critically reflect on 

themselves and mindfully consider others and then take corresponding action; this is praxis in 

leadership (Furman, 2012). DeMatthews (2018a) explains that praxis emphasizes “learning 

through reflection, being hopeful, and acknowledging and working toward the new possibilities 

that lay ahead” (p. 147) and goes beyond the idea of practice, which involves “wrestling with the 

daily realities and complexities of the principalship” (p. 147). Reflection and action take place 

within five dimensions of Furman’s (2012) social justice leadership praxis framework: personal, 

interpersonal, communal, systemic, and ecological. Through praxis, the dimensions build on 

each other beginning with the personal dimension and expanding outward to the ecological 

dimension (see Figure 1).  
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Figure 1. The dimensions of social justice leadership praxis (Furman, 2012) 

Furman’s (2012) social justice leadership as praxis framework establishes the foundation 

of a process “built on respect, care, recognition, and empathy” (Theoharis, 2007, p. 223) and 

served as the conceptual framework for this study. The CRSL behaviors Khalifa, Gooden, and 

Davis (2016) identify (i.e., critically self-reflects on leadership behaviors, develops culturally 

responsive teachers, promotes culturally responsive/inclusive school environment, and engages 

students, parents, and indigenous contexts) aligned with the dimensions of Furman’s (2012) 

framework and can be viewed as a progression of reflection and action along the dimensions.  

The first two CRSL behaviors (i.e., critically self-reflects on leadership behaviors and 

develops culturally responsive teachers) (Khalifa, Gooden, & Davis, 2016) can be housed within 

the first two dimensions of Furman’s (2012) framework, personal and interpersonal, respectively 

(Figure 2). Khalfia et al.’s (2012) third CRSL behavior category (i.e., promoting culturally 

responsive/inclusive school environments) can be addressed in the communal and systemic 

dimensions of social justice leadership as praxis framework (2012). The final CRSL behavior, 
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engaging students, parents, and indigenous contexts (Khalifa et al., 2016), can be found in the 

ecological dimension of Furman’s (2012) framework. 

 

Figure 2. Comparison of CRSL Behaviors with OLMs along the Social Justice Leadership as 

Praxis Dimensions 

Considering education through application of a social justice lens established a need to 

examine if and how leadership behaviors can affect faculty instructional practices and the 

faculty’s use of secondary organizational learning mechanisms (OLMs). Schechter and Atarchi 

(2014) identify four factors of OLMs in secondary schools: (a) disseminating, storing, retrieving 

information; (b) sharing information among students and parents; (c) analyzing and interpreting 

information; and (d) online information. A socially just leader’s use of the secondary school 
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OLMs (Schechter & Atarchi, 2014), such as providing and discussing professional literature, 

using staff meetings to establish a school vision and evaluate school decisions, and using an 

online website to provide teachers with professional feedback, can provide structure for delivery 

of CRSL behaviors (Khalifa et al., 2016) along the social justice leadership as praxis framework 

(Furman, 2012). Concurrently, the employment of Khalifa et al.’s (2016) CRSL behaviors across 

the dimensions of Furman’s (2012) framework can be facilitated by use of Schechter and 

Atarchi’s (2014) OLMs (Table 2).  

Research design. 

This research did not seek to quantify how CRSL impacts teaching practices and use of 

OLMs by a faculty in a school serving marginalized students. This study sought to provide an in-

depth understanding of a single, contemporary, and real-life case (Creswell & Poth, 2017; Yin, 

2017) that focused on how the faculty and leader participants in a school serving traditionally 

marginalized students perceived CRSL behaviors in regard to the school’s leadership. How the 

faculty described their use of OLMs was an additional aim of this research. The research 

questions’ focus on a faculty and leader of a secondary school serving traditionally marginalized 

students provided a bound to the study, and the questions were best answered through the case 

study method (Bassey, 2012; Creswell & Poth, 2017; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2018); in order to pursue 

these goals, a qualitative case study examined via semi-structured interviews and document 

analysis best served this study’s purposes (Bassey, 2012; Creswell, 2009; Creswell & Poth, 

2017; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2018).  

One of the aims of this study was to have participants construct their own perceptions 

(Creswell, 2009; Creswell & Poth, 2017) of their principal’s leadership in relation to the four 

behavioral strands of CRSL identified by Khalifa et al. (2016). Semi-structured interviews 
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(Coleman, 2012), those constructed of major and sub-questions, and, if needed, probing follow-

up questions, served as the primary information collection tool (Appendix A).  

A second aim of the first question was for faculty participants to gauge how their 

individual practices were affected by their perception of the principal’s CRSL. Items that asked 

participants to self-assess regarding their use of culturally responsive practices in their respective 

classrooms, as described by Gay’s (2018) Character Profile of Culturally Responsive Teaching 

(see Figure 3), were included in the interview and that information was triangulated across 

multiple interviews as well as with information from documents, in the form of instructional 

plans. 

 

Figure 3. Gay’s Character Profile of Culturally Responsive Teaching 
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The second research question sought to ascertain a relationship between the first aim and 

a participant’s use of OLMs. This required participants to have an understanding of OLMs in 

their school (Schechter, 2008; Schechter & Atarchi, 2014; Schechter, & Qadach, 2012). In order 

to collect information regarding use of OLMs, items asking participants about their use of OLMs 

were included in the interviews. That information was compared against the information 

collected through analysis of meeting documents.  

An additional aim of this study, delineated by the third research question, was to present 

how a leader’s perceptions aligned or deviated from those of the faculty. Leader perceptions of 

CRSL were collected via a second semi-structured interview protocol (Appendix B). A 

comparison of Khalifa et al.’s (2016) CRSL behaviors, aligned with the Social Justice 

Leadership as Praxis Framework (Furman, 2012), and Schechter and Atarchi’s (2014) four 

factors of secondary school OLMs was developed as a means of identifying how CRSL could 

influence the use of OLMs (see Figure 4). The understandings of this specific case (Bassey, 

2012; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2018), a public secondary school in the southeastern United States 

serving a student population comprised of equal to or greater than 50% traditionally 

marginalized students, was generated by the participants and interpreted by the researcher 

(Creswell, 2009; Creswell & Poth, 2017). As it could potentially introduce bias in the analysis 

and interpretation of the study’s resulting data (Creswell, 2009; Creswell & Poth, 2017), the 

researcher remained cognizant of how his own context could influence his perceptions. 

As the researcher was familiar with the study site and one of the participants, he 

journaled throughout his data collection and analysis. He also engaged with a critical friend, who 

served as an accountability partner. These activities helped the researcher to focus only on the 

data collected. 
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There is no single, agreed-upon method as to how a case study should be designed (Yin, 

2018); however, there are suggested components. After developing research questions, one of the 

primary considerations in case study design is ensuring access to the data needed (Yin, 2018). 

The contextual bounds of this case consisted of a secondary school serving traditionally 

marginalized students located in the southeastern United States. The school serving as this bound 

was identified by examining school-based demographic data via the individual websites of the 

state department of education, school districts, and schools, and selecting a secondary school 

where marginalized students comprised more than 50% of the student population. 

Site selection. 

This case study was bound to a purposefully sampled (Creswell, 2009; Creswell & Poth, 

2017) secondary school serving a student population comprised of 50-percent or greater 

identified as traditionally marginalized in an urban school district in the southeastern United 

States. Ridge Walk Middle School (RWMS) was selected as the site for this study as it served a 

student population of greater than 80-percent identified as traditionally marginalized. The school 

was located in a large urban district serving over 100,000 students, of which greater than 50-

percent were considered to be traditionally marginalized. Diversity at RWMS was not limited to 

student ethnicity. According to data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s 2017 Population Estimates 

Program, RWMS was geographically located in an area where approximately 18-percent of 

children between the ages of 5 and 17 who were related to a householder lived in poverty, and 

the median household income was greater than $70,000. In contrast, approximately 70-percent of 

RMWS’ almost 1,600 students qualified for free/reduced-price meals and the school was 

considered a Title I school. The socioeconomic dissimilarity between its student population and 

its geographic location was reflected by its feeder elementary schools. The two closest feeder 
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schools were less-than 25-percent free/reduced-price meals, while the remaining feeder schools 

were at least 80-percent free/reduced-price meals. The RMWS’ student population was 

approximately 30-percent Limited English Proficient and close to 15-percent received services 

through the English to Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) program. 

In looking at schools that were amenable to participating in a study such as this, the 

researcher’s range of potential sites was limited. The selected site was a school that the 

researcher attended over twenty years prior to the start of the study and his family still lived and 

was involved in the local community. At one point in his career, the researcher worked at one of 

the high schools into which RWMS fed. At that high school the researcher met Mr. Williams 

and, although in different parts of a physically large building, the two worked alongside each 

other for approximately three years. At the time of the study, Mr. Williams had been a school 

leader for over 10 of his 18 years in education. RWMS was his first principalship and he had 

served in that role for over three years. Due to the potential for bias that selection of RWMS 

presented, the researcher seriously considered other options. RWMS was ultimately selected and 

the researcher worked throughout the study and analysis of data to minimize any possible biases. 

Subject selection. 

As timing of the study limited the ability to examine the entire population of the case, a 

purposeful sample (Coleman, 2012; Creswell, 2009; Creswell & Poth, 2017) was drawn from 

among the school’s instructional faculty as they had the requisite experience of working with 

traditionally marginalized students and participating in collaborative groups. Purposeful samples 

of participants were comprised of individuals specifically chosen because they had experience 

related to the focus of the study (Coleman, 2012; Creswell, 2009; Creswell & Poth, 2017). In 

addition to the purposeful sample of the school’s faculty, the principal and two assistant 



47 
 

 
 

principals were included as participants. After receiving consent from Georgia State University’s 

Institutional Review Board (IRB), as well as the RWMS’ principal and the school district, the 

purposeful sample of participants was selected (Creswell & Poth, 2017). 

RWMS had approximately 80 teachers and 6 assistant principals. With the goal of having 

an adequate and appropriate sample restricted to participants who were knowledgeable regarding 

the phenomenon being studied (Bowen, 2008; Morse, 1995; Morse, 2015; O’Reilly & Parker, 

2013), the bounds of this purposeful sample were limited to teachers who taught traditionally 

marginalized students, and who also participated in collaborative groups such as collaborative 

teams, content departments, and professional learning communities. The intent was to acquire a 

diversity of data from the study’s participants. In regard to the leader participants, the intent was 

to ascertain if there was a difference in perception of the school principal versus the school’s 

assistant principals.  

All six of the assistant principals were invited to participate, both in-person and via 

follow up e-mails. Two of the assistant principals volunteered to participate and both were 

selected due to their unique backgrounds in working with traditionally marginalized students. It 

was a goal to include in the potential participant pool a range of teacher experience, in terms of 

grades and courses taught. Diversity in age, number of years of teaching, cultural and ethnic 

backgrounds of participants, and diversity of school demographic contexts in which the teachers 

have taught were all secondary goals of participant selection.  As the participant pool could be 

severely limited by the two previous goals, it is important to emphasize that these were not 

requirements for participation.  

In considering sample size, Francis et al. (2010) recommend what they refer to as the 

10+3 principle. This principle established a minimum of 10 participants and included 3 
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additional participants as a means of verifying whether or not new themes emerged in 

comparison to the original 10 participants. Although this principle is helpful when planning for 

subject selection, there is no definitive guideline as to how many participants one should include 

in a sample (Coleman, 2012). Extant research on saturation indicates a sample size should be 

large enough for replication of a study (Bowen, 2008; Morse, 2015; O’Reilly & Parker, 2013); 

therefore, 12 participants were included in the study’s sample. The informed consent form 

(Appendix C) was developed using a model provided by Georgia State University, and 

participants were required to sign and return it prior to the start of the study (Coleman, 2012; 

Creswell, 2009; Creswell & Poth, 2017; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2018). Essential elements on the 

consent form included notification that digital recording of interviews was required for 

participation, participants could withdraw at any point, and any records were secured and 

confidential during the study and destroyed at its conclusion. 

As the participant sample was dependent upon volunteers, every effort was made to be 

congenial with potential participants so individuals at the site were comfortable volunteering 

(Creswell, 2009; Creswell & Poth, 2017; Stake, 1995). Following the approvals of Georgia State 

University’s IRB and the site and governing agency, and prior to the start of the study, the 

researcher sent an e-mail through the school secretary that introduced himself, his purpose, 

provided a brief explanation as to why the school was selected, and solicited volunteers via an 

online survey (Appendix D). The researcher became familiar with the faculty and building by 

spending a day going around during planning periods and meeting with teacher teams in an effort 

to elicit a sense of comfort from potential volunteers. As a means of being mindful of his 

interactions with faculty members, the researcher endeavored to strike a balance of being 

professional but approachable and personable. When meeting with the teams of teachers, the 
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researcher provided an overview of the study, answered any questions, and then encouraged 

potential participants to e-mail, call, or text with any other questions. The researcher followed up 

with those interested and identified his participant pool. Once volunteers were identified, 

participants were selected and notified via e-mail, and informed consent (Coleman, 2012; 

Creswell, 2009; Creswell & Poth, 2017; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2018) was secured.   

Potential bias in favor of including participants who espouse curricular and instructional 

philosophies akin to those of the researcher was a risk of this study. In order to reduce the 

potential for this bias, the researcher adhered to his clearly defined criteria for participant 

selection and was continually cognizant of the potential for his own philosophies to exert an 

influence. The researcher journaled throughout the subject selection process and discussed this 

with a critical friend, who asked probing questions, guided him in seeking a more objective point 

of view, and kept him focused on his established criteria (Costa & Kallick, 1993; Swaffield, 

2008).  

In order to minimize potential for error caused by misunderstanding as to what is meant 

by case study research, the explicit, well-planned research method distinguishing popular case 

studies from research case studies (Yin, 2018) was explained in an accessible way to volunteers 

at the research site. The researcher explained that his research case study would follow a specific 

interview protocol focused on answering his three research questions. The researcher emphasized 

to the volunteers that the goal was to get enough data to appropriately answer these questions. 

Interviews would be conducted one-on-one with the researcher and would follow the procedures 

explained in the informed consent document (Appendix C). During selection of participants, 

every effort was made to ensure the demographic spread of the sample, in terms of gender, 
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ethnicity, and years of experience, was similar to the school faculty’s demographic. There were 

12 participants selected to participate in this study (see Table 2).  

Table 2 

Participant Demographics. 

Position Pseudonym Self-identified 
Ethnicity Gender Experience 

Teacher 1 Ms. Blue German & African-
American Female Novice 

Teacher 2 Ms. Green African-American / 
Black 

Female Veteran 

Teacher 3 Ms. Purple African-American Female Veteran 
Teacher 4 Ms. Indigo White Female Novice 
Teacher 5 Ms. Pewter African-American Female Veteran 
Teacher 6 Mr. Gold Black Male Veteran 
Teacher 7 Mr. Silver White Male Novice 
Teacher 8 Ms. Navy African-American Female Veteran 
Teacher 9 Ms. Violet Caucasian Female Veteran 

Assistant Principal 1 Ms. Burgundy Chose to not 
respond 

Female Veteran 

Assistant Principal 2 Ms. Emerald Chose to not 
respond 

Female Veteran 

Principal Mr. Williams Undisclosed Male Veteran 
 

Table 3  

Teacher Participant Demographics. 

Teacher demographic Number 
Grade 6 5 
Grade 7 0 
Grade 8 1 

Grades 6-8 3 
Teaches a core subject (i.e., English, Math, Science, or Social Studies) 7 

Teaches a non-core subject 2 
Novice (3 years or less of experience) 3 

Veteran (greater than 3 years of experience) 6 
 

Of the 12 participants, nine were classroom teachers, ranging in years of experience from 

pre-service to 20 years (see Table 3). The two assistant principal participants had an approximate 
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combined total of 35 years of experience in education. Mr. Williams, RWMS’ principal, had 

approximately 20 years in education and, at the time of the interview, had served for over three 

years as the principal of the study’s site. Around 45-percent of RWMS teachers belonged to an 

ethnicity that would be considered traditionally marginalized; approximately 67-percent of the 

teacher participants in this purposeful sample belonged to a race/ethnicity that would be 

considered traditionally marginalized. Approximately 33-percent of this study’s teacher 

participants were considered novice educators, meaning that an individual had completed less-

than three years of service as a teacher. The school leaders, the two assistant principals and the 

principal, were considered veteran educators as each had more than three years of service in the 

field, and more than three years in a formal leadership role. 

Research information. 

The majority of information needed to appropriately respond to the research questions 

was based on the individual perceptions of sample participants. The first research question asked 

participants to provide their perceptions of their principal’s leadership in comparison to CRSL. 

In order to appropriately elicit this information, the interview protocol was designed by adapting 

the teacher interview guides developed by Madhlangobe (2010) (Appendix A). As the second 

portion of the first research question asked faculty members to consider their own culturally 

responsive practices, Madhlangobe’s (2010) instrument was augmented to include specific items 

related to teachers’ culturally responsive instruction and environments (Gay, 2018). The second 

research question asked participants to describe their involvement in OL at the school. In order to 

obtain the information necessary to respond to this question, Schechter and Atarchi’s (2014) 

organizational learning mechanisms questionnaire for secondary schools (Appendix B) was 

adapted and incorporated into the interview protocol. Documents providing information related 
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to the research questions included instructional plans examined for culturally responsive traits, 

and meeting agendas and minutes examined for organizational learning mechanisms (OLMs): 

disseminating, storing, retrieving information; sharing information among students and parents; 

analyzing and interpreting information; and online information (Schechter & Atarchi, 2014).  

In order to ensure credibility and trustworthiness, participants and non-participants at the 

research site were provided with a thorough explanation of the case study (Stake, 1995; Yin, 

2018) including the potential for researcher bias (Creswell, 2009). The researcher explained, in 

small groups and individual e-mail exchanges and face-to-face conversations, that his study 

would follow a prescribed protocol and abide by the processes outlined in the informed consent 

(Appendix C) that would need to be obtained from volunteers prior to participating in the study. 

An abundance of descriptive information (Creswell, 2009; Stake, 1995) was collected through 

each instrument, including information that could be considered “negative or discrepant” 

(Creswell, 2009). By using multiple interviews and document analysis, the information was 

subjected to methodological triangulation (Creswell, 2009; Creswell & Poth, 2017; Stake, 1995).  

Participant review of interview transcripts, and follow-up conversations with participants 

regarding information from document analysis served as member-checking (Creswell, 2009; 

Stake, 1995) procedures. Whether it was peer debriefing (Creswell, 2009) or investigator 

triangulation (Stake, 1995), an outside researcher with a terminal degree from an institute of 

higher education reviewed the methods used and information collected in order to reduce 

misinterpretation or misunderstanding. 

Data collection methods. 

Data collection is more than just the types of tools used to collect information in a study, 

it involves planning for potential ethical issues, implementing a thoughtful sampling strategy, 
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establishing a process for recording information, responding to issues that occur in the process of 

the study, and securely storing the information (Creswell & Poth, 2017). The goal of data 

collection in a case study is for the researcher to be able to have a deep insight supported by 

evidence into some facet of the world (Yin, 2018). In order to attain this goal, the researcher 

must have an inquiring mind that evaluates information collected quickly and continually reflects 

on why actions and observations appear as they do (Yin, 2018). This study took place in the Fall 

of 2018 and used document analysis and semi-structured interviews (Creswell & Poth, 2017; 

Stake, 1995; Yin, 2018). These data collection methods provided detailed description in situ, 

which is crucial to case studies (Creswell & Poth, 2017). 

Data collected during the course of the study abided by the guidelines in the participant 

informed consent, which included but was not limited to secure storage of information in a 

locked filing cabinet and / or password-protected computer and cloud-based data system. 

Information regarding specifics of the bounds of the case remained anonymous and were 

destroyed after the report was finalized. In order to address any potential biases that may present 

during the data collection process, the researcher kept a journal of his thoughts and feelings as a 

means of providing distance between himself and the school. The researcher also employed the 

use of a critical friend (Costa & Kallick, 1993; Swaffield, 2008) who was able to help him sift 

through his feelings in regard to the site and any data collected. 

Interview. 

An instrument containing major items and follow-up sub-items related to both CRSL 

(Khalifa et al., 2016; Madhlangobe, 2010) and OL (Schechter & Atarchi, 2014) was developed, 

and a preliminary list of codes was established (questions and sub-questions are included as 

Appendices A and B). Once the instrument was formed, a pilot of the interview (Coleman, 2012; 
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Stake, 1995) was conducted with other faculty members at another school to ensure questions 

were clearly worded and understandable, and that time allotted for interviews respected 

interviewees while providing for collection of an appropriate amount of data from each 

participant. In planning for the pilot, the intention was for an interview to last no longer than one 

hour. This pilot was the foundation of a face-to-face interview protocol (Creswell, 2009). Once 

the interview protocol was finalized, interview times and locations were arranged with 

participants, being mindful of each participant’s comfort regarding both timing and location, and 

also making sure interviews were uninterrupted (Coleman, 2012). Recording interviews via a 

digital recorder, which allowed for the ability to note visual clues and body language of the 

interviewee, required time for gaining familiarity with the technology as well as time for 

transcription of the interview (Coleman, 2012). 

Before each interview started, participants were reminded that the process would be 

recorded, but anonymity would be maintained through the use of pseudonyms for each 

participant as well as the site and locations within the school’s communities. Each interview 

focused on major items related to CRSL behaviors (e.g.: Describe the vision for this school 

promoted by the leadership team. How, if at all, has the school leadership team helped you to be 

more culturally responsive in your classroom? In what ways, if any, does the leader involve 

parents/family in school matters?), culturally responsive teaching practices (e.g.: How do you 

demonstrate cultural understanding and cultural responsiveness in the classroom? In which ways 

do you demonstrate embracing students’ culture, in terms of language, values, behavior and 

teacher-student and teacher-parent relationships?), and OLMs (e.g.: Is your subject’s curriculum 

in an updated instructional file? Are information booklets about school procedures circulated 

among parents? How do teachers work together to plan activities? Are online information 
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resources available to provide teachers with professional feedback?) identified during 

construction of the tool and predetermined follow-up items were dependent upon participant 

response or visual clues (Coleman, 2012; Stake, 1995).  

Throughout each interview, the researcher remained cognizant of the interview’s progress 

and his positionality, especially in terms of school role, years of experience, and cultural and 

ethnic background (Coleman, 2012; Creswell, 2009). As each interview came to a close, the 

participant was informed of next steps, including but not limited to the participant receiving and 

reviewing a transcript of the interview, and at the end each participant was thanked (Coleman, 

2012). Audio recordings of the interviews were submitted to a transcription service and the 

researcher checked each transcript by hand. Each completed transcript was submitted to its 

corresponding participant in order to check for accuracy; of the twelve participants, only six 

acknowledged receipt. Provisional coding (Saldaña, 2009) allowed the researcher to identify 

categories of information connected to the CRSL behaviors (Khalifa et al., 2016), culturally 

responsive teaching practices (Gay, 2018), or secondary OLMs (Schechter & Atarchi, 2014). 

Six of the interviews, Mr. Williams’ interview and five randomly selected teacher interviews, 

were printed out and manually open-coded, or what Saldaña (2009) refers to as initially coded, 

by highlighting and making annotations in the margins that allowed the researcher to “reflect 

deeply on the content and nuances of [his] data” (p. 81). Through this manual coding process 20 

categories were identified. All of the transcripts were uploaded to a qualitative analytical 

software program, in which the 20 manual codes, CRSL behaviors (Khalifa et al., 2016), 

culturally responsive teaching practices (Gay, 2018), and secondary OLMs (Schechter & 

Atarchi, 2014) and their established descriptors served as the initial codes and sub-codes to be 
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used during analysis. Where questions arose during the coding process, participants were e-

mailed follow-up questions, but no feedback was received. 

Documents. 

Document analysis served as the final method for information collection. The plan for 

document analysis (Fitzgerald, 2012; Stake, 1995) identified documents to be examined and 

what to look for while examining them. It was the intention of the researcher to find archival data 

that served as examples of the themes uncovered during the coding of the interviews. Initial 

categories and themes for document analysis emerged out of the interview process. These 

categories and themes were based off of the CRSL behaviors (Khalifa et al. 2016), culturally 

responsive teaching practices (Gay, 2018), and secondary OLMs (Schechter & Atarchi, 2014). 

Those codes influenced examination of agendas and minutes from collaborative team meetings, 

department meetings, faculty meetings, and professional learning community meetings. As a 

means of studying faculty perceptions of RWMS’ principal’s and leadership team’s CRSL 

behaviors (Khalifa et al., 2016), faculty meeting and leadership meeting agendas and minutes 

were collected, reviewed for but produced no additional codes, and uploaded into the qualitative 

analytical software program. 

Participant’s instructional plans were obtained and examined for reference to culturally 

responsive teaching practices (Gay, 2018), which served as evidence as to the influence of 

faculty perceptions of CRSL (Khalifa et al., 2016) on instructional practices. The collected 

instructional plans were also uploaded into the software. In order to study leader perceptions of 

CRSL (Khalifa et al., 2016), the school improvement plan, school governance meeting minutes, 

and weekly newsletters were gathered, perused, and uploaded. Similar to participant review of 
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interview transcriptions, participants were e-mailed to clarify understandings from the analysis 

(Creswell & Poth, 2017), but no response was received. 

Data analysis and interpretation. 

Analysis is how information collected during a study is turned into data (Morrison, 

2012); as such, analysis of this study’s data began concurrently with the interview process (Basit, 

2003; Coleman, 2012), and even while first impressions of the site and participants were being 

made (Stake, 1995). It is through the process of analysis that “researchers attempt to gain a 

deeper understanding of what they have studied and to continually refine their interpretations” 

(Basit, 2003, p. 143). Existing literature suggests several analytical frameworks, but one should 

not be followed as if it was a recipe (Yin, 2018).  Watling, James, and Briggs (2012) stress using 

a reliable and justifiable analytical protocol and resources the researcher knows, and they provide 

six elements of qualitative analysis to keep in mind: defining and identifying data, collecting and 

storing data, data reduction and sampling, structuring and coding data, theory building and 

testing, and reporting and writing up research.  

Coding is the heart of qualitative analysis and involves looking at and making sense of 

the detailed information collected from interviews and documents (Basit, 2003; Creswell & Poth, 

2017). As information was read, analyzed, reread, and reanalyzed, codes were developed and 

refined (Basit, 2003; Creswell, 2009). The process of coding encompasses labeling data of a 

variety of sizes “in order to attach meaning to them and to index them for further use” (Watling, 

James, & Briggs, 2012, p. 391), codes “are usually attached to chunks of varying-sized words, 

phrases, sentences, or whole paragraph, connected or unconnected to a specific setting” (Basit, 

2003, p. 144). During and following data collection, provisional coding was used to establish 

categories and themes generated from the underlying information collected by the instruments 
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(Saldaña, 2009), and each code was clearly defined “so that codes may be applied consistently 

over the period of analysis and over a range of data” (Watling et al., 2012, p. 391). Initial codes 

were determined by comparing the information to the CRSL behaviors (Khalifa et al., 2016), 

culturally responsive teaching practices (Gay, 2018), and secondary OLMs (Schechter & 

Atarchi, 2014). This process provided a short list of 16 preliminary codes, which aligned with the 

lean coding that Creswell and Poth (2017) recommend for beginning researchers. The process of 

manual, or initial, coding (Saldaña, 2009) was used on half of the interviews, five teacher 

responses and Mr. Williams’ responses. This process involved printing out clean copies of the 

six interviews and annotating them, keeping in mind the three main themes of culturally 

responsive school leadership, culturally responsive teaching practices, and secondary 

organizational learning mechanisms. Manual coding produced 20 additional codes.  

In order to winnow the data (Creswell & Poth, 2017), the codes identified in the manual 

coding process were entered into NVivo, the data analysis software, along with the provisional 

codes. Interview transcripts and supporting documents were then uploaded into the data analysis 

package, which facilitated a more systematic approach to the coding process by making 

potentially large amounts of data more manageable (Watling et al., 2012) and easier to 

manipulate. Analytic software like NVivo makes the data analytic process more transparent by 

allowing researchers to better track their thinking (Watling et al., 2012). Once the codes were 

entered, and while remaining cognizant of the dimensions of Furman’s (2012) social justice 

leadership as praxis framework, axial coding (Creswell, 2009; Creswell & Poth, 2017; Saldaña, 

2009) was used to reassemble the data by aligning the manual codes with the provisional codes 

from the CRSL behaviors (Khalifa et al., 2016), culturally responsive teaching practices (Gay, 

2018), and secondary OLMs (Schechter & Atarchi, 2014). 
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This was accomplished by highlighting words or phrases in transcripts and documents 

and dragging them to the appropriate code or codes (called “node” or “nodes” in NVivo). During 

this process, Gay’s (2018) culturally responsive teaching practices were aligned with Khalifa et 

al.’s (2016) CRSL behavior of developing culturally responsive teachers, and both within 

Furman’s (2012) interpersonal dimension of social justice leadership as praxis; for example, a 

sub-theme of seeking to address challenges and needs was identified through the process of 

manual coding and several responses from teachers aligned with the theme of developing 

culturally responsive teachers (Khalfia et al., 2016). Schechter & Atarchi’s (2014) secondary 

OLMs were regarded as structures used to propel CRSL behaviors (Khalifa et al., 2016) and 

culturally responsive teaching practices (Gay, 2018) along the social justice leadership as praxis 

dimensions (Furman, 2012). A researcher with a terminal degree from an institute of higher 

education served as a second coder for the purpose of cross-checking (Creswell, 2009; Watling 

et al., 2012), and a codebook was developed (Appendix E). In accordance with the informed 

consent agreement, anonymity was maintained during the process of analysis through the use of 

pseudonyms for the site and the participants. Information collected remained protected in a 

locked filing cabinet and a password-protected computer. 

Analysis included data focusing on the research questions in order to provide new 

understandings (Stake, 1995) of CRSL and OL in secondary schools serving traditionally 

marginalized students. Following analysis, results from the study were interpreted through the 

identification of patterns and consistency (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2018). This was accomplished by 

comparing the results of the study with the information from the study’s literature review. 

Connections between the researcher’s guiding questions and the social justice leadership as 

praxis framework (Furman, 2012) were explored. This direct interpretation, a focusing on “the 
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instance, trying to pull [the case] apart and put it back together more meaningfully” (Stake, 1995, 

p. 75), began by examining how participants perceived CRSL behaviors in their school, and how 

it impacted their instructional practices and their use of secondary OLMs. This produced a 

comparison depicting results of the present study and extant CRSL and OL literatures (Creswell, 

2009) in an effort to guide leaders in self-assessing and appropriately adjusting implementation 

of CRSL behaviors as a vehicle for encouraging culturally responsive teaching and participation 

in an organizational learning culture. Efforts were made to include examinations of any 

competing interpretations (Yin, 2018), including interpretations from the extant literature in 

CRSL and OL. This study’s interpretations were constructed based on the researcher’s own 

personal background and context (Creswell, 2009; Crotty, 1998; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2018), and 

results of the case posited questions for further research inspired by data not anticipated in the 

study (Creswell, 2009). As the study employed a theoretical lens using social justice, 

interpretations include a call-to action in terms of leaders use of the CRSL behaviors. 

Limitations. 

It is important to acknowledge that there are limitations within and to this study. Each of 

the data collection methods used has certain disadvantages (Creswell, 2009). Participants vary in 

their ability to observe, reflect, and communicate their perceptions, which can limit data 

collected during interviews and in documents. Information contained within documents could be 

incomplete or embargoed by the school, and, therefore, unable to be included within the study. 

Finally, a lack of generalizability limits the study’s findings. By acknowledging these limitations 

prior to the implementation of the study, the researcher developed a plan that sought to address 

them. 
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Findings 

Themes identified through the process of manual coding of transcripts and supporting 

documents were aligned with the established themes of culturally responsive school leadership 

behaviors (Khalifa et al. 2016), culturally responsive teaching practices (Gay, 2018), and 

secondary organizational learning mechanisms (Schechter & Atarchi, 2014). It was the 

established themes that served as the organizing structure for this section. 

Faculty perceptions of culturally responsive school leadership. 

Of the four domains of Khalifa et al.’s (2016) CRSL behaviors, responses from the 

teachers aligned most with develops culturally responsive teachers, promotes culturally 

responsive/inclusive environment, and engages students, parents, and indigenous contexts. Some 

faculty provided responses that implied leaders critically self-reflected on leadership behaviors, 

but the vast majority of teacher participant responses to the interview questions did not provide 

explicit evidence of this theme; for example, one teacher explained: 

I think…there's more of a level of concern there... it's how do we reach all of those 

different diverse groups in the way that is the most successful for them? Do we have the 

resources to reach all of those groups? You know, and he tries to get those resources. He 

makes that attempt for sure.  

Develops culturally responsive teachers. 

The school’s vision focused on empowering and advocating for all students in the 

building. Several teachers shared sentiments similar to Ms. Violet’s comment that leaders 

encouraged teachers to “focus on growing the student as opposed to making every student 

achieve to a particular level...working with students where they are and then growing them.” 

They spoke of strategies they employed in order to address reading needs and different learning 
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styles, and to improve engagement in learning. Five of the nine classroom teachers indicated they 

were familiar with the concept of culturally responsive teaching but did not believe that it was an 

explicit focus of professional development that took place at the school. When asked what the 

school leadership team had done to make the school more responsive to diverse cultural groups 

through professional development, Ms. Pewter remarked, “I don’t think it’s been something 

specifically offered, but I think it’s almost embedded already because we’re so different and we 

just bring those differences into our professional development opportunities or into our 

meetings.”  

Teachers reported receiving professional learning focused on working with English 

Learners, with an emphasis on those from Hispanic families, and indicated they were encouraged 

to employ those strategies universally with the approach that every teacher in the building was an 

ESOL teacher regardless of whether or not he or she had the endorsement. When teachers 

gathered in their weekly collaborative meetings, one of the teachers was expected to present an 

ESOL strategy that could be used in a class. Teachers spoke of using ESOL strategies as a means 

of meeting the needs in their classrooms. According to the teachers, school leadership arranged 

for RWMS’ bilingual parent liaison to deliver a professional learning session designed to help 

teachers work specifically with Hispanic parents; for instance, a session that sought to help 

teachers understand why Hispanic parents tend to not get involved in school matters and how 

teachers could work with those parents. Ms. Pewter mentioned that school leadership has also 

brought in Spanish-speaking RWMS alumni to share with the teachers the influence they had on 

the students’ lives.  

Regardless of content or grade level, each of the teachers indicated that the school’s 

curriculum was provided by the district and several intimated that it was expected to be 
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followed; however, many teachers in the sample indicated that changes were made to the content 

and delivery of the curriculum on an individual teacher basis and they felt empowered by the 

school’s leadership to do so. Ms. Violet spoke of incorporating modifications for her students 

with language barriers, “I modify the curriculum to whatever they need it to be to address those 

challenges with language learning and with linguistic differences. Changing reading levels, 

providing more culturally relevant vocabulary, provide more visuals too,” and other teachers 

indicated that the English teachers often selected culturally relevant texts to study. When asked 

what the school leadership had done to make the school more responsive to diverse groups in 

regard to its instructional program, one of the teacher’s reported that her content team looked 

regularly at student performance data by race and gender. Other teachers mentioned the use of 

data but did not specify how often they looked at data, what the data looked like, or how the data 

was used. Teachers did report that external professional development opportunities, those 

occurring outside of the school building, were offered to them, but none recalled sessions being 

specifically targeted at increasing cultural responsiveness. A veteran teacher recalled 

professional learning on cultural issues previously being a focus of the district: “There used to be 

[professional learning on cultural issues]. I remember going to an excellent one…years ago, 

when the demographics of this neighborhood started to change. I think it's been a little 

relaxed…I don't know if that's been happening.”  

Promotes culturally responsive / inclusive environment. 

The school was guided by a unifying vision that focused on meeting students where they 

were and helping them to grow and be successful both academically and as individuals. In some 

instances, teachers were uncertain of the precise wording, but the underlying meaning of the 

vision conveyed in their interpretations was clear and consistent. Five of the nine teacher 
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participants referenced the vision’s main points of student advocacy and student empowerment, 

“we want to empower our students for understanding and growth,” and four of those five were 

able to allude if not speak directly to what those points looked like in action by explaining the 

focus on individual student growth. Based on the responses of three other teachers, there 

appeared to be a misunderstanding as to what is meant by equality, as those three teachers 

mentioned they and the leadership team treated all students in the same way, but later in their 

interviews they described the leaders as treating students equally as individuals.  

Throughout the faculty interviews, participants recounted the school’s embracing and 

celebrating of its student diversity. When asked how the school leadership team modeled cultural 

responsiveness, the first examples mentioned by each of the teachers were the school’s Hispanic 

and African-American cultural programs. These events were intended to not only highlight those 

cultures but also connect those cultures directly to the lives of the school’s students. In response 

to being asked how the school leader had helped a teacher promote or model cultural 

responsiveness, Ms. Purple credited Mr. Williams’ own positive interactions with students, 

faculty, and the community. Ms. Violet responded similarly and elaborated by saying that 

“because we have such a large Hispanic population, [there has been] a very positive response to 

our staff of Hispanic origin, especially [those] who can speak Spanish. So, they are very 

much…praised…because they’re so valuable to our school.” Ms. Green shared that she believed 

Mr. Williams’ willingness to share his experiences as a father, especially as a father of a child 

with learning difficulties, influenced his focus on meeting individual student needs more so than 

focusing on a student’s culture or ethnicity.  

Within this theme of promoting culturally responsive/inclusive environments, the sub-

theme of building relationships emerged. This was characterized as positive interactions between 
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administrators and students. Ms. Indigo described the school leadership team as being “very 

interactive with the students...wanting to know what’s going on. How are [the students] doing?” 

and to her this made the leaders more approachable for the students. She posited that students did 

not view members of the leadership team as being strict disciplinarians. Leader-to-student 

interactions were intentional actions taken by the leaders. The leaders tried to connect with all 

kids, not just Hispanic students; Ms. Pewter indicated the presence throughout the year of leader-

supported opportunities for students to showcase with their families their home cultures, “We 

have all these things that cater toward bringing the parents in”. These included the Hispanic and 

African-American cultural nights and, in the past, a within-building international parade. Ms. 

Green credited Mr. Williams’ ability to relate to the school’s students to his being a parent. 

According to Ms. Blue, three of the assistant principals were very active with the students. In 

describing one of the other grade level’s assistant principal, she said “She’s everywhere. She’s 

even in [my] grade sometimes…coming into classrooms and talking to kids, helping kids out.” 

According to Ms. Blue, these relationships between students and administrators helped the 

students to better understand and apply the leadership’s expectations of students. 

Among the teacher participants the most prevalent overlapping theme identified in the 

process of manual coding, in terms of number of examples provided in their responses, was the 

student-centered approach to decision-making and action-taking. This was further divided into a 

theme of holistic approaches to educating and empowering students. Based on the teacher 

participants’ responses, leaders at RWMS demonstrated that they acknowledged, valued, and 

used the social capital of students as well as used student voice (Khalifa et al., 2016). Three 

teachers discussed the increase in clubs and sports available to the students, and Ms. Pewter 

credited the drastic increase in clubs to Mr. Williams arrival. The weekly newsletters, school 
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governance meeting minutes, and RWMS’ website indicated that over 15 clubs and sports were 

available to students. The diversity of the school was reflected in those extracurriculars. Many of 

the clubs were centered around such topics as academics, acceptance, advocacy, and 

empowerment. According to Ms. Pewter, a surge in school pride and students interacting with 

each other were both due to the presence of RWMS’ clubs and sports.  

Continuing under the theme of holistic approaches to educating and empowering students 

was the school’s behavior intervention plan. The leaders were very mindful of the school’s 

behavior data and, in collaboration with teachers, students, and community, worked to create a 

culture of student success through implementation of the behavior plan. Beyond the behavior 

interventions, three of the teacher participants discussed an assistant principal’s use of restorative 

justice practices in lieu of providing traditional approaches to discipline. For instance, instead of 

suspending students for fighting, the assistant principal assigned the offending students a school-

improvement project that they would have to complete together. Two teachers attributed the 

decline in discipline referrals to the restorative justice practices, and one teacher explained that 

these practices were not just viewed as alternative punishments, but that the students have shared 

that they are learning from the experiences and altering their behaviors. One teacher spoke very 

highly of the impact of the practices, 

I’ve seen these kids go from “You made me go to detention and [the assistant 

principal] had us do this and do that, but you know what? It was good with her. I 

enjoyed that. I learned. I know better now.” And they have not repeated a lot of 

those mistakes. 

The other teacher’s response did not give an indication of how the teacher felt, nor did it indicate 

the teacher’s perception of the restorative justice practices’ impact on school climate. 
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Engages students, parents, and indigenous contexts. 

When describing Mr. Williams, eight of the nine teacher participants described him as 

accessible and welcoming to anyone. One teacher commented that “[Mr. Williams] is so friendly 

and open to those who are at school and in the community and when he does have a chance to 

interact with them…it’s never [with an attitude of] ‘I’m the principal.’” He, along with the 

school’s assistant principals, sought to bridge a connection between the school and the diverse 

communities it served by putting various resources in place. Throughout the campus signage was 

in Spanish as well as English; Ms. Purple took particular pride in mentioning the signage and 

how welcoming she felt it was to non-English speakers. The majority of teachers remarked that 

all information that was sent home was provided in both languages, including the school’s 

student handbook. The leadership team allotted for a Spanish-speaking bilingual parent liaison 

who served as a mentor to students, Hispanic community engagement specialist, as well as a 

translator. RWMS’ welcome office was also staffed with bilingual speakers in order to support 

both families and students. There was also a bilingual social worker who worked with students 

and families at RWMS and three of its feeder elementary schools. As a means of seeking to meet 

the needs of economically disadvantaged families, the school housed and stocked food and 

clothing pantries. 

The leader and leadership team intentionally engaged with the school’s diverse students 

and families. This was evident not only by considering the cultural events they held, but also 

considering how they interacted directly with families. Mr. Silver explained that one of the 

assistant principals endeavored to reach out to parents regardless of the language barrier, and that 

in instances where there was not an available translator the assistant principal would use Google 

Translate in order to make an attempt at speaking the home language rather than wait on a 
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translator. This assistant principal shared with Mr. Silver that families who did not speak English 

still valued education and that if the school reached out then the families would do what they 

could to find a way to reach back. According to Mr. Silver, he was aware of at least two of the 

assistant principals who lived in the school community and were also able to get involved as 

community members alongside RWMS’ families and students. 

Because of the geographic stretch of the attendance zone as well as serving a large 

population of lower socioeconomic families, the school made several attempts at extending its 

reach into the communities furthest away. Three teachers referenced off-campus parent 

engagement meetings held on Saturdays at stores in the community; Ms. Navy recounted that the 

school had gone to “stores that are in certain neighborhoods and try to do something where 

families or parents come together.” According to Mr. Silver, the bilingual parent liaison, with 

support from the district’s Title One office, hosted these off-campus events “where the family 

and community were able to come in and get information about the school and what's going on 

and get their questions answered” on Saturdays to make it more accessible for the school’s 

families. 

The leaders were consistently described by teachers as engaging directly with the 

students, and five of the teacher participants shared that they believed that RWMS’ leaders 

treated all students equally. Ms. Pewter explained “I think they try really hard to…connect with 

the students. I think they try to connect and give us permission to connect.” According to Ms. 

Pewter, Mr. Williams’ sought to connect with students by encouraging them to advocate for 

themselves. One example she shared was when the student government presented a list of things 

that they would like to have in the school. Mr. Williams communicated to students that he 

welcomed their requests and explained that he would seriously consider all requests and when he 
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made his decision he would share his reasoning. For instance, students requested vending 

machines so that they could have access to snacks throughout the day and to raise funds for the 

school, so Mr. Williams approved the vending machines on a trial basis.  

When making student-centered decisions, the school leadership endeavored to involve 

parents as much as possible through formal as well as informal relationships. A few of the 

teachers mentioned the more formal Response to Intervention as well as Individualized 

Education Plans processes for students with academic challenges. Ms. Pewter described the 

leadership team as being all inclusive when it came to these more formalized student matters; 

specifically, administrators would encourage and provide space for teachers, parents, and 

students to have their say. She believed that this demonstrated the leaders truly taking other 

perspectives into account when making decisions. For those more informal interactions, the 

school leader hosted regular coffee chats with parents and all of the leadership team encouraged 

frequent school-to-home communications between teachers and families. Typically, these more 

informal interactions could be a phone call or the use of a messaging service such as Remind, 

and Ms. Purple mentioned that although she does not speak Spanish, she used a service that 

could send messages in Spanish as well as English. Two teachers mentioned that, as many 

families do not have consistent or reliable internet access, the leadership had shifted from a focus 

on internet-based communications to making phone calls and sending more paper copies of 

communications home. 

Faculty perception of culturally responsive teaching practices. 

Throughout the interviews, teachers shared how they modeled cultural responsiveness in 

their classrooms. In those instances, teachers indicated that the vision of student empowerment 

encouraged them to design and provide learning experiences tailored to their students’ needs. 
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Ms. Violet described how she ensured she was able to plan with a student’s culture in mind: “I 

try to make sure that I'm understanding each individual kid's culture and where they come from 

and getting to know them. Building relationships with them.” Teachers discussed how they 

established and used teacher-to-student relationships, adapted or augmented the curriculum, and 

implemented strategies that supported diverse student learners. Four teachers discussed how they 

adapted the way they used language in their classrooms. Ms. Blue and Ms. Violet described 

using Spanish in their classes, and Ms. Green and Ms. Pewter spoke to how they style shifted to 

a more student-accessible vernacular when teaching and both also encouraged Spanish-speaking 

students to teach them Spanish words or phrases and how to use them. Ms. Violet and Ms. Green 

both spoke to the importance of getting to know a student’s family as a means of learning more 

cultural knowledge about the student. One of the teacher participants spoke to the importance of 

letting families know who she is  

I just wrote a letter to an African American parent who doesn't know whether I'm African 

American or not and I let her know that I was African American and that I understood her 

concern…She didn't know who I was, so I let her know that I was an African American 

parent and that I understood her need for really looking into the facts and that kind of 

thing. 

These responses were aligned with the eight themes in Gay’s (2018) Character Profile of 

Culturally Responsive Teaching Practices (see Table 3). In the process of cross-checking 

instructional plans and available PLC minutes, some empowering differentiation strategies for 

English Learners were found in some of the plans but there were no other explicit or implicit 

references to anything that specifically fell within one of Gay’s (2018) strands of culturally 

responsive teaching practices. 
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Validating. 

Many teachers spoke of instructional decisions they made that were tailored to student 

preferences as well as needs. These approaches ranged from using activities tailored toward 

increasing student engagement to using knowledge of students’ respective cultures to connect 

what they were learning to their lives outside of class. Knowing that her students were young and 

wanted to be active, it was an aim of Ms. Blue to get her students up and moving as much as she 

could. When seeking to address language barriers many of the teachers incorporated visuals and 

supportive technology, and four of the teachers discussed using Spanish words and phrases in 

order to assist their students in making connections to the learning experience. Ms. Violet shared 

that she worked to know and understand each individual student and that when she planned she 

considered her students by reflecting on “who they are, what they value…based on their 

culture…What do they need?...What can I do to help [overcome] their language barrier? What 

can I do to make this more culturally relevant to them?” By approaching her planning and 

instructional delivery in this way, Ms. Violet explained that she tried to present concepts in a 

variety of different ways in order to meet the needs of her students.  

Teachers encouraged and allowed for students to make their own connections between 

their home culture and school culture. A science teacher mentioned a student connecting 

personal experiences of being in Mexico with their study of eclipses. The student shared that 

Mexican folklores about the moon are celebrated with men running out into the streets in a party-

like fashion and firing guns into the air. Without demeaning the practice in the eyes of the 

student, the teacher shared that she found that to be interesting and scary. Because of this 

instance, the teacher began looking up Hispanic folklores in order to make additional 

connections between the home and school cultures of her students. One of the social studies 
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teachers discussed making connections between students’ cultural backgrounds and the content 

using examples from their home countries; for instance, when talking about different government 

structures, she used Mexico’s government as a means of explaining what a presidential 

democracy was and when it came time to be assessed her students demonstrated that they 

understood that concept.  

Comprehensive and inclusive. 

At RWMS, there were several clubs that helped diverse students “maintain identity and 

connections with their ethnic groups and communities…and acquire an ethic of success” (Gay, 

2018, p. 38) and according to Ms. Indigo most teachers used these extracurriculars to support 

their students in finding role models and a sense of belonging. Ms. Pewter highlighted the 

school’s approach to educating the whole child by teaching more than just academics. She shared 

that the school sought to make each student a better individual. Three of the teachers spoke 

implicitly or explicitly to the importance of relationships in their classrooms, and two of those 

teachers spoke at length as to how they built relationships. As a means of establishing 

relationships with students, most of the teacher participants used stories to connect their own 

lives to the lives of the students and as a means of conveying life lessons. One teacher discussed 

her goal of making her classroom feel like a community so that the students were more 

comfortable. She explained that she involved her students in developing classroom expectations 

and she also displayed around her room representations of the various cultures to which her 

students belonged. One of the math teachers used the power of partner and group work to 

support students in their academics as well as teaching them the value in selecting partners and 

groups wisely. 
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Of the teachers interviewed, one expressed reluctance in establishing relationships with 

students. Despite the reservation, the teacher reported that relationships did form. This same 

teacher, a member of a traditionally marginalized group, indicated the belief that focusing on a 

student’s culture can lead to dismissing some student misbehaviors because that misbehavior is 

attributed to the student’s culture; for instance, the teacher shared that 

black kids seem to be the loudest out of the group, so I don’t see how you can say, 

“When we’re in the hallway, we want the volume down” and then say, “well, since 

they’re black, black people are normally loud. We’re going to give them more 

opportunities.” 

Counter to that view, another teacher from a traditionally marginalized group emphasized the 

need for more of an African-American approach to discipline, which the teacher described as 

being “more fatherly, more strict,” when working with African-American students.  

Three of the teachers discussed the ways in which they adjusted their speech patterns 

when speaking with their classes, and one of those teachers stated that she turned it into a 

teachable moment: “I talk to them about style shifting in different ways…How they should speak 

academically. How they should speak with their parents. How…they [should] speak with their 

friends. All of that is really important in just becoming a well-rounded person.” Another teacher 

used style shifting in her speech as a means of helping students to better access what she was 

trying to teach. A teacher recounted being asked by students if they could sing “Happy Birthday” 

in Spanish to a peer, but when given the opportunity only a few Spanish-speakers sang, and 

when they sang in English all of the Spanish-speakers joined in. After three attempts of singing 

in Spanish, the teacher asked the students why they did not sing in Spanish and a Hispanic 

student shared that the other students were embarrassed by being Spanish-speakers.  
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Multidimensional. 

Few teacher responses aligned with providing students a multidimensional experience, as 

defined by Gay’s (2018) profile; however, a science teacher shared the following with her class:  

When we’re talking about the space race, there’s a [camp] called Camp Cosmos and it 

talks about how there were all of these African-American men back in the 60s that were 

sought after and brought to Huntsville, Alabama. Well, if I was a black man, that’s the 

last place I’d want to be…Why’d they go? 

This example of integrating culture into the content is how this teacher sought to make cultural 

connections between the curriculum and the students. It was also a means of encouraging 

students to assume the perspective of an individual living in another time, and potentially 

belonging to a different culture, and to consider and reflect on the decisions that individual made. 

Three other teachers indicated they employed similar methods when teaching their respective 

contents. One of the teachers indicated that connecting student cultures with the curriculum 

serves to answer the question “Why are we learning this?” before it is asked. 

Empowering. 

Teacher’s encouraging students to participate in clubs, especially those that are focused 

on inspiring diverse students is one way in which RWMS is empowering students. In regard to 

the classroom, the majority of teacher participants shared examples of scaffolding for their 

students. A science teacher shared how students read a section, watched a video that reinforced 

what was read, and then the class talked about it and took notes. During the reading, the students 

annotated and summarized the main points of the reading. After students watched the video then 

they summarized it. As students took notes, they participated in a class discussion. In order to 

reinforce that day’s lesson, the teacher often used the topics covered and/or the skills learned for 
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the next day’s opening activity. Two of the social studies teachers explained how they modified 

tests so their language learners could understand what was being asked of them. Both 

endeavored to accomplish this by putting test items in words that made sense to the language 

learners. Allowing students to incorporate cultural connections into their assignments when 

possible was another way those two particular teachers provided academic supports. Another 

teacher sought to identify and account for gaps in student understanding that might be caused by 

cultural differences; one science example involved teaching about land and sea breezes: 

A lot of [our students] have not been to the beach. So, when you talk about a land breeze 

and a sea breeze, it doesn't make sense to them. So, we have to think of something that is 

more understandable to them. So, [we plan for] what can we do to show them as a lab or 

an experiment that [will help them to understand] land breeze and sea breeze? 

Two of the math teachers indicated that they did read-alouds and think-alouds in order to help 

students understand what was being asked in a question. A few of the teachers stated that they 

used peer-assisted strategies, but only one elaborated as to how those strategies were organized; 

in that case, the teacher allowed students to find their own partners or group. 

Outside of instructional supports that sought to empower, the teacher participants 

indicated that they endeavored to show students they expected their students to make success 

happen. This could be individualized with a student or it could be with a whole class approach. 

For students who might not understand the math instruction, one teacher made sure to work one-

on-one with those students in order to help them understand. This teacher described a personal 

shift in grading practices 

Lately, what I've been doing is giving them an opportunity to redo assignments. So, 

students that didn't get assignments done or didn't complete the assignment or didn't 
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make a good grade on it, instead of me writing the correct answers on it – because when I 

first got here I wrote the correct answer on everything – maybe they will try to fix it. 

One teacher spoke of using particular story topics with particular groups of students. He shared 

that he talked with Hispanic students about the importance of staying in school, with African-

American students he talked about being successful in life, and with Caucasian students he 

focused on talking to them about the leisure time they wanted out of life. He explained he did 

this as a means of encouraging his students to consider their futures. Most of the teachers also 

empowered students to focus on academic growth by allowing them flexibility in turning in work 

late with minimal or no penalty or even allowing them to re-do work. For some of the teachers, 

re-doing an assignment was required in order to receive credit. 

Transformative. 

As teacher participants’ responses did not provide much in the way of transformative 

culturally responsive teaching practices (Gay, 2018), this theme was not evident. The teacher 

who looked up Mexican folklores in order to connect them to what was being taught in class did 

not elaborate on whether or not this practice was put into place and, if so, how it was used; 

however, the intention of doing so would demonstrate respect for the Mexican culture. 

According to one of the teachers, the English teachers were intentional about selecting texts that 

were representative of their students’ respective cultures. These selections not only demonstrated 

respect for those cultures by allowing students the opportunity to recognize the existing strengths 

and accomplishments of their home cultures, it also showed that academic success and cultural 

consciousness can be developed concurrently. 
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Emancipatory. 

Three teacher participants’ responses provided explicit examples of emancipatory 

teaching practices at RWMS. One of the teachers discussed students reading a text focusing on 

activism and applying that concept of activism to different cultures, asking students what it 

might look like to be an activist in one culture as opposed to another. Another teacher mentioned 

how the English teachers guided their students through reading a novel set in Africa and helping 

the students make connections between their cultures and the cultures presented in the novel. The 

English teachers facilitated the making of these connections by having students watch videos and 

participate in simulations of cultural activities presented in the book. Students were encouraged 

to think about those experiences and consider how they, the students, felt as they participated in 

them:  

[Students] read the book A Long Walk to Water, so [they] were looking at Africa and the 

fact that [the people in Sudan] have to travel long ways away to get water. And so [they] 

watched a video about it and then [the English teachers] had the kids actually [participate 

in a simulation of this journey for water]. So, to get the feel of what this is like for these 

people in this particular culture and this is why the people in this particular culture do 

things a certain way. Then having [the students] respond. 

Like the English teachers, one of the social studies teachers mentioned guiding students through 

assuming the perspective of someone in another culture, “I've had them read something from one 

culture and compare it to another culture and we look at the cultural differences and we talk 

about why, why do things happen differently in this culture versus this culture?”. Helping 

students “realize that no single version of ‘truth’ is total and permanent” (Gay, 2018, p. 43), 

another teacher discussed a social studies lesson in which students learned about Thanksgiving 
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from the perspective of Indigenous Americans and then the teacher guided the students through 

comparing that to the typical European American approach to the holiday.  

Humanistic. 

Those practices that teachers used in order to connect students to their own cultures as 

well as to other cultures demonstrate humanistic teaching practices. Throughout the interviews, 

teachers mentioned that they allowed students opportunities to share their own cultural 

knowledge with others whether or not it was directly tied to the focus of instruction. This helped 

other students to learn about other peoples whom they might not otherwise learn about. Social 

studies teachers who permitted diverse students to select their own cultures to examine in an 

assignment gave those students an opportunity to gain a deeper understanding of their own 

backgrounds. One social studies teacher shared that  

Last year in social studies [the students] had a project when we got to Latin America and 

they had to study the Latin American country and talk about the culture of that country. 

So then a lot of them wanted to do where they came from.  

For the teacher’s students, this not only allowed them to learn more about their home country, 

but also to celebrate their cultural heritage. Reading texts from other cultures and asking students 

to make connections to their own cultures was another way teachers helped students to consider 

other cultural perspectives outside their own. 

Normative and ethical. 

In addition to discussing how they integrated cultural connections into their respective 

courses, many of the teachers responded that as they are designing and delivering instruction that 

they endeavored to remain cognizant of their own backgrounds and how those backgrounds 

influenced how they thought, felt, and acted so that they could work to avoid negatively 
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impacting the cultural ways of their students. Several teachers indicated that they reflected on 

their practice regularly and sought to ensure that their teaching practices served to empower their 

students and respected the diverse backgrounds of those students. Some of these teachers 

credited this mindset to their own upbringing or their own diverse experiences.  

Witnessing or being victim to discrimination also influenced teachers in adopting 

reflective practices. One of the teachers discussed working actively against her own deficit 

images of “students who are of minority cultures or who come from neighborhoods that aren’t 

that great.” Another teacher mentioned sharing with students that a relative had been an illegal 

immigrant to the U.S., and the teacher shared this as a means of letting students who may have 

relatives in the same situation, or may be in that situation themselves, that they were not alone. 

Focusing only on the content was an approach one teacher took. If students attempted to bring up 

cultural concerns, the teacher stated, “If the students ask me, I try to divert against it.” 

Faculty use of organizational learning mechanisms. 

After six of the nine teacher interviews, saturation among responses to the items related 

to use of secondary OLMs (Schechter & Atarchi, 2014) was reached as the responses were 

almost verbatim between participants and indicated the presence of organizational learning at 

Ridge Walk. Items pertaining to the use of secondary organizational learning mechanisms in this 

study’s teacher interview guide (Appendix A) came from Schechter and Atarchi’s (2014) 

Organizational Learning Mechanisms questionnaire and provided the researcher with four 

different themes. 

Disseminating, storing, retrieving information. 

The study site’s district used a collaborative digital workspace and it was the expectation 

that everyone within the school and district used the space to store, retrieve, and share 
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information. Use of this space was a recent initiative of the district. The system allowed for 

various groups to be created, and individuals could be members of multiple groups. Groups were 

expected to upload meeting agendas and minutes into the system, and teachers were expected to 

upload lesson plans and the prescribed weekly professional learning community (PLC) protocol. 

The workspace was also where Mr. Williams shared articles as a means of engaging in a 

dialogue on topics he felt were relevant to the school; for instance, several teachers referenced an 

article Mr. Williams shared on whether or not a student wearing a hoodie inside the building 

should be considered a dress code violation, and a few teachers mentioned contributing their own 

thoughts to this discussion. Teachers were also encouraged to share their own articles, and one of 

the participants indicated she had done so.  

Four of the six teachers who took part in this portion of the interview indicated that they 

did use the new system. One teacher mentioned its existence but did not elaborate on use of the 

system. Another teacher actively resisted using the system due to lack of training and working in 

collaborative groups that continued to use older systems. Although this new system existed to 

house information, only one teacher indicated using the system to reference information within 

it, and this teacher did so individually, not within the actions of a team. When asked whether or 

not teachers reviewed information from previous meetings, the responses were mixed. Some 

participants responded that they did not reference the PLC protocols, but they did use the lesson 

plans. One teacher indicated that she reviewed minutes from previous meetings before going into 

a subsequent one. One teacher estimated that only about ten percent of the faculty was active on 

the new digital workspace. Of the six teachers who responded to the OLM items, only one 

indicated confusion and frustration with the system itself. The use of the digital workspace was 
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not the only way that information was shared; teachers indicated that announcements, articles, 

practical research, and professional changes were also circulated via e-mail. 

Analyzing and interpreting information. 

All of the teacher participants who taught a core subject and on a single grade level 

indicated they participated in collaboration with other teachers at least once a week. The teachers 

who did not teach core subjects shared that they met with other teachers, but because they were 

the only teachers of their particular subjects in the school they did not have the same type of 

collaboration. Teachers shared that most of the instructional planning and assessment designing 

takes place in their weekly PLC meetings. One teacher shared that her team often stayed after 

school to plan or to set up for the next day’s lesson, and sometimes the team would even plan via 

e-mail and/or phone. Once a month, each of the grade levels met during planning periods and it 

was in that time that school decisions were shared and discussed. Grade level meetings tended to 

be facilitated by at least the grade level assistant principal and any feedback or questions that 

came up were taken back to the full leadership team. The school did have a vision, but responses 

were mixed as to the process of developing that vision. One teacher shared her belief that the 

building leadership team, a group comprised of interested teachers and all of the school’s leaders, 

was responsible for establishing the vision each year. Teachers and leaders met both formally 

and informally to evaluate and discuss student behavior, and most participants who responded to 

the OLM items indicated this occurs in RTI or IEP meetings. None of the responding participants 

indicated that teachers of the same subject met to calibrate on determining levels of student 

achievement on common assessments.  
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Sharing information among students and parents. 

Students were able to share their concerns and needs with the educators in the building 

through both formal and informal mediums. There was a student government club that was open 

to all students in the school. Teachers also indicated that they offered their students time during 

homeroom to give feedback on activities going on within the school. The school’s website was 

regularly updated and the teachers indicated that it housed a regular newsletter that listed 

upcoming activities as well as student acknowledgments. Teachers were required to maintain a 

blog in order for students and families to retrieve class information. Review of the website was 

consistent with participants’ responses, and the majority of class or subject area blogs were 

current. At the beginning of each year, families were provided with a student handbook in either 

English or Spanish and both versions were also posted on the RWMS website. Although not an 

item in the interview guide, teachers shared that families had several opportunities to collaborate 

with RWMS’ faculty and staff, among them: the school governance committee, the Parent 

Teacher Association, principal chats, and parent-teacher conferences. 

Online information. 

In addition to the digital workspace, the school district housed curriculum on an intranet 

site. Core subjects had suggested units and common assessments on this site. Non-core subjects 

were working on developing units and common assessments to be housed on the site. A few of 

the teachers indicated that use of the district’s intranet site was an expectation, and one teacher 

made it clear that having to use the site was a mild annoyance. The state’s teacher evaluation 

system was also accessed online. Each teacher’s evaluator recorded observations and evaluations 

in this system, and teachers could respond to feedback and upload any supporting 

documentation, when necessary. Prior to an in-person conference, the evaluator was required to 
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notify the teacher that her or his evaluation was ready for review and, at that time, the teacher 

could upload additional artifacts. When the teacher and evaluator met for a conference, the 

system was used as a reference point and the teacher signed-off that the process was followed 

and was completed. 

Leader perceptions of culturally responsive school leadership. 

Responses from the three building leaders who participated in the study aligned with 

those of the teacher participants and indicated the presence of CRSL behaviors (Khalifa et al., 

2016). The biggest difference in perceptions between teacher and leader participants was the 

presence of leaders critically self-reflecting on their leadership behaviors. In seeking a 

participant for the assistant principal interview, both volunteers were selected due to the diversity 

of their respective careers; also of interest is that neither participant identified with a particular 

ethnicity, one of them explaining that “you don’t get to choose your skin color, but you can 

honor all groups.” This distinguishing between race and ethnicity offered a unique perspective as 

to how each of the assistant principal participants valued diversity. Each of the school leader 

participants pursued cultural knowledge in different ways. Mr. Williams participated in frequent 

professional development opportunities that touched on cultural information, Ms. Emerald 

immersed herself in the community, and Ms. Burgundy reached out to student’s homes. They 

actively sought to apply the knowledge they learned to their work as leaders in a school serving 

traditionally marginalized students. 

Critically self-reflects on leadership behaviors. 

Learning was very important to Mr. Williams. Based on a word frequency query in 

NVivo, the principal stated learn and related stemmed words 20 times over the course of his 

interview. In many of those instances he was referencing his own learning as an individual (e.g., 
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“I’ve learned…”) and his learning as a part of the organization (e.g., “we’re trying to learn…”). 

In addition to participating in professional learning, Mr. Williams learned by asking questions. In 

her interview, Ms. Emerald observed that Mr. Williams’ questions as to why RWMS had certain 

school rules demonstrated a desire on his part to learn and understand the established school 

culture. He also sought to learn from the school’s diverse communities, “I try to be 

understanding of differences and different cultures and…to learn from the different cultures that 

we have.” Mr. Williams acquired knowledge and then reflected on it. The same word frequency 

query run with Ms. Burgundy and Ms. Emerald, together, produced results similar to Mr. 

Williams’. 

Many of the teacher participants and each of the leader participants spoke of the 

juxtaposition of the affluent homes near the school with the large number of economically 

disadvantaged students that RWMS served. Awareness of information such as this emphasized 

the need for reflection. As Ms. Green mentioned, focusing on the surrounding area could mislead 

anyone into thinking that the school was affluent and such a focus even served to minimize the 

economic hardships that many of RWMS’ students faced. When making decisions, Mr. Williams 

stated that he not only sought to understand and learn from the different cultures within the 

school and communities but he also tried to ensure that “when I am making decisions that I am 

not making them solely upon my experiences and my culture…but trying to get input from the 

different cultures…that we have represented here.”  

He credited this approach to viewing RWMS as not just one big school, but several little 

schools that make up the larger whole, and he emphasized that leading such a school involved 

maintaining a focus on pieces within the school as much as the whole school itself. Each of the 

school leader participants offered how they engaged parents in getting feedback on how the 
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school was doing and how it could improve. Mr. Williams and Ms. Emerald spoke of an annual 

meeting during which the school’s leadership invited families in to share their perceptions and 

suggestions of how the school was doing. The information gathered at that meeting was taken 

back to the school’s building leadership team and used to review and revise the school’s annual 

improvement plan. Ms. Emerald and Ms. Burgundy both discussed how they go into the school 

community’s churches and restaurants, and sometimes homes, in order to directly engage with 

their families in order to establish and nurture that relationship between school and home. 

While not explicitly describing it as measuring CRSL practices, Mr. Williams’ responses 

demonstrated how he used data to challenge hegemonic practices in education. When Mr. 

Williams arrived at RWMS he spent time perusing school data and he found that several students 

who were dual identified as gifted and English Learners in their elementary schools were not 

receiving gifted services at RWMS. This led to the school reviewing and revising its placement 

matrix for gifted students so that it did not solely rely on standardized test performance, where 

English Learners may not perform as well as Native English speakers. Mr. Williams also 

considered the cultural implications of non-academic policies such as the expectations for 

RWMS’ dress code. One of the assistant principals recalled Mr. Williams’ first year and his 

regular questioning of why some of the school’s rules existed and his encouraging the educators 

in the building to reflect on whether or not the reason for a rule was good enough to continue its 

application and enforcement. In the interviews, Mr. Williams and many of the school’s teachers 

discussed an article that he shared regarding the wearing of hoodies. Traditionally speaking, 

wearing non-religious head coverings was not allowed in many schools, and the article Mr. 

Williams shared started a discussion among the educators in the building as to whether or not 

that should be a policy that remained in place. Each of the leader participants and the majority of 
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the teacher participants commented that the article encouraged them to consider that hoodies 

afforded students feelings of safety and security, in addition to keeping them warm. 

As an identified sub-theme of critically self-reflects on leadership behaviors, the leaders’ 

responses demonstrated an awareness of school context and of personal practice. Mr. Williams 

spoke not only to the RWMS’ state- and district-collected demographic information, but also to 

his own observations of the stakeholders, the school, and its communities. One instance that 

made an impression on him was watching the number of families who used a ride-hailing 

service, because they did not own a vehicle and because the school was not on a public bus line, 

in order to attend an event at the school. Mr. Williams indicated that this caused him to consider 

the value of particular events and how the school might better serve those families by creating 

satellite locations at some of the elementary schools closer to those families. Ms. Burgundy 

described establishing a relationship with students that helped them to feel comfortable making 

her aware of her own biases which she referred to as “blinders.” Ms. Emerald discussed the value 

she held in having peers from diverse backgrounds engage her in critical conversations about 

diversity and inclusion. When discussing the school’s focus on advocating for students, Mr. 

Williams continued to display a critical consciousness as he explained that many of the school’s 

families had parents or guardians who faced the challenges of having a language barrier and/or 

having to work two or three jobs and were unable to be active advocates within the school. For 

him, this was why the adults who worked in the building should take up the mantle of advocating 

for and empowering each child. Hiring staff that not only reflected the diverse ethnic cultures 

within the building, but also reflected the geographic communities around the building were 

important to Mr. Williams, 
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I try to get our faculty and staff to be more representative of the students that we teach, 

and…I’ve learned that…if you have candidates that you’re interviewing and…they both 

know the content, I look at who is going to be able to advocate for and relate to our 

students better. 

This intentionality in hiring staff members from diverse backgrounds enabled relationships to be 

established between adults and students of similar backgrounds, and Mr. Williams’ goal was to 

create a better understanding of and greater advocacy for those students.  

Develops culturally responsive teachers. 

Each of the leaders shared that they pursued and encouraged their teachers to pursue 

innovation in educating students. Rather than having students complete a worksheet, Mr. 

Williams explained that he encouraged his teachers to provide students with more opportunities 

to discover, explore, and create. Ms. Emerald described how she saw RWMS’ approach to 

educating its students:  

We have to be extra extra. We have to be entertaining. We have to be creative. We can’t 

just get up and deliver information to our kids…because we would lose them…We try to 

meet kids where they are, which is hard because sometimes we have the expectation 

[and] sometimes our expectations exceed their ability to perform, but we have to drop 

down and meet them where they are. Not reducing our expectation, but we’ve got to dip 

down [to] meet them where are and pull them up. 

Ms. Burgundy shared her belief that it took baby steps in order to develop culturally responsive 

classrooms and that it was not something that occurred overnight. Much of becoming culturally 

responsive required hearts and minds to change. One example of a needed change Ms. Burgundy 

offered was that of an adult assuming that two students speaking their native language were 
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talking in a derogatory manner about the teacher. She envisioned moving teachers toward a less 

reactive mindset that provided students with classrooms that are accepting and celebratory of 

differences and would serve as bridges between the social-emotional and academic aspects of 

school. In order to effectively move teachers in that direction, each of the leader participants 

mentioned the necessity of building caring relationships with teachers. Mr. Williams mentioned 

covering teachers’ classes, Ms. Burgundy emphasized encouragement, and Ms. Emerald shared 

that she encouraged teachers to have a say in decisions about processes and procedures. 

Based on responses from both teachers and leaders, the majority of the in-house 

professional development provided to RWMS’ teachers by the leadership was focused on trying 

to meet the academic needs of the school’s language learners. The school created some 

innovative structures in supporting its diverse students across some classes; for example, in order 

to meet the needs of English Learners who have recently exited the ESOL program but were still 

struggling with the language, RWMS developed a course that facilitated understanding and 

application of academic vocabulary. For two years, the school provided regular training on using 

ESOL strategies and RMWS leaders encouraged the teachers to adopt the mindset that all 

teachers taught ESOL students. The year prior to the study, the ESOL trainings were provided by 

the school district, but the school opted to provide in-house training the year during which this 

study took place. Mr. Williams and a few teacher participants shared that often the in-house 

training involved teachers providing professional learning to their peers in both whole and small 

group settings. When teachers met in their weekly content PLC meetings, one of the teachers 

shared an ESOL strategy with her or his colleagues. Some teachers shared in large group settings 

engagement strategies such as altering the learning environment and Ms. Burgundy discussed 

providing teachers with strategies aimed at motivating struggling students. Ms. Emerald 
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mentioned inviting a parent from a traditionally marginalized group in to provide a professional 

development that offered a racial lens through which the teachers, staff, and leaders could view 

their classrooms and the whole school.  

Ms. Burgundy shared that one of the grade levels invited successful RWMS alumni from 

traditionally marginalized backgrounds to return to speak with their former teachers in order to 

encourage those teachers. Teachers were often afforded the opportunity to participate in external 

professional development such as the National Title I Conference or the WIDA (formerly World-

class Instructional Design and Assessment) Conference. Trainings also concentrated on the 

behavior intervention plan or on de-escalation strategies. The majority of the teacher and leader 

participants indicated that there were several external staff development offerings made available 

to teachers throughout each year and that the school leaders worked to assist teachers in pursuit 

of their passions in that regard. 

RWMS’ curriculum is provided by the school district. Both teachers and leaders 

indicated that the curriculum itself was not changed, but how it was delivered was often adjusted 

depending on the needs of the students. Both teacher and leader participants credited English 

classes as those that most often provided students with more culturally responsive materials in 

the form of texts that were read. Social Studies teacher participants indicated their curriculum 

sometimes allowed and encouraged students to make intentional connections between their home 

and school cultures. A science teacher intentionally augmented her lessons in order to make 

connections between concepts in her classes and the students in those classes. Leaders and 

teachers indicated that of the core subjects, math was the most difficult to adjust to meet diverse 

cultural needs.  
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One of the math teachers cited the quick pace and requirements of the district’s unit 

frameworks in preventing teachers from making any sort of meaningful adjustments to the 

curriculum. Leader participants did not reference the curriculum or instruction of non-core 

subjects, but like the teachers of the core subjects, the non-core teachers explained that they 

tended to adjust instruction to meet the needs of diverse students rather than adjust the 

curriculum. As instructional delivery was more readily adjusted than curriculum, Mr. Williams 

shared that RWMS constantly looked at ways to improve its instruction and that teachers and 

leaders gathered once a year to review data and discuss and revise the instructional program and 

schedule to better meet the needs of RWMS’ students. 

Promotes culturally responsive / inclusive environment. 

With Mr. Williams’ arrival at RWMS, the school created and began providing a two-day 

summer camp intended to bring all of the incoming sixth graders together in order to build 

relationships between new peers and to give them some familiarity with the building. Both Ms. 

Burgundy and Ms. Emerald observed that RWMS’ students craved relationships. Ms. Emerald 

explained that sometimes this desire for a relationship presented in less than desirable ways: “I 

think our students are hungry for love and I feel like they are hungry for attention and sometimes 

they act out in ways, hence the discipline problems as almost a cry for attention and help.” Each 

of the leaders expressed a shared belief that when adults in the building established relationships 

with students that there was a greater likelihood that the students were more receptive to 

constructive feedback and even correction. Mr. Williams used discipline data to identify students 

who might need a mentor. He then reached out to adults in the building who might be able to 

serve in that capacity.  



91 
 

 
 

Ms. Burgundy worked to bring in successful Hispanic mentors to work with students. 

Using videoconferencing, RWMS students were able to talk with a former student, who was also 

a Hispanic immigrant, and she shared her story of going through the same schools and how that 

lead to her pursuit of a doctorate at an Ivy League school. One of the grade level assistant 

principals worked to establish a culture centered around the students’ graduation year with the 

goal of helping the students identify with something bigger than themselves as a means of 

unifying them.  

Mr. Williams sought to highlight RWMS’ diversity and to bring the community into the 

school in order to celebrate alongside the students. The school hosted regular cultural events that 

involved students, families, and faculty and staff. Ms. Burgundy reflected that the cultural nights 

tended to involve same-culture crowds and she wanted to see more cross-cultural participation in 

those events, “We do Hispanic Night, which is great, but primarily our Hispanic families come 

out to that and it would be great if we all came out to [it].” In order to be more welcoming for 

those family members who did not speak English, the school provided translators with headsets 

so that Spanish-speaking attendees could enjoy the full experience of the events. Mr. Williams, 

who did not identify as a Spanish speaker, explained that he understood the value of learning and 

using the language, “it would add value to [my Hispanic students’] language. It would let the 

students know that I value their culture and their language enough that I’m learning theirs instead 

of just saying ‘No, you need to learn English.’” Ms. Emerald explained that she had participated 

in a Spanish immersion program and she discussed how doing so allowed her to better empathize 

with RWMS’ English Learners. In order to continue to develop her understanding and 

application of the language, Ms. Emerald worked with one of the Spanish-speaking staff 

members who would send e-mails to Ms. Emerald in Spanish as opposed to English.  
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The leaders at RWMS each referenced their individual and/or collective use of student 

voice. Ms. Emerald mentioned using focus groups to receive feedback on school rules such as 

the dress code. Ms. Burgundy asked for students to make her aware when she may have done 

something that could be perceived as being potentially biased against a student or group of 

students. Mr. Williams shared his observation that students felt comfortable approaching him 

when they wanted him to consider such things as bringing in vending machines or starting a 

particular club. As Ms. Pewter indicated, Mr. Williams thoughtfully considered all requests and 

sought to make decisions that were in the best interest of the school. In one instance, Mr. 

Williams shared that he had to postpone a student celebration in order to help another school out, 

but he was honest with the students and shared with them what went into making that decision 

and let them know that the celebration would occur, just not on that day.  

Engages students, parents, and indigenous contexts. 

According to Ms. Burgundy, when working with students “you have to lead with the 

family first because there’s sometimes, in middle school, a slight gap in [a student’s] perception 

of their family versus the perception of their peers that are in a different socioeconomic 

background.” She later explained her observation that students in middle school started to 

distance themselves from family in order to pursue what they perceived as acceptance from their 

peers. This could manifest in the form of wanting to own expensive clothes because they were 

popular or even abandoning their native language because they were embarrassed by it. Ms. 

Burgundy encouraged teachers to not let a language barrier prevent them from making contact 

with a student’s home, even if a translator was not available, she said making the effort conveyed 

respect to families. Ms. Emerald had the same approach, especially when having to issue 

disciplinary consequences to her students.  
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The leaders of RWMS worked to build relationships not only with the students they 

served, but also with the families and communities. RWMS had three organizations that 

provided families with a formal medium of participating in the leading of the school: the 

education foundation, the parent-teacher association, and the school governance committee. 

According to the school governance committee’s minutes, the three organizations operated 

somewhat independently of each other, but each organization looked for ways they might operate 

more in sync. The annual family feedback session was another opportunity for a student’s family 

to participate in leading the school. With those opportunities, the language barrier between the 

school and families could still be a challenge. Regardless of that challenge, it was an ongoing 

goal to continue to seek ways to bring families into the school or to bring the school to the 

families. 

Two of the assistant principals resided in the school’s attendance zone. Both engaged 

with families in places of worship and in community spaces. One of the assistant principals 

visited families in their homes. Mr. Williams shared that when he first arrived at RWMS that he 

went everywhere he could to engage the families and communities. He reflected that as time 

passed, he focused more on those events on-campus than those off-campus; he did go to events 

when invited, but he shared that he felt he could do more to encourage invitations. Following Mr. 

Williams’ experience of watching families pay to travel to the school, the leadership team began 

to look for innovative ways to reach out into the school’s communities located farthest away. 

They held meetings at a local college, but they experienced low attendance at those meetings. 

Ms. Burgundy mentioned a plan to provide remote parent-teacher conferences at one of the 

feeder elementary schools. In that instance, the parent would be with the translator at the 

elementary school nearest her or him and the teacher would videoconference from RWMS. In 
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planning for the future, Ms. Emerald shared that she would like to see the school become a more 

intrinsic part of the larger community, especially for those students who needed a safe haven to 

build relationships, learn, grow, and thrive outside of the regular school day. 

As observed by many of the teacher participants, RWMS’ leadership team connected 

directly with the school’s students. Mr. Williams explained that he tailored his interactions with 

students depending on the relationship that he had with them. He explained that, at the time of 

the study, he had an established relationship with his eighth grade African-American males, but 

that he was building a relationship with his sixth grade African-American males. If there was a 

need among the sixth grade African-American males he might seek out a male African-American 

role model in the building to respond it. Mr. Williams shared that sometimes “even as principal, 

it’s best to have somebody else handle it that can do it in a manner that is best for the child” and 

before going into a situation he asked himself “Is there someone else that could come in and do a 

better job than me? And if there is, let’s get that person. So, it’s not ‘I’m the principal and I have 

to do this.’”  Ms. Emerald demonstrated her connections with students by teaching them through 

the conversations they had. When working with a student, regardless of the capacity, Ms. 

Emerald emphasized the need to hear the student out and to truly listen to what he or she was 

saying. In some instances, this could change her thinking about a situation. In order to do what 

she called “speaking into a child,” to be truly heard by that child, Ms. Burgundy stressed that one 

must have a relationship with the child. For her, understanding the cultural background was 

important, but even more important was knowing the child as an individual. 

Discussion. 

 Extant research emphasizes the plurality of social justice. Gewirtz and Cribb (2002) offer 

the example of social justice being “viewed as simultaneously concerning the distribution of 
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material goods and resources on the one hand and the valorization of a range of social 

collectivities and cultural identities on the other” (p. 499). Current research in educational 

leadership conceives that inequities experienced by traditionally marginalized students can be 

lessened by social justice-oriented principals (DeMatthews, Mungal, & Carrola, 2015, p. 17).  

DeMatthews (2018a) stresses that principals must be able to identify and understand the plurality 

of social justice and its influence on injustices; further, in order to pursue social justice 

leadership, DeMatthews (2018a) states that principals “need to remove their blinders, summon 

the courage, and follow a long tradition of principals who have fought for civil and human rights 

within their urban schools and communities” (p. 134).  

Social justice leadership begins once a leader identifies the marginalization of a group 

and he or she begins to work in a manner to overcome those inequities (DeMatthews, 2015; 

DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014). From this perspective and based on the data collected from 

both teachers and leaders during the course of this study, Mr. Williams was a culturally 

responsive leader in pursuit of social justice for his traditionally marginalized students. 

 Personal dimension. 

Viewed through the lens of Furman’s (2012) social leadership as praxis framework, Mr. 

Williams demonstrated many of Khalifa, Gooden, and Davis’ (2016) culturally responsive 

school leadership (CRSL) behaviors as a means of working toward ensuring that RWMS’ 

traditionally marginalized students received an education that addressed many of the challenges 

they faced both inside and outside of the building. Furman (2012) describes the dimensions of 

social justice leadership as praxis framework as being both unique and independent, she 

elaborates “capacities at the interpersonal level will differ from those at the communal 

level…[and] capacities at the interpersonal level depend on previously developed capacities at 
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the personal level” (p. 204). The personal dimension of Furman’s (2012) framework, described 

as involving “the deep, critical, and honest self-reflection identified by many writers as the 

foundation for social justice work” (p. 205), is essential to the development of the remaining four 

dimensions and it aligns with Khalfia et al.’s (2016) domain of critically self-reflecting on 

leadership behaviors.  

One of the most frequently repeated words in Mr. William’s interview was learn and he 

often spoke of his own learning in regard to the school’s communities and cultures. Through the 

use of the digital workspace where he shared articles and engaged with the faculty in discussions 

related to school practices and how they impacted traditionally marginalized students, Mr. 

Williams not only demonstrated several of Khalifa et al.’s (2016) CRSL behaviors, he also 

demonstrated use of Schecther & Atarchi’s (2014) secondary organizational learning 

mechanisms (OLMs) alongside his teachers. Both Ms. Emerald and Ms. Burgundy also 

demonstrated critical self-reflection on their respective leadership behaviors. Ms. Burgundy used 

student voices to help her to see through her own biases, and Ms. Emerald discussed the 

importance of critical conversations about race and immersing herself in another language as a 

means of understanding how RWMS’ language learners felt. Like Mr. Williams, both of the 

assistant principals made use of secondary OLMs in order to aide them in self-reflecting. 

Interpersonal dimension. 

To develop within Furman’s (2012) interpersonal dimension, the school leader must have 

a solid sense of self through critical reflection and then development. The interpersonal 

dimension’s focus on relationships demonstrates how it influences Khalifa et al.’s (2016) CRSL 

attributes of developing culturally responsive teachers. In order for principals and other school 

leaders to begin leading teachers toward more culturally responsive practices, they “must blend 
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technical expertise related to school administration and instructional leadership practices with 

principles of social justice to solve problems and address concerns” (DeMatthews, 2015, p. 146). 

School leaders need to have authentic relationships with teachers in order to provide successful 

professional development on any topic, especially professional development considered more 

culturally responsive.  

Each of the leader participants described caring for their teachers, but in slightly different 

ways. For Mr. Williams, he demonstrated he cared through servant leadership; in other words, he 

stressed the need to work alongside the teachers in the building. The teacher participants did not 

mention working with him in this capacity, but they did consistently describe him as being open 

and receptive to everyone. Ms. Emerald indicated that she was learning to incorporate more 

teacher voice in the way she led. Ms. Burgundy stressed the importance of attentive 

communication with teachers, making sure communication was truly a two-way process. In 

general, teacher perception of relationships with the assistant principals was less specific; only in 

one instance was Ms. Burgundy mentioned by name and it was in the context of discussing how 

supportive the teacher perceived her to be. The most consistent teacher perception of the 

assistant principal team was that they treated everyone equally. 

Socially just educational leaders “are still interested in closing achievement gaps on 

standardized tests, but not as an all for nothing trade-off with other social, emotional and 

developmental aspects of education” (DeMatthews, 2018b). As they tend to focus more on 

social-emotional concepts, culturally responsive teaching practices (Gay, 2018) are often in stark 

contrast to the traditional white middle-class practices so often found in American schools. 

Leaders will need to have relationships so that they can change hearts and minds before they 

seek to change practices. RWMS’ unifying vision, which focused on student empowerment and 
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advocacy as opposed to one focused on increasing student achievement, was a positive step 

toward these practices. Leaders encouragement of a mindset where teachers focused more on 

helping a student to grow than helping a student achieve to a particular level was an observation 

expressed by the majority of the teacher participants as well as Mr. Williams and Ms. Emerald; 

however, there was no indication of any professional development on how teachers might 

accomplish that specific aim.  

Each of the three leaders and many of the teacher participants spoke of the school’s 

professional development focus on ESOL strategies and the expectation that teachers regularly 

shared strategies in their PLCs. Teacher participants shared that the ESOL strategies provided in 

whole-school professional development tended to be specific to working with Hispanic English 

Learners, the largest group of language learners in the school. Some teachers mentioned the 

bilingual parent facilitator conducting trainings on how to work with Hispanic families. Teachers 

and leaders acknowledged other cultures within the school, especially the African-American and 

economically disadvantaged populations, but did not indicate receiving professional learning 

focused on working with students in those other diverse cultures.  

At the nexus of Furman’s (2012) interpersonal dimension and Khalifa et al.’s (2016) 

developing culturally responsive teachers lies Gay’s (2018) character profile of culturally 

responsive teaching practices and Schechter and Atarchi’s (2014) secondary organizational 

learning mechanisms (OLMs). Just as the culturally responsive school leader relies on 

relationships to develop her or his teachers, so too does the culturally responsive teacher rely on 

relationships to successfully work with her or his students. Although teachers indicated that they 

did not receive training specific to being culturally responsive, many indicated that culturally 

responsive teaching does take place in their classrooms. In regard to the eight strands that Gay’s 
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(2018) character profile references (i.e., validating, comprehensive and inclusive, 

multidimensional, empowering, transformative, emancipatory, humanistic, and normative and 

ethical), taken together, the RWMS teachers who participated in the interviews contributed at 

least one example per strand. Review of planning and meeting documents did not support all of 

the teachers’ responses regarding their culturally responsive teaching practices (Gay, 2018). 

The six teachers who provided responses to the OLM items in the interview guide 

indicated that the school did have processes and procedures in place to house, share, analyze, and 

use information for organizational learning purposes. At the time of this study, the school and 

district had started using a common digital workspace, which was where all lesson plans, 

meeting agendas and minutes, and other materials were to be kept. Previous mediums of housing 

and sharing information (e.g., cloud-based sharing and storage and school e-mail) were still 

commonly used. The school actively communicated information to student homes in both 

English and Spanish and families had multiple opportunities to participate within the school. 

Meetings between various groups of stakeholders did occur at the school, but the extent to which 

there were written records was unclear. In addition to the digital workspace, the district also 

maintained a curriculum portal where schools could find assessments, plans, and materials, but, 

again, the extent to which the portal was used was unclear. 

Communal and systemic dimensions. 

In the communal dimension, reflection should involve data gathering that helps leaders to 

develop a deep understanding of the communities they serve, and action should entail team 

building, communication, and inclusion (Furman, 2012). The most important people in a school 

building are the students and building relationships with those students is one of Khalifa et al.’s 

(2016) CRSL attributes and can be found under promoting culturally responsive/inclusive school 
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environments. All three leader participants and the majority of teacher participants described 

RWMS’ principal and assistant principals as engaging directly with students and building 

relationships. When discussing the importance of building relationships, each of the leaders 

described learning and understanding a student’s culture as being an essential component of this 

process. Within this communal dimension, culturally responsive school leaders not only accepted 

the diversity of their students, they acknowledged, valued, and used it as social and cultural 

capital. The African-American and Hispanic cultural nights were a big part of the RWMS 

culture, and they served to highlight the diversity of the students and the students’ families and 

cultural identities.  

As it focuses on transformation at the school and district levels, the systemic dimension 

requires “the responsibility to critically examine the school system’s structures, policies, and 

practices for injustices and barriers to learning” (Furman, 2012, p. 210).  DeMatthews, Mungal, 

and Carrola (2015) observe, “Diverse schools serve a dynamic student body with intersecting 

race/ethnicities, disability, poverty, language, and sexual orientation. When principals are forced 

to make choices about school staffing, curricula, program development, and budgeting, 

significant tensions can arise” (p. 17). The best way leaders can address these systemic forces is 

to have a deep understanding of the students they serve, creating and promoting a vision of 

success for those students, and then, if necessary, respectfully overcoming anything or anyone 

who may prevent that success from being realized. It is essential that social justice school leaders 

have the “ability to assess and restructure school resources to support inclusive programming, 

maximize resources and staff expertise, or develop programs that foster collaboration and 

culturally relevant pedagogies” (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014, p. 848). The school’s 

leadership promoted a vision of empowerment and advocacy for all students, and the teacher 



101 
 

 
 

participants embraced and pursued that vision. Mr. Williams, Ms. Burgundy, and Ms. Emerald 

each recounted how they used critical reflection as a means of leading RWMS to empower 

students. On one of the grade levels, the leadership was piloting a restorative justice approach to 

discipline. This resulted in a decrease in discipline referrals in that grade level. Only two teachers 

mentioned the use of restorative justice practices, and although the responses were different they 

were not polarized.  

Ecological dimension.  

DeMatthews (2018b) emphasizes that “social justice leadership is about understanding 

context, problem-solving, engaging and empowering community to solve its own problems and 

taking action in ways that bring about distributive, cultural and associative justice” (p. 555). The 

ecological dimension of social justice leadership as praxis intertwines with the CRSL domain of 

engaging students, parents, and indigenous contexts, and requires social justice school leaders to 

be aware and have a deep understanding of the whole school context and how the school must 

act within that context. A deep understanding of the school and where it fits in regard to the 

families and communities it serves cannot be conveyed from a unilateral point of view. It is 

necessary for social justice leaders to consider a multitude of perspectives “because 

marginalization is an intersectional issue without any specific root cause or remedy” 

(DeMatthews, 2018b, p. 555). In order to obtain those various perspectives, school leaders have 

to reach out into the communities and families they serve, and they have to encourage those 

communities and families to reach in to the school.  

Teachers and leaders mentioned offsite informational events, some in the communities 

nearest the school and some in the communities furthest from the school. As the school found 

that many of the families with language barriers also faced economic hardships and might not 
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have consistent internet access, the school returned to sending information out in hard copy form. 

Since those same families might also have difficulty finding transportation to RWMS, the leaders 

were working with one of the feeder elementary schools to host satellite meetings at the 

elementary school. With bilingual signage across the campus and several bilingual staff members 

to interact with students and families, the leadership of RWMS endeavored to make the school 

inviting for everyone. Described by many teachers as open and welcoming, Mr. Williams wanted 

all students and all families to feel comfortable at Ridge Walk. Ms. Burgundy’s and Ms. 

Emerald’s engagement of the school’s community spoke to a similar desire. 

Conclusions 

Through the application of culturally responsive school leadership behaviors (Khalifa et 

al., 2016), Mr. Williams demonstrated that he was a social justice school leader. Mr. Williams 

was critically reflective in regard to his practice as the leader of a school serving traditionally 

marginalized students and he also took action based on those reflections. DeMatthews (2015) 

explains that social justice leadership practice is more than just being a good leader or manager 

and that is because it “doesn’t seek to provide equality (all students get the same) or to address 

one particular aspect or purpose of education, but rather, social justice leadership seeks equity 

(all students get what they need) across all experiences and opportunities” (p. 146). As leaders, 

Mr. Williams, Ms. Burgundy, and Ms. Emerald worked alongside other stakeholders in RWMS 

to establish a vision that pursued equity by focusing on getting their students what they needed. 

The essence of that vision, which focused on empowering and advocating for all RWMS 

students to grow where they were, was conveyed in some form or fashion throughout the 

majority of the interviews. Each of the leader participants spoke consistently to this vision, but 

that was not the case for the teachers. The teachers’ responses demonstrated an understanding of 
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the underlying premise of the vision, but they seemed to consider equal treatment to be 

synonymous with individual treatment. Treating someone individually implies meeting the needs 

of a specific person and not providing an individual with the same treatment everyone receives.  

Teachers discussed ESOL strategies as being synonymous with culturally responsive 

teaching practices (Gay, 2018), but this is not always the case. ESOL strategies can be culturally 

responsive when applied through an equitable lens that seeks to meet a student’s specific needs, 

but according to the teachers’ perspectives, at RWMS these strategies were applied through an 

equality lens that addressed English Learners as a whole. Mr. Williams and Ms. Burgundy 

emphasized the importance of developing knowledgeable relationships with students as 

individuals. The majority of teacher participants did not mention the role of teacher-student 

relationships in their classes, and only one specifically mentioned attempting to avoid building 

relationships with students. While keeping a mindful distance can offer more objective insights, 

educators cannot ignore students’ personal lives as many, if not all students, especially middle-

school aged students, bring their personal lives into the classroom every day. Mindsets similar to 

that of the teacher wanting to avoid students’ personal lives will inhibit culturally responsive 

teaching and the pursuit of an equitable education for traditionally marginalized students.  

In general, most teacher responses indicated misconceptions as to what made a teaching 

practice culturally responsive. Three teachers asked for the researcher to elaborate on what was 

meant by the phrase culturally responsive and he explained in a general sense that culturally 

responsive was working to meet an individual student’s needs because of who he or she is as a 

person and because of how his or her background influenced how he or she acted and understood 

the world. Prior to elaborating as to what was meant by cultural responsiveness, one teacher 

explained that “I don’t think cultural responsiveness is Hispanic…[or] Black History Month. I 
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think that’s what you do to check a box and say we’re trying to be culturally responsive, but 

you’re really not.” To an extent, the teacher was correct. There is much more to being culturally 

responsive in a school than hosting cultural events. Cultural responsiveness is not only being 

accepting and celebratory of student cultures, it is seeking to understand each student and how 

culture or cultures may influence the way in which she or he sees and responds to the world and 

then applying that understanding throughout the school. As Mr. Williams and Ms. Burgundy 

stressed throughout their respective interviews, educators must have relationships with students 

in order to effectively work with them.  

Data from the interviews indicated the presence of secondary organizational learning 

mechanisms (OLMs) at Ridge Walk but did not clearly indicate their use. Teachers implied that 

the recent switch to the new digital workspace was a bit rocky. One teacher indicated there was 

no training on the new system and that teachers were expected to just start using it. That same 

teacher also shared that many in the building continued to use previous methods of information 

sharing, specifically e-mail and file sharing through cloud storage. This observation could be 

supported by the difficulty one participant had in locating documents to serve as a means of 

cross-checking. Teacher responses were unclear as to whether or not information, once it was 

shared or stored in the digital workspace, was actually used. This can also be said for teacher use 

of the district’s online curriculum website. Documents used for cross-checking interview 

responses provided no support to the affirmative or negative. As the leadership sought to 

welcome and engage with the communities they serve, there were many opportunities for 

students and community members to receive and share information with the school. Governance 

minutes for the start of the 2018-2019 school year indicated the prior meeting’s minutes were 

reviewed and approved at the beginning of each meeting and there was some consistency from 
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meeting-to-meeting. Written records of any other school-to-family or school-to-community 

meetings were not obtained, nor were records of student-to-teacher meetings or teacher-to-leader 

meetings. 

Regarding CRSL behaviors (Khalifa et al., 2016), the leaders’ individual self-perceptions 

were consistent with those of the teachers they served. Leaders worked to provide equitable 

educational experiences for RWMS students by promoting culturally responsive and inclusive 

environments and engaging the communities inside and outside of the school. Social justice 

leadership is more than just a leader’s individual work “but how she or he connects with families 

and communities and attempts to access untapped resources, knowledge bases and areas of 

expertise” (DeMatthews, 2018b, p. 556). Adapting school environments and authentically 

participating in communities requires relationships. Relationships are also necessary in order to 

appropriately develop teachers. The majority of teachers and leaders who participated in this 

study indicated the presence of productive relationships, but there was inconsistency in regard to 

whether or not teachers were provided culturally responsive professional development. 

Implications. 

One of Ridge Walk’s African-American teachers recounted in the interview what the 

teacher described as a confusing conversation with an African-American parent who requested 

the teacher stop pushing the student to be successful. Earlier in the interview, the teacher 

explained that intentionally encouraging African-American students to strive for success was an 

approach the teacher cited as being culturally responsive, but this teacher-parent exchange left 

the teacher with the understanding that “some of the times tying into the culture’s just a little bit 

harder than I expected.” A school serving traditionally marginalized students does not 

necessarily mean that the school is seeking to provide a social justice education that meets the 
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needs of its students, but in the case of Ridge Walk Middle School, Mr. Williams led by applying 

Furman’s (2012) social justice leadership as praxis framework and demonstrating several of 

Khalifa et al.’s (2016) culturally responsive school leadership behaviors, as did Ms. Burgundy 

and Ms. Emerald. RWMS’ vision of empowering and advocating for students encouraged 

teachers to meet students where they were and then help them grow from that point. Explicitly 

developing teachers to do this work of identifying individual student needs and then focusing on 

addressing those needs in order to grow the student would be a worthwhile pursuit for the 

school’s leadership team.  

Presently, the school does work to overcome language barriers when working with 

students and families who do not speak English by providing trainings on ESOL strategies and 

encouraging teachers to apply those strategies in each of their classes. ESOL strategies, like 

gifted strategies and engagement strategies, are great tools but teachers need to be provided with 

professional learning on when and how to use those tools. As Ms. Burgundy said, understanding 

a student’s cultural background is not a panacea for working with students, but it is an extremely 

important part of a student’s life and should be pursued. More trainings on working with 

particular cultures, similar to the ones on working with Hispanic families and working with 

African-American students, would help to provide teachers with a greater context in which to 

apply the various strategies they receive in professional learning and in their PLCs. As the school 

also served a large economically disadvantaged student population, strategies on working with 

students who came from a culture of poverty would be beneficial as would strategies on working 

with those who came from a culture of affluence. 

Secondary organizational learning mechanisms (Schecter & Atarchi, 2014) were in place 

at RWMS, but actual use of them was uncertain. Teachers’ responses indicated that each of 
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Schechter and Atarchi’s (2014) domains existed, but beyond storing information, having 

meetings, sharing information with students and families, and having a district online curriculum 

portal and evaluation platform, their responses did not indicate that anything in those domains 

was widely used to reflect and analyze. The researcher was unable to cross-check teacher 

responses because documents supporting their responses were difficult to locate and those 

documents that were obtained contained minimal information. As the use of secondary OLMs 

can have a significant and positive impact on the work done to develop teachers toward being 

more culturally responsive, leadership might consider intentional examinations as to how the 

existing OLMs at RWMS are used and work to encourage greater and more authentic use of 

them. 

Suggestions for future study. 

DeMatthews (2018b) suggests that research and theories of social justice leadership 

“further document and reflect the power of [historical and socio-political forces that create 

fractured relationships between communities and schools, limited school resources, form the 

basis of deficit perspectives and reinforce harmful meritocratic values through high-stakes 

accountability]” (p. 555) in order to understand how those forces inhibit social justice school 

leaders from being able to create more equitable and inclusive schools. To wholly understand 

those forces and adequately develop a plan would require more time than this study allowed. 

Despite active face-to-face and electronic recruitment, neither seventh-grade teachers nor 

teachers of Hispanic origin chose to participate; additionally, only one eighth-grade teacher 

participated. Future research should seek to include multiple participants at each grade level as 

well as participants who represent the demographic spread of faculty members at the school. 
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Further study of teacher and leader perceptions of culturally responsive school leadership 

behaviors (Khalifa et al., 2016) and use of culturally responsive teaching practices (Gay, 2018) 

and secondary organizational learning mechanisms (Schecter and Atarchi, 2014) could include 

researcher and/or leader observations of teaching practices and use of organizational learning 

mechanisms. This study focused on formal building leaders, and future research might also seek 

to examine the influence of informal teacher leaders and/or district-level leaders on pursuing 

social justice leadership as praxis. As both Furman’s (2012) framework and Khalifa et al.’s 

(2016) CRSL behaviors emphasize the role of the community, future research might also include 

community perceptions in regard to a school’s CRSL behaviors and CRTPs.  

The culture to which leaders belong and the experiences they have had influence their 

own practices, “When principals lead for social justice with community, they often do so 

because their experiences enable them to recognize injustice, empathize, and act courageously. 

Many principals feel committed and called to this work.” (DeMatthews, 2018a, p. 140). A study 

examining a leader’s background could serve to identify essential experiences that prepare 

leaders for the work of pursuing social justice and using CRSL behaviors. As DeMatthews 

(2015) states, “Leadership for social justice differs across schools because of the various 

individual, social, political, and organizational variables that impact schools and communities” 

(p. 140), seeking to provide equitable education to traditionally marginalized students is not a 

challenge unique to schools within large urban school districts that may have access to numerous 

resources. Conducting a study within a smaller, more rural district with less access to resources 

would offer additional insight as to how CRSL behaviors are perceived and whether or not 

culturally responsive teaching practices and OLMs are employed among faculty members. 

Finally, student achievement was not a focus of this study, but future research might seek to 
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explore how CRSL behaviors may impact student achievement among traditionally marginalized 

populations.  
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A 

Culturally Responsive School Leadership and Organizational Learning Mechanisms 

Teacher Interview Guide 

Based on Madhlangobe’s (2010) Teacher Focus Group Interview Guides and Schecter and 

Atarchi’s (2014) Organizational Learning Mechanisms Questionnaire 

1. Tell me about yourself 

a. Personal history 

b. Experience as a teacher 

c. Experience with the school leadership  

2. Describe the community this school serves, including different cultural groups within the 

community.  

3. Describe the students in this school. 

4. Describe the educational philosophy of the school. 

5. Describe the vision for this school promoted by the leadership team. 

6. In what ways, if any, has the school leadership team modeled cultural responsiveness? 

a. When interacting with students. (Please give specific examples) 

b. When interacting with teachers (Please give specific examples) 

c. When interacting with staff members. (Please give specific examples) 

d. When interacting with parents. (Please give specific examples) 

7. Discuss the school leadership teams’ relationship with the community the school serves, 

including diverse cultural groups within the community. (Please give specific examples) 
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8. Discuss how the racial, ethnic, and linguistic diversity in your school and community 

influences the leader’s style. (Please give specific examples.) 

9. What has the school leadership team done to make the school more responsive to diverse 

cultural groups? 

a. Professional development (Please give specific examples) 

b. Curriculum changes (Please give specific examples) 

c. Changes in school instructional program (Please give specific examples) 

d. School-parent or school-community programs (Please give specific examples) 

e. Faculty and other meetings (Please give specific examples) 

f. Other school-wide efforts (Please give specific examples)  

10. In what ways, if any, has the leader helped you to promote/model cultural 

responsiveness?  

11. How, if at all, has the school leadership team helped you to be more culturally responsive 

in your classroom? (Please give specific examples.)  

12. How do you demonstrate cultural understanding and cultural responsiveness in the 

classroom? (Please give specific examples) 

13. In which ways do you demonstrate embracing students’ culture, in terms of language, 

values, behavior and teacher-student and teacher-parent relationships?  

14. Describe a teaching aid or method that you use with your groups and say how it was 

culturally responsive 

15. How does the school leadership team encourage content integration or cross-curricular 

teaching as a tool for cultural responsive teaching? Why is it important for you as a 

teacher to implement content integration? 



118 
 

 
 

 
16. Describe how you as teachers demonstrate each of the following 

a. Content integration 

b. Celebrating multicultural events with students 

c. Using teaching aids that try to reach all students  

d. Using stories to model cultural responsiveness 

e. Embracing students’ cultures 

17. How does the school leadership team address conflict that includes students from 

different racial, ethnic, or linguistic groups? (Please give specific examples)  

18. Describe the school’s approach when handling disciplinary problems related to different 

racial, ethnic, and linguistic groups. Describe how her/his approaches differ, if at all, 

with: 

a. African American students (Please give specific examples) 

b. Hispanic students (Please give specific examples)  

c. White students (Please give specific examples) 

d. Other students (Please give specific examples)  

19. In what ways, if any, does the leader involve parents/family in school matters? 

a. Assisting student learning (Please give specific examples) 

b. Selecting curriculum materials 

c. Behavior monitoring (Please give specific examples) 

d. Please name any other types of involvement  

20. Describe situations when the leader has demonstrated/modeled flexibility when dealing 

with you as teachers and then with students. How do you as a teacher demonstrate 

flexibility with your students? 
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21. Describe some of the external staff development programs that the school leadership 

team has helped you to attend. How did each program help you to be culturally 

responsive? 

a. Describe other forms of support that you get from the leader and other sources 

(e.g., organizations, state department of education, universities, etc.). (Please give 

specific examples.) 

22. This school is linguistically and culturally diverse. If students are not very proficient in 

English, how do you approach and address the challenges presented by language 

diversity in the classroom? 

23. One’s culture can be defined as those values, norms, and traditions that affect how an 

individual or group perceives situations, interacts, behaves, thinks, and understands the 

world. 

a. How do you ensure that your own cultural ways of thinking and acting do not 

negatively affect the cultural ways of others? 

24. Are there any questions that you believe I need to ask in order to describe the leadership 

as a culturally responsive leader? Are there any questions you believe I need to ask in 

order to describe you as a culturally responsive teacher? 
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25. Describe how information relevant to learning as a group/organization is distributed, 

stored, and retrieved. 

a. Are summary reports of school activities/projects prepared? 

b. Is your subject’s curriculum in an updated instructional file? 

c. Are summaries of teacher work/school projects stored in a location accessible and 

known to everyone? 

d. Are periodic reports on school curriculum evaluation circulated? 

e. Do you receive professional literature (e.g., articles and/or books) about 

educational-pedagogical research? 

f. Do teachers review summaries of the various meetings (protocols)? 

g. Are reports about professional changes and innovations circulated to the staff? 

26. Describe how information is shared among students and parents. 

a. Are there meetings where students present their needs to the staff (e.g., student 

council)? 

b. Are there learning meetings between school staff and students (e.g., student 

council) to plan activities? 

c. Are there report meetings between school staff and students (e.g., student council) 

about school activities? 

d. Are information booklets about school procedures circulated among parents? 

e. Does the school website contain information for parents (on their child’s 

achievements and about school activities)? 

f. Does the school website contain study materials for students (lessons and article 

summaries)? 
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27. Describe how information is analyzed and interpreted. 

a. How do teachers work together to plan educational activities? 

b. How are meetings used to evaluate ways to implement school decisions? 

c. Are meetings held to form a school vision? 

d. Are meetings held to evaluate students’ behavior? 

e. Are meetings held to set evaluation methods for students’ achievements? 

f. Are meetings held to evaluate students’ academic achievements? 

28. Describe the use of online information. 

a. Do teachers use an online superintendent/district’s site to adjust study materials 

and teaching methods (e.g., samples of final exams with answer keys, final exam 

materials, articles, etc.)? 

b. Are online information resources available to provide teachers with professional 

feedback? 

29. Are there any questions that you believe I need to ask in order to describe the learning 

that takes place among the teachers, leaders, staff, students, and parents in this school? 
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Appendix B 

Culturally Responsive School Leadership Leader Interview Guide 

Based on Madhlangobe’s (2010) Leader Focus Group Interview Guides 

1. Tell me about yourself 

a. Personal history 

b. Experience as an educator 

c. Experience as a school leader  

2. Describe the community this school serves, including different cultural groups within the 

community.  

3. Describe the students in this school. 

4. Describe the educational philosophy of the school. 

5. Describe your vision for this school.  

6. One’s culture can be defined as those values, norms, and traditions that affect how an 

individual or group perceives situations, interacts, behaves, thinks, and understands the 

world. 

a. How do you ensure that your own cultural ways of thinking and acting do not 

negatively affect the cultural ways of others? 

7. Discuss how the racial, ethnic, and linguistic diversity in your school and community 

influences your leadership style. (Please give specific examples.) 
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8. The school is linguistically diverse.  

a. How do you see language diversity in the school? 

b. How do teachers deal with the challenge of language diversity in the classroom? 

c. How do you help teachers in this school to teach students who have a limited 

level of proficiency in English? 

9. How do you encourage content integration as a tool for culturally responsive teaching? 

Why is it important for teachers to implement content integration? (Please give specific 

examples.) 

10. Describe how you are helping to make the school more responsive to diverse cultural 

groups through 

a. Professional development. (Please give specific examples.) 

b. Curriculum changes. (Please give specific examples.) 

c. Changes in the school’s instructional program. (Please give specific examples.) 

d. School staffing. (Please give specific examples.) 

e. Faculty and other meetings (Please give specific examples.) 

11. Describe some of the external staff development programs related to cultural diversity 

that you have helped your teachers to attend. How does each of the programs help 

a. teachers to be inclusive. (Please give specific examples.) 

b. your leadership. (Please give specific examples.) 
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12. Describe how the programs help the school to be culturally responsive. Describe the 

forms of support that you get from 

a. the district. (Please give specific examples.) 

b. external supports (e.g., organizations, state department of education, universities, 

etc.). (Please give specific examples.) 

13. Describe how these supports help the school be culturally responsive. (Please give 

specific examples.) 

14. How do you handle conflict that may include students from different racial, ethnic, and/or 

linguistic groups? 

15. Do you use different approaches when handling disciplinary problems related to different 

racial and ethnic groups? If so, how does your approach differ with: 

a. African-American students. (Please give specific examples.) 

b. Hispanic students. (Please give specific examples.) 

c. White students. (Please give specific examples.) 

d. Other students. (Please give specific examples.) 

16. Describe your relationship with the community the school serves, including diverse 

cultural groups within the community. (Please give specific examples.) 

17. In what ways, if any, do you involve parents/family in school matters? 

a. Teaching. (Please give specific examples.) 

b. Selecting curricular materials. (Please give specific examples.) 

c. Behavior monitoring. (Please give specific examples.) 

d. School leadership. (Please give specific examples.) 

e. Other types of involvement. (Please give specific examples.) 
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18. Describe situations when you have demonstrated/modeled flexibility when dealing with 

teachers and then students. How do your teachers demonstrate flexibility with their 

students? 

19. In regard to being culturally responsive, are there any areas of your leadership that you 

think need help to improve? How did the diversity in this school help you to recognize 

them? How would that help to make this school more culturally responsive? 

20. What else can we talk about that will help me understand your role as a leader within a 

school with so much diversity? 
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Appendix C 
 

Georgia State University 

Informed Consent 

Title: A School that Sounds and Feels Like Me: A Case Study of Culturally Responsive School 
Leadership in a Secondary School Serving Traditionally Marginalized Students 
Principal Investigator: Dr. Sheryl Cowart Moss 
Student Principal Investigator: Joshua Sturtevant 
 
Purpose 
The purpose of the study is to better understand the relationship between Culturally Responsive 
School Leadership (CRSL) and Organizational Learning (OL) among faculty and leaders in a 
secondary school serving traditionally marginalized students. You are invited to take part in this 
research study because you are a middle school teacher in a school serving a traditionally 
marginalized student population that is equal-to or greater-than 50% of the entire student 
population. A total of 12 people will be invited to take part in this study.  
 
Procedures  
If you decide to take part, you will participate in one interview to last no longer than an hour 
with the possibility of a follow-up interview to last no longer than 30 minutes. The initial 
interview will ask about your perception of culturally responsive school leadership, culturally 
responsive teaching practices, and organizational learning in your school. Potential follow-up 
interviews will seek to clarify our understandings of your responses. Interviews will take place 
on your school’s campus, at a time and in a location pre-arranged with the student-investigator. 
All interviews will be audio recorded. Study participation will span no longer than two days. 
 
Future Research 
Researchers will remove information that may identify you and may use your data for future 
research. If we do this, we will not ask for any additional consent for you. 
 
Risks  
In this study, you will not have any more risks than you would in a normal day of life.  
 
Benefits  
This study is not designed to benefit you personally. Overall, we hope to gain information about 
how school leaders in schools serving diverse student populations can use culturally responsive 
school leadership practices to encourage culturally responsive teaching practices and the use of 
organizational learning mechanisms, and to establish and nurture an organizational learning 
culture. 
 
Alternatives 
The alternative to taking part in this study is to not take part in the study. 
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Voluntary Participation and Withdrawal  
You do not have to be in this study. If you decide to be in the study and change your mind, you 
have the right to drop out at any time. You may skip questions or stop participating at any time. 
You may refuse to take part in the study or stop at any time. 
 
Confidentiality  
We will keep your records private to the extent allowed by law. The following people and 
entities will have access to the information you provide:  
• Dr. Sheryl Cowart Moss, Principal Investigator, and Joshua Sturtevant, Student 

Investigator  
• GSU Institutional Review Board 
• Office for Human Research Protection (OHRP) 
We will use a pseudonym rather than your name on study records. The information you provide 
will be stored in a locked cabinet, and on password- and firewall-protected computers. The key 
(code sheet) that identifies research participants will be stored separately from the data to protect 
privacy. When we present or publish the results of this study, we will not use your name or other 
information that may identify you. The information that you provide and the key (code sheet) 
will be destroyed after five years. 
 
Contact Information  
Contact Dr. Sheryl Cowart Moss, Principal Investigator, and Joshua Sturtevant, Student 
Investigator at (678) 439-5876 or jsturtevant1@student.gsu.edu  
• If you have questions about the study or your part in it 
• If you have questions, concerns, or complaints about the study 
 
Contact the GSU Office of Human Research Protections at 404-413-3500 or irb@gsu.edu  
• if you have questions about your rights as a research participant 
• if you have questions, concerns, or complaints about the research 
 
Consent  
We will give you a copy of this consent form to keep. 
 
If you are willing to volunteer for this research, please sign below.  
 
____________________________________________   
Printed Name of Participant        
 
____________________________________________  _________________ 
Signature of Participant      Date  
 
_____________________________________________  _________________ 
Principal Investigator or Researcher Obtaining Consent  Date  
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Appendix D 

Recruitment E-mail 

Re: A school that sounds and feels like me: A case study of culturally responsive school 
leadership and organizational learning in a secondary school serving traditionally marginalized 
students, conducted by Joshua Sturtevant 
 
Dear <<Potential participant>>: 
 
I am writing to let you know about an opportunity to participate in a research study about 
culturally responsive school leadership (CRSL) and organizational learning (OL) in a secondary 
school that serves traditionally marginalized students. This study is being conducted by Joshua 
Sturtevant, a doctoral candidate in the Department of Educational Policy Studies at Georgia State 
University.  
 
This study will explore how faculty members in a secondary school serving traditionally 
marginalized students perceive CRSL in their school and examine how those perceptions could 
affect their use of culturally responsive school practices and organizational learning mechanisms 
(OLMs), and their participation in an OL culture. The question of whether the school leader’s 
perceptions are similar or dissimilar to her or his faculty’s will also be explored. The results of 
the study will provide guidance to school leaders in self-assessing and appropriately adjusting 
implementation of one’s culturally responsive school leadership behaviors as a vehicle for 
encouraging faculty use of culturally responsive practices and participation in an organizational 
learning culture. 
 
Participation in the study will involve a minimum of one face-to-face interview to last no longer 
than one hour. To clarify understandings, the researcher may ask for a follow-up face-to-face 
interview to last no longer than 30 minutes. Throughout the process, anonymity of participants 
will be maintained through the use of pseudonyms. 
 
If you would like additional information about this study, please e-mail me at 
jsturtevant1@student.gsu.edu. 
 
If you are interested in participating, please fill out the contact information and optional 
demographic information at <<online survey>>. 
 
Thank you again for considering this opportunity. 
 
Best regards, 
 
Joshua Sturtevant, EdS 
Doctoral Candidate, Educational Policy Studies 
Georgia State University 
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Appendix E 

Culturally Responsive School Leadership, Culturally Responsive Teaching Practices, 

Secondary Organizational Learning Mechanisms, and Shared Attributes Codebook 

 
Culturally Responsive School Leadership Behaviors (CRSL) 

Name Description 

Critically self-

reflects on 

leadership 

behaviors 

• Is committed to continuous learning of cultural knowledge 
• Displays a critical consciousness on practice in and out of 

school; displays self-reflection  
• Uses school data and indicants to measure CRSL 
• Uses parent/community voices to measure cultural 

responsiveness in schools  
• Challenges Whiteness and hegemonic epistemologies in 

school  
• Using equity audits to measure student inclusiveness, 

policy, and practice 
• Leading with courage 
• Is a transformative leader for social justice and inclusion 

 

9 Awareness • Has a thorough understanding of the school’s context 
(e.g., student demographics & challenges students face 
that impede learning). 

• Seeks to be cognizant of potential biases when working 
with diverse individuals. 

• Is cognizant of challenges faced by families & 
communities the school serves. 
 

9 Analytical • Examines multiple sources of information in order to 
develop & implement plans. 

• Considers multiple perspectives when confronting 
challenges in the school & community. 
 

9 Reflective • Considers actions taken & how they can be improved 
upon. 

• Considers influence of personal background. 
• Engages in internal interviews before & after taking 

actions. 
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Culturally Responsive School Leadership Behaviors (CRSL) 

Name Description 

Develops culturally 

responsive teachers 

• Developing teacher capacities for cultural responsive 
pedagogy 

• Collaborative walkthroughs  
• Creating culturally responsive PD opportunities for 

teachers 
• Using school data to see cultural gaps in achievement, 

discipline, enrichment, and remedial services 
• Creating a CRSL team that is charged with constantly 

finding new ways for teachers to be culturally responsive 
• Engaging/reforming the school curriculum to become 

more culturally responsive  
• Modeling culturally responsive teaching 

• Using culturally responsive assessment tools for students 
 

Promotes culturally 

responsive inclusive 

environment 

• Accepting indigenized, local identities 
• Building relationships; reducing anxiety among students 
• Modeling CRSL for staff in building interactions  
• Promoting a vision for an inclusive instructional and 

behavioral practices  
• If need be, challenging exclusionary policies, teachers, 

and behaviors  
• Acknowledges, values, and uses Indigenous cultural and 

social capital of students 
• Uses student voice 

 
9 Adaptable 

Flexible 

• Adjusts curriculum &/or instructional plans to meet the 
needs of school’s students. 

• Adjusts interactions to meet the needs of particular 
individuals or groups. 

• Adjusts behavioral interventions to meet the needs of 
particular individuals or groups. 

• Augments curriculum &/or instructional plans to meet the 
needs of school’s students. 

 
9 Building 

relationships 

• Establishing both formal & informal mentor supports for 
students. 

• Family & community engagement within the school. 
• Positive interactions between adults (i.e., administrators & 

teachers) & students. 
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Culturally Responsive School Leadership Behaviors (CRSL) 

Name Description 

9 Individualizing 

interactions 

• Understanding & applying knowledge of the specific 
context of an individual (student or teacher) in 
interactions. 

• Providing curriculum &/or instructional approaches that 
seek to meet the needs of individual students. 

• Greater focus on a student’s growth as opposed to the 
student meeting a particular achievement level. 

 
9 Open • Seeks to be understanding of different cultures. 

• Seeks to learn. 
• Seeks input from others (e.g., community, parents, 

students, & other educators). 
• Receptive to trying new approaches to educating students 

(innovative). 
• Willing to admit mistakes & move to correct them. 

 
9 Pursuing equality • Seeks to provide equal access to accelerated programs 

regardless of cultural background. 
• Seeks to treat individuals (i.e., students and teachers) in a 

similar fashion. 
• Seeks to apply policies (e.g., behavior) in an unbiased 

fashion – focusing on the context (e.g., infraction). 
 

9 Student-centered 

approach to 

decision making & 

action taking 

• Designing & providing learning environments that are 
tailored to increase student engagement & learning. 

• At all times, especially when making decisions, focusing 
on what is in the best interest of students. 

• Advocating & empowering every student. 
 

9 Holistic 

approach to 

educating 

students 

• Focus on creating communities within the school. 
• Providing social emotional learning opportunities within 

the school. 
• Providing extracurricular opportunities (e.g., clubs, 

performing arts, & sports) within the school. 
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Culturally Responsive School Leadership Behaviors (CRSL) 

Name Description 

9 Provides 

relevancy & 

connectedness 

between home & 

school cultures 

• Providing other adults (e.g., administrators & teachers) 
with opportunities to engage in dialogue that connects 
students’ home & school lives. 

• Providing students with opportunities to connect their 
school & home lives. 

 

9 Supportive • Provides targeted internal (i.e., within school) professional 
development that seeks to better equip teachers to work 
with English Learners. 

• Provides opportunities for external (i.e., outside of the 
school) professional development. 

• Provides remote meeting locations more convenient to 
parents at far end of attendance zone. 

• Seeks to empower & advocate for all students. 
• Provides targeted resources (e.g., equipment, people, & 

programs) to meet the needs of the student population. 
• Provides teachers freedom & opportunities to try 

innovative approaches to reaching & teaching students. 
 

9 Welcoming • Provides resources that assist non-English speaking 
community members in navigating the building, events, & 
their students’ educational experience. 

• Hosts tours & informational sessions. 
• Encourages family & community engagement in the 

leading of the school regardless of cultural background. 
• Avoids putting on airs. 
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Culturally Responsive School Leadership Behaviors (CRSL) 

Name Description 

Engages students, 

parents, & 

indigenous contexts 

• Using school data to discover and track disparities in 
academic and disciplinary trends 

• Developing meaningful, positive relationships with 
community 

• Is a servant leader, as public intellectual and other roles  
• Finding overlapping spaces for school and community  
• Serving as advocate and social activist for community-

based causes in both the school and neighborhood 
community 

• Uses the community as an informative space from which 
to develop positive understandings of students and 
families 

• Resists deficit images of students and families  
• Nurturing/caring for others; sharing information  
• Connecting directly with students 
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Culturally Responsive Teaching Practices (CRTP) 

Name Description 

Validating • It acknowledges the legitimacy of the cultural heritages of 
different ethnic groups, both as legacies that affect students’ 
dispositions, attitudes, and approaches to learning and as 
worthy content to be taught in the formal curriculum. 

• It builds bridges of meaningfulness between home and school 
experiences as well as between academic abstractions and 
lived sociocultural realities. 

• It uses a wide variety of instructional strategies that are 
connected to different learning styles. 

• It teaches students to know and praise their own and one 
another’s cultural heritages. 

• It incorporates multicultural information, resources, and 
materials in all the subjects and skills routinely taught in 
schools. 

 

Comprehensive & 

Inclusive 

• It develops intellectual, social, emotional, and political 
learning by using cultural resources to teach knowledge, 
skills, values, and attitudes. 

• It incorporates “culturally mediated cognition, culturally 
appropriate social situations for learning, and culturally 
valued knowledge in curriculum content” 

• It is committed to helping students of color maintain identity 
and connections with their ethnic groups and communities; 
develop a sense of community, camaraderie, and shared 
responsibility; and acquire an ethic of success 

• Its expectations and skills are not taught as separate entities 
but are woven together into an integrated whole that 
permeates all curriculum content and the entire modus 
operandi of the classroom. 

• It builds an academic community of learners where students 
engage in caring relationships, shared resources, and work 
closely together and with the teacher to attain common 
learning outcomes. 
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Culturally Responsive Teaching Practices (CRTP) 

Name Description 

Multidimensional • It encompasses curriculum content, learning context, 
classroom climate, student– teacher relationships, 
instructional techniques, classroom management, and 
performance assessments. 

• It taps into a wide range of cultural knowledge, experiences, 
contributions, and perspectives. 

• Emotions, beliefs, values, ethos, opinions, and feelings are 
scrutinized along with factual information and physical 
behaviors to make curriculum and instruction more reflective 
of and responsive to ethnic diversity. 

• However, every conceivable aspect of an ethnic group’s 
culture is not replicated in the classroom. Nor are the cultures 
included in the curriculum used only with students from that 
ethnic group. 

• focuses on those elements of cultural socialization that most 
directly affect learning. 

• It helps students clarify their ethnic values while correcting 
factual errors about cultural heritages. 

• Students are held accountable for knowing, thinking, 
questioning, analyzing, feeling, reflecting, sharing, and acting. 

 

Empowering • Teachers must show students that they expect them to succeed 
and commit themselves to making success happen. 

• Teachers identify risks involved in students’ pursuit of 
success and plan accordingly. They create infrastructures to 
support the efforts of students so that they will persevere 
toward high levels of academic achievement 

• Teachers bolster students’ morale, provide resources and 
personal assistance, develop an ethos of achievement, and 
celebrate individual and collective accomplishments. 

• In addition to academic achievement, it also includes cultural, 
social, civic, and moral development dimensions. 

• They encompass learning experiences that address the human 
desire to be effective at what is valued, and that benefit 
students as whole human beings, not just with regard to their 
academic achievement. 
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Culturally Responsive Teaching Practices (CRTP) 

Name Description 

Transformative • It is very explicit about respecting the cultures and 
experiences of African American, Native American, Latino, 
and Asian American students, and it uses these as worthwhile 
resources for teaching and learning. 

• It recognizes the existing strengths and accomplishments of 
[traditionally marginalized] students and then enhances them 
further in the instructional process. 

• It promotes the idea, and develops skills for practicing it, that 
students are obligated to be productive members of and render 
service to their respective ethnic communities as well as to the 
national society. 

• It does not pit academic success and cultural affiliation 
against each other. Rather, academic success and cultural 
consciousness are developed simultaneously. 

• Students learn to analyze the effects of inequities on different 
ethnic individuals and groups, have zero tolerance for these, 
and become change agents committed to promoting greater 
equality, justice, and power balances among ethnic groups. 
They practice these ethics and skills in different community 
contexts… 
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Culturally Responsive Teaching Practices (CRTP) 

Name Description 

Emancipatory • it releases the intellect of students of color from the 
constraining manacles of mainstream canons of knowledge 
and ways of knowing. 

• It makes authentic knowledge about different ethnic groups 
accessible to students. 

• It helps students realize that no single version of “truth” is 
total and permanent. Nor should it be allowed to exist 
uncontested. 

• Students are taught how to apply new knowledge generated 
by various ethnic scholars to their analyses of social histories, 
issues, problems, and experiences. These learning 
engagements encourage and enable students to find their own 
voices, to contextualize issues in multiple cultural 
perspectives, to engage in more ways of knowing and 
thinking, and to become more active participants in shaping 
their own learning 

• Students are expected to work together and are held 
accountable for one another’s success. Mutual aid, 
interdependence, and reciprocity as criteria for guiding 
behavior replace the individualism and competitiveness that 
are so much a part of conventional classrooms. 
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Culturally Responsive Teaching Practices (CRTP) 

Name Description 

Humanistic • It is ultimately concerned with the human welfare, dignity, 
and respect of the various individuals and groups who 
comprise the United States and the world. 

• It has value for majority and minority students, for both 
similar and different reasons, and that these benefits are direct 
and indirect, individually and collectively. 

• It enables all students across ethnic, racial, and social groups 
[to acquire] deeper and more accurate knowledge about the 
cultures, lives, experiences, and accomplishments of diverse 
peoples in U.S. society and humankind. 

• It helps students acquire knowledge of self and others, and the 
attendant values that come with having a better and more 
accurate understanding of who diverse people are and how 
they came of be as individuals, groups, and nations. 

• It develops the idea that interdependence is an inherent 
attribute of humanity; when people know, respect, and relate 
to each other, all groups and individuals are better off. 

 

Normative & Ethical • It makes explicit how and why mainstream educational 
policies and practices are shaped by and reflective of the 
Eurocentric culture, perspectives, and experiences of the 
powerful, privileged, and demographically dominant ethnic 
group. 

• Since culture and education are inseparably linked, and 
different ethnic groups have different cultures, it is both the 
normal and the right thing to do to incorporate cultural 
diversity into educative processes intended for ethnically, 
racially, and socially diverse students. 
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Secondary Organizational Learning Mechanisms (OLMs) 

Name Description 

Disseminating, storing, 

retrieving information 

• Summary reports of school activities/projects are 
prepared. 

• Each curriculum/project has an updated instructional file. 
• Summaries of teacher work/school projects are stored in a 

location accessible and known to everyone. 
• Periodic reports on school curriculum evaluation are 

circulated. 
• Evaluation reports on school projects are published. 
• We receive professional literature (articles, books) about 

educational-pedagogical research. 
• Staff meetings make use of protocols of previous 

meetings. 
• Teachers go over summaries of the various staff meetings 

(protocols). 
• Reports about professional changes and innovations are 

circulated to the staff. 
• There is a supply of professional reference material. 

 

Analyzing and 

interpreting 

information 

• Teachers work together to plan educational activities. 
• Staff meetings evaluate ways to implement school 

decisions. 
• Staff meetings are held to form a school vision. 
• Meetings are held to evaluate students’ behavior. 
• Meetings are held to set evaluation methods for students’ 

achievements.  
• Meetings are held to evaluate students’ academic 

achievements. 
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Secondary Organizational Learning Mechanisms (OLMs) 

Name Description 

Sharing information 

among students and 

parents 

• There are meetings where students (student council) 
present their needs to the staff. 

• There are learning meetings between school staff and 
students (student council) to plan activities. 

• There are report meetings between school staff and 
students (student council) about school activities. 

• Information booklets about school procedures are 
circulated among parents. 

• Our school website contains information for parents (on 
their child’s achievements and about school activities). 

• Our school website contains study materials for students 
(lesson and article summaries). 

 

Online information • Teachers use an online superintendent/district’s site to 
adjust study materials and teaching methods (samples of 
final exams with answer key, final exam materials, 
articles) 

• Online information resources provide teachers with 
professional feedback. 

 

 


