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Figure 5.  Side by side comparison of the first and second floors.   

 The second floor housed second through fifth grade classrooms, intervention 

rooms, art, the library, and computers.  The second floor did not display student work, 

culture, or have elements of student voice (Gay, 2010) as frequently as the first floor.  

However, in the hallway, the researcher observed a large student- created quilt hanging 

above a set of coats.  This was the largest physical display of the recognition of student 

culture at the school as observed by the researcher.  The display helped provide evidence 

that the school “recognized the ethnicities and cultural backgrounds of the students” 

(Taylor, et al., 2016) and allowed for a student community (Gay, 2010).  The quilt 

displayed what and where students recognized as their home.  The quilt showed  that the 

students in the school were from various parts of the world including,  Liberia, Somalia,  

Mexico, Colorado, California and other places from within the United States.  Figure 6 

shows the quilt seen hanging in the second floor hallway.   
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Figure 6.  Student created quilt 

 In continuing to walk down the hallway, a large open library with abundant light 

sat at the center of the second floor and was a space where students were able to read and 

research.  Outside of the library were photographs of individual students next to their 

reading accomplishments displayed under a banner titled “AR Stars” (Accelerated 

Reader) and seemed to create a sense of ownership and community.  In the library, there 

were mirror books with diverse characters pictured on them.  In addition to mirror texts, 

there were books in Spanish and English, graphic novels, and leveled texts.  Posters were 

also in English and Spanish.  Upon closer inspection of the books, however, it did not 

appear that there were books with gifted culturally linguistically diverse learners as 

central characters.  Those books may have existed, but they were not readily observed.  

Figure 7 shows the library.    
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Figure 7. Library 

 When leaving the library, sounds of learning, laughter, and the occasional raised 

voice of a teacher redirecting classroom behavior spilled out of the rooms.  In contrast to 

the first floor, however, there was not as much movement in the hallways and even with 

classroom noise, this portion of the building was noticeably quieter.   

  Unlike the first floor, where there were large displays of teacher and student 

work, the researcher had to look more critically and closely to locate student voice.  

Student work hung on a corkboard strip above coats outside of many classrooms, but not 

all.  The amount of displayed culturally responsive student product varied from teacher to 

teacher as did the observed level of rigor and complexity.  Throughout visits to the 

school, culturally responsive student produced work was only noted outside of four 

classrooms on the second floor.  Figure 8 shows examples of student produced work. 
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Figure 8. Student produced work (Gay, 2010). 

 When walking down towards the opposite end of the building and into the 

southern stairwell to travel back to the first floor, it was easy to notice distinct differences 

in the stairwells because the southern stairwell did not have any student work on the tiled 

walls.  Instead, the walls were bare.  However, the large blue and green banners with the 

student pillars hung down from the second floor landing as a reminder of the focus of the 

school.   

 The last two common areas explored were the gymnasium and the cafeteria; and 

were on the first floor and in the basement, respectively.  When entering the gymnasium, 

the tile floor disappeared into the oak planks covering the expansive room. The tinny 

clicking of shoes on tile was replaced by a heavier clacking of the shoes on wood.  The 

smell of plastic cones and rubber mats filled the gymnasium, while Hula hoops and beach 

balls sat on the floor.   

 On the northern wall of the gym was a climbing wall and blue mats.  Attached to 

the ceiling were climbing ropes.  Colorful chart paper with student objectives that varied 
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by grade level were taped upon the tiled walls.  Abbreviated cardinal directions were near 

the ceiling and listed street names that faced the building.  At the time of the observation, 

the gymnasium did not overtly show evidence of student work or voice.  Figure 9 shows 

the gymnasium. 

 

Figure 9.  Gymnasium.  

 In the basement directly below the gymnasium sat the tiny cafeteria of Joshua 

Elementary.  The cafeteria was empty at the time of the researcher’s observation, 

however, the smell of lunch lingered through the air.  The cafeteria was noticeably cooler 

than the gymnasium and was much darker due to the lack of windows.  The cafeteria was 

much like parts of the second floor: stark in contrast to the rest of the school.  Teal 

colored tile was the only color to be found amongst the familiar beige tiles.  A few 

posters lined the walls encouraging students to drink their milk and eat healthy.  

However, there were no student-created items observed, nor was there any observable 

display of the student pillars.  Figure 10 shows the cafeteria setting.   
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Figure10.  Cafeteria. 

 The common areas in Joshua Elementary showed inconsistency in displaying 

elements of a culturally responsive environment.  The first floor showed student voice, 

mirror texts, information for families, and what seemed to be intentional displays to 

create a sense of community and communicate school values and norms (Ladson-

Billings, 2014; Ford, 2016; Gay, 2010).  The second floor, however, showed minimal 

attention to the creation of a school community and there was almost no student voice on 

display in the hallways.  Students from lower grade levels do travel to the second floor to 

reach the library, the Art room, and the Computer Lab and whether they consciously are 

absorbing the difference in environment or not, the hidden curriculum may be one that is 

sending mixed messages that research shows can “…reinforce and reproduce 

inequalities,” (Cotton, Winter, and Bailey, 2013; Ladson-Billings, 2014).   

 Classrooms.    When leaving the common areas of the school and venturing into 

the classrooms of those educators participating in the study, the researcher noticed 

something that the classrooms all had in common: they were all very different from one 
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another.  Each classroom had its own personality, energy, and differed from grade to 

grade.  Upon walking into the ECE classroom, for example, the researcher noticed the 

vibrant blues and greens that covered most surfaces.  There were student centers for 

Science, Reading, Dramatic Play, and Math.  Student work lined the walls and every 

space in the room was used for interactive learning.   

  Student work hung outside of the classroom as well and welcomed parents and 

visitors in to the warm space.  Child-size tables were available with small chairs to fit the 

smallest of students.  The Reading corner had a couch and over 30 books from which 

students could choose.  Students were allowed to move around the room without 

restriction.  Figure 11 illustrates some of the reading selections as well as student-

produced work.   

 

Figure 11.  ECE classroom with student work. 

 When walking around the corner into the Kinder/First grade wing of the building, 

the sheer size of the classroom immediately struck the researcher.  The classroom was the 

size of two regular classrooms combined.  On the western side of the classroom was a 



 

95 

Promethean board which served as a focal point for the classroom.  This was where 

whole group lessons took place.  A combination of kidney, rectangular and circular tables 

filled the classroom.  Students moved about the room with purpose and ease as they 

brought mobile centers to their tables.  Students sat in front of the Promethean board 

worked on adding three digit numbers using a specific strategy.  Some students struggled 

to stay focused while in the larger group and had their “clips” moved more than once.  

Some argued with their teacher about staying still.   

 Students who were moving at a faster pace were getting in trouble while they 

waited for the other students to finish.  Students working in the smaller mobile centers, 

however, did remain focused on their individual center goals and were moving at their 

own individual pace.  Students were working next to one another, but they were not 

working with another during this observation.   

 This room was bright and warm with yellow hues on the wall, but it did not have 

the same amount of student work displayed as was observed in ECE.  It, too, had a corner 

for reading with multiple books in different languages.  During a classroom observation, 

this corner was also used as an area for students to deescalate and had pictures of children 

and their feelings.   

 

Figure 12.  Kindergarten/ First grade relaxation corner.   
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 The second grade classroom differed greatly from its ECE and Kinder/First 

predecessors.  Separated physically on the second floor and at the southern end of the 

school, the second grade classroom was relatively bare.  The white walls and brown 

cabinets had a combination of teacher and student created work.  Most materials were 

teacher created; however, one of the sliding cabinets in the room featured interlocking 

puzzle pieces, one for each student, and their culture.  

 Although the student work around the room was sparse, the work that was up 

acknowledged issues of social justice.  The work on the wall included sentence stems to 

support language development and aid in thinking.  Like the rooms before it, the second 

grade classroom also had a reading corner with a couch and multicultural books in 

English and Spanish.  Figure 13 illustrates instructional aides and books with culturally 

diverse characters or people.   

  

Figure 13. Second grade classroom 

 The tables in this room were all rectangular, facing one another, and primarily in a 

style that would facilitate group and cooperative learning.   Students moved from sitting 
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on the floor near the Promethean board on the southern wall, to working independently at 

their tables.  Students spoke in Spanish and English in this classroom.  Students were 

encouraged to speak in their native language as well as write in their native language.  In 

the last five minutes of the observation, the teacher pulled a small group of monolingual 

Spanish speakers to ensure that they had understood the math lesson.   

 Next, just a couple of doors down was a bustling third grade classroom.  On one 

of the two doors entering the classroom was a large piece of chart paper with the 

question:  What do you need from your classmates to be successful in third grade?  

Student answers were written on post-it notes and included:  “Be kind” and “Understand 

me” (Observation, January, 2017).  The bright yellow wall that greeted visitors once they 

entered had examples of student writing displayed. 

 At the time of the observation, students were researching a topic of their passion 

and were engaged in their work.  They moved throughout the classroom with comfort and 

asked one another for help when needed.  Some students sat at the rectangular tables, and 

others went to the reading corner of the room to research their passion area.   

 In looking around the room, multiple styles of chairs were being used.  Plastic 

chairs that rocked, director-style chairs with canvas, typical hard plastic and metal chairs, 

as well as beanbag chairs created an environment that acknowledged different learners’ 

needs.  One of the chairs had a resistance band on it so that a student could bounce his or 

her feet on the band and continue to stay focused.   

 In addition to the buzz of student voices and engagement in the room, student 

work was located in one section of the classroom on the eastern wall and directly outside 
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of the classroom.  The majority of the room was filled with books.  Similar to the other 

classrooms in the building, there was a reading corner.  Unlike the other classrooms in 

the school, this particular reading corner had hundreds of books available for students in 

multiple genres and languages.  Figure 14 illustrates the third grade classroom  

 

Figure 14. Third grade classroom.   

 As the researcher exited the third grade classroom and walked into the fourth 

grade rooms, once again there was the sound of students interacting with one another and 

the teacher.  During the researcher’s observation of the learning environments, students 

were moving around the room in active learning.  In one classroom, students were sitting 

in chairs at the rectangular tables, on the floor, and on beanbag chairs.  In another fourth 

grade classroom, students moved between sitting at the front of the room at the carpet, to 

exploring the room around them, to sitting at their desks in different groups.  Both 

classrooms had their walls, windows, bulletin boards, and cabinets covered with a 

combination of student and teacher work.   

 In one of the classrooms, bright green paint covered the walls and broke from the 
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beige hallway outside.  This classroom had an abundance of teacher created work on the 

windows and walls that focused on concepts in the curriculum.  These chart paper 

displays were various Thinking Maps graphic organizers and were throughout the room.  

The teacher incorporated color throughout her room and even had bright neon organizers 

on the students’ tables.  The student tables were rectangular and faced the Promethean 

board.  The bulletin boards around the room focused on different content areas taught by 

the teacher.  There was one cabinet door that contained student work on it, and that was 

minimal.  Above that cabinet were inspirational words to encourage the students to be 

their best.   

 The other fourth grade classroom had a wall painted in a navy blue with the 

school’s motto written on it.  On the cabinet doors underneath the blue section of wall 

was a combination of student and teacher produced work.  Thinking Maps were used 

again this room; however the topics covered on the maps contained issues of social 

justice, literature, and vocabulary.  In the shelves under the windows were books of 

different reading levels and different genres.  The researcher did not observe the outright 

display of mirror books or culturally responsive texts as in the younger grades.  Those 

books, however, may have been in the leveled bins.  On top of the shelves under the 

windows was a bin of headphones for use either with a laptop or to block out sound as 

needed.   

 This fourth grade classroom broke from the typical mold of the other classrooms 

because it did not use rectangular tables.  Instead it had individual student desks that were 

in groups of three, four, and even some singular desks for students.  A kidney table was 
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in the center of the room and served as a small group meeting space for the teacher and 

the students.  Figure 15 shows the two classrooms. 

    

Figure 15.  Side by side view of fourth grade classrooms.  

 The last grade level classroom the researcher observed was the fifth grade 

classroom.  Upon entering the naturally lit classroom, the researcher noticed the students 

were calm and focused on the whole group lesson.  Navy blue walls anchored the 

classroom and displayed both teacher created and student created work.  The large 

rectangular tables were arranged so that some faced towards the Promethean board and 

some faced one another for cooperative learning. 

  Tucked away in one corner of the room was a set of two multi colored bean bag 

chairs on a large rectangular brown Persian rug.  This area of the room had some books 

sitting on a shelf near it, however it was not just a space reserved for reading; instead, it 

was a place for students to go and work on a first come first serve basis.  On the shelves 

next to the area with the bean bags, sitting under the large windows, were the remainder 

of the books available for students to read.  The books were leveled by student ability and 

were in bright red, blue, yellow, and green plastic bins for students to use throughout the 
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day.  As in the fourth grade classroom, the researcher did not observe the outright display 

of mirror books or culturally responsive texts as in the younger grades.  Those books, 

however, may have been in the leveled bins. 

 Teacher created visuals lined a majority of the windows reminding students how 

to analyze characters and write robust narratives.  On one set of windows near the 

teacher’s desk were paper t-shirt cut outs designed by each student to represent the 

student’s background and culture.  The t-shirts displayed how each student contributed to 

the classroom community. 

 Student work was not only on the window in this classroom, it was throughout the 

classroom on the cabinets and walls.  Work displayed included all levels of student 

ability and was a combination of works in progress and completed pieces.  Student work 

included essays, completed Thinking Maps graphic organizers, and works of art to 

demonstrate understanding.  Topics in the room ranged from immigration, the impacts of 

a global community, to “monumental moments” in history.  Students in the room moved 

freely between their desks and the Promethean Board.  They also moved to grab their 

books or get a tissue or go to the restroom with ease.  It was as if routines had been 

established and it seemed as if the students followed the norms of the room. Figure 16 

shows the table arrangement within the fifth grade classroom environment.   
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Figure 16.  Fifth grade classroom. 

 Unlike the grade level classroom teacher, the Intervention teachers observed did 

not have any one classroom to call their own.  Instead, they shared their student 

workspace with other school supports like Math Fellows (tutoring) or other intervention 

supports.  .  In the math intervention room observed, the space was divided into three 

sections.  Each section was separated by whiteboards and filing cabinets.  The teacher 

took her portion of the room and added stringed multicolored lights to the whiteboard the 

separated her from her coworkers.  In addition to this, she added student and teacher co-

created Thinking Maps to some of the cabinets and a behavioral incentive on one the wall 

leading back out into the hallway.   

 A group of 13 students sat at rectangular tables facing another whiteboard for 

whole group lesson.  The whiteboard had colorful place value cards within student view 

as well as the points students had earned for using their math and sentence stems in 

spoken language.  Above the whiteboard, was a student created circle map that multiple 

students contributed to developing.  This graphic organizer was the one piece of student 
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owned work that was visible in the room.  During the observation, students actively 

discussed the topic and lesson and were responsive to the teacher.   

 The reading intervention room was on the first floor of the building next to the 

ECE classrooms.  The reading intervention room was divided into two spaces and was 

shared with another intervention teacher. Both intervention teachers worked with 

different age groups during the same time as one another.  The room was an open-

concept feel in that it was partitioned into two sections by a whiteboard.  

 Unlike the math intervention space, this space offered more room for students to 

get up and move;  The space had one kidney table in which a group of four to five 

students sat in small group with the teacher.  The teacher allowed for students to sit 

where they want to sit.  A separate desk was available if a student wanted or needed to sit 

at it and apart from the group.  Next to the kidney table was the window with a ledge 

displaying various picture books.   

 There was not observable culturally responsive text during the observation; 

however, there may have been books on the shelf underneath the windowsill that held 

culturally responsive texts.  Although this space was very different from the other 

classrooms in the building, the students filled the room with laughter, jokes, and 

maintained focus on building student reading skills.  Figure 17 shows an intervention 

classroom. 
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Figure 17.  Intervention classroom. 

 Back on the second floor the researcher found the gifted classroom. Upon 

entering the brightly lit classroom, the researcher noticed a framed sign surrounded by 

Star Wars Storm Trooper figurines that stated “Developing our Talent” (observation, 

January, 2017).  That sign was accompanied by other posters with inspirational song 

lyrics on them directly above the chalkboard.  The chalkboard was lined with Thinking 

Maps waiting to be completed and objectives for the day.  Immediately facing the 

researcher was a large piece of chart paper that had questions on it for students to answer 

about their goals for the rest of 2017.  Across from the main entrance into the room were 

large windows with shelves sitting underneath containing neon colored bins of supplies.   

  The spacious room had two rectangular tables and one kidney table for students 

to work at.  Like the third grade classroom, there were different styles of chairs for the 

students to sit upon.  Soft cushioned swivel chairs surrounded one of the rectangular 

tables.  The other rectangular table had hard plastic and metal chairs for students, and  

another table had hard plastic and metal chairs.  The kidney table in the corner of the 
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room had softer plastic chairs waiting those who would want them.  Containers of pencils 

could be found on every table, and one of the tables had a map of the world in its center.  

Clipboards were also available on one of the tables for students who did not want to sit at 

the table, but stand up, or place themselves on the large colorful rug in the room.   

 Unlike the other classrooms, student work was not displayed throughout the 

room.  The room primarily consisted of teacher created posters and graphic organizers.  

Student work was displayed outside of the classroom, but was lacking inside of the room. 

There were bulletin boards that were outlined with a scalloped polka dot border that may 

have been for student work, however, none was seen.  

  During the observation students moved freely from the carpet to a table of their 

choosing.  They focused on the assignment that they were given, and were able to 

continue to talk about their day with one another.  They seemed excited to be in the 

classroom and eagerly answered questions posed by the teacher.  Figure 18 shows the 

gifted classroom. 

 

Figure 18.  Gifted classroom. 
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 The computer classroom was the next classroom observed by the researcher.  

When entering the computer classroom, the researcher noticed the blinds were closed and 

the lights were off.  The only light came from the computer screens and the projector 

with the directions and objectives for students.  CPUs and flat screen Dell monitors sat 

two to a table throughout the room.  All student tables faced towards the entrance of the 

classroom where the teacher’s projector faced and she often stood.   

 The cabinet doors, some of the walls, and one of the chalkboards were covered 

with colorful chart paper circle maps with different topics on each one.  Some of the 

circle maps had been filled in with student responses.  Above the circle maps on the 

chalkboard were vocabulary words associated with technology in alphabetical order so 

that they formed the alphabet near the ceiling.  On the opposite chalkboard were 

technology standards for the students to master.  Next to the chalkboard was a bulletin 

board to show student accomplishment in the room.   

 During the observation, ECE students filed into the classroom and went directly 

to their computers.  Without being told what to do, the students immediately logged on to 

different websites to explore.  Some students explored in Spanish and others in English.  

The students put on their headphones and even helped one another access different 

websites.  This room was calm, quiet, and the students were focused.  Figure 19 

illustrates the classroom as well as instructional work.   
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Figure 19.  Computer classroom. 

 After leaving the computer classroom, the researcher ended her observations on 

the northern side of the building in the energetic art room. The smell of paint and glue 

greeted the researcher as she entered the room. Paint splatters could be found on almost 

every surface; from the window sills and tables, to the floor and even the teacher’s desk, 

nothing was safe from arrant paint. 

 Paint splatters gave way to an array of student art work.  Finished student 

products were displayed on the whiteboard, on filing cabinets, and outside of the 

classroom.  Non student created work consisted of posters of famous artwork on the 

whiteboard, but this was minimal in comparison to the student work that was found in the 

room.  On the windowsill across from the entrance into the classroom showed the works 

of art in progress.  Students had created masks to reflect their culture and their personal 

values.   

 When the students entered the art room, they all went to the windowsill to see 

their creations.  Their voices raised in excitement as they returned to their work. The 

students were frustrated at first when the teacher asked them to come to the large color 

blocked rug for a whole group lesson, they wanted to continue their work on their masks.  
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 Once set free from whole group instruction, they needed little redirection.  The 

teacher moved about the room working with students as needed.  Students sat on stools at 

the oversized art tables.  They sat where they wanted to sit and some even changed tables 

a couple of times.  Some students chose to sit next to someone, and others chose to sit 

alone to work.  Students spoke enthusiastically with one another about their creation and 

wanted to show one another their masks.  The constant hum of student voices was still 

considerable lower in volume than in other classes because there were only ten students 

in the room.  The small number of students, however, allowed the teacher the opportunity 

to sit with each one individually and discuss his or her art piece.  Figure 20 illustrates 

student work in Art.   

  

 Finally, the researcher scheduled to observe the classroom setting of the Special 

Education teacher; however, it is important to note that the Special Education classroom 

was a rolling cart.  The Special Education teacher pushed in classrooms throughout the 

day and the researcher observed her in a 5th grade classroom that was not her own.   

 The classrooms in Joshua Elementary varied in content, grade, and even 
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classroom management.  In a majority of the classrooms, students moved freely about the 

class as they were learning or working with one another (Wiggins, 2004).  The ratio of 

student to teacher work on display also varied from classroom to classroom, with a 

majority of classrooms highlighting teacher-created work.  Some classrooms, however, 

displayed student work and created spaces within the classroom that allowed for student 

voice and ownership (Gay, 2002; Pollock, 2008).   

 Most classrooms had mirror books readily available and seen; however, the 

classrooms in which mirror books were not observed may have had them in bins or on 

shelves unbeknownst to the researcher.  Every classroom had observable teacher-created 

scaffolds in place to assist students with formulating linguistic responses either to other 

students or in responding to text (Ladson-Billings, 2014; Taylor et al., 2016; Gay, 2000).   

 Many core content classes had a reading corner or a relaxation corner for students 

to work in as well as a common behavior management system.  No matter how large the 

classroom or how small each room had its own personality separate from the school with 

co-constructed experiences between the teachers and the students (Chmiel, 2014; 

Wiggins, 2004; Moreland, 2007).   

Observations of Educators 

Culturally responsive pedagogy.  Fifteen educators were observed using the 

literature –based observation protocol found in Appendix E.  This section of the paper 

will display the data collected based on each observation element.  The first components 

of the educator observation focused on culturally responsive pedagogy tenets described in 
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detail by Gay (2010).  Table 8 represents the tenets and the number of classrooms in 

which they were demonstrated. 

Table 8 

Demonstration of Culturally Responsive Tenets 

 

Tenet (Gay, 2010) 

 

Classrooms 

Demonstrated Observed 

The teacher provides space and relationships 

where ethnically diverse students feel recognized, 

respected, seen, and heard 

 

14 

 

15 

The teacher knows culturally diverse students 

thoroughly personally and academically 

 

 

13 

 

15 

The teacher cultivates a sense of kindredness and 

responsibility among culturally diverse 

individuals 

 

13 

 

15 

The teacher enables ethnically and culturally 

diverse students to be open and flexible in 

expressing their thoughts, feelings, and emotions 

as well as being receptive to new ideas and 

information was observed in every classroom 

 

 

14 

 

15 

The teacher enables ethnically and culturally 

diverse students to be open and flexible in 

expressing their thoughts, feelings, and emotions 

as well as being receptive to new ideas and 

information. 

 

 

15 

 

15 

The teacher builds confidence among students 

from different aspects 

11 15 

 The first tenet the researcher explored during observation was the tenant of  the 

teacher provides space and relationships were ethnically diverse students feel 

recognized, respected, seen, and heard (Gay, 2010)  Of the 15 educators who participated 

in an observation, 14 demonstrated this culturally responsive element during a 60 minute 

time period.  This trait was demonstrated in different ways throughout the classrooms.  In 
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some observations, the researcher saw the tenet in the physicality of the room, and in 

other cases it was seen in the interaction and relationship between teacher and student.  

For example, in Kenneth’s classroom, each of the thirteen students openly discussed their 

projects with the teacher, their successes, and their struggles.  Kenneth pointed out to one 

student who was collaborating with another on research, “See, we are a building a sense 

of community through common understanding” (Kenneth, 2017).   

 In Jenna’s class, her essential question opened up the space for recognizing and 

respecting students (Pollock, 2008; Taylor et al., 2016).  Her essential question, “How 

can diversity affect a global community?” opened up a dialogue with her students.  In the 

discussion, students discussed their own backgrounds, acknowledged their cultures, and 

even discussed different race and ethnicities (Taylor et al., 2016; Ladson-Billings, 2014) 

as she listened intently to them.  She also redirected any students who were off task and 

encouraged active listening to one another (Jenna, observation, 2017).   

 Another educator, Eva, was working with a small group of students who were 

struggling to grasp a concept.  At one point a frustrated student working on reading 

comprehension said to her, “You didn’t tell us what to do.  I can’t do this.”  (Student, 

2017) Eva immediately responded, “Tell me why you think that.”  When the student 

answered, she responded, “It’s okay to think that, but yes you can do this.  I know you 

can.  I have seen you do this” (Eva, 2017) .  As soon as the student heard Eva’s words, he 

refocused and started working.  Eva acknowledged the student, validated his feelings, and 

verbalized belief in his abilities (Gay, 2010). 

 Additionally, Brianna was observed demonstrating this ability to provide a space 
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and relationship with her culturally linguistically diverse students by listening to them 

when they talked about their families and answered questions when they asked about 

hers.  She allowed all of her students to talk during their circle time and even waited to 

make sure those who had wanted to speak were able to before moving on to her lesson 

for the day.  Even throughout her lessons, students freely went to her to talk to her about 

life outside of school (Gay, 2010).   

 Unlike the majority of the classrooms, there was one observation in which the 

researcher was unable to observe this element of culturally responsive pedagogy.  In one 

of the classrooms, five of 25 students were argumentative with the teacher and disrupted 

her lesson for a total of 20 minutes in the hour long observation.  The teacher redirected 

multiple times and in this section of the observation the researcher could not see that 

there was a space provided for relationships where ethnically diverse learners felt 

recognized, valued, seen, and heard.   

 The second tenet, the teacher knows culturally diverse students thoroughly 

personally and academically (Gay, 2010), was observed by the researcher in 13 of 15 

observations.  One classroom, however, did not show teacher knowledge of students 

personally or academically. 

 One of the classrooms which showed a personal and academic knowledge of 

students was Jenna’s classroom.  For example, as students were sitting in a circle at the 

carpet analyzing protest art and discussion of Native American culture, she turned to a 

student and asked, “This is what you did when you were on the reservation, right?  

Would you tell the rest of the class about what you told me?”  The student then went on 
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to tell the rest of the class about specific aspects of her life on the reservation.  Jenna also 

knew the students academically as she ensured that she had scaffolded work for them by 

providing sentence stems for her second language learners and struggling writers.  She 

had more open ended work for her students she thought were moving at a faster pace.   

 Another educator, Elizabeth, demonstrated her ability to know her students 

personally and academically multiple times throughout her observation.  For example, 

when a parent was walking in with a student, she asked the parent, “Is the new route 

getting here working out for you?” (Elizabeth, 2017)  She then engaged the parent in a 

five minute conversation about the drive and commute living further from the school.  

Ten minutes later, the teacher followed up with the student who had entered first and 

asked her if she liked her new house and getting to school a different way.  Elizabeth 

went on to discuss something individual with each of her 13 students who entered the 

room.  She engaged one student in conversation about having a new sibling in the family, 

another about the amount of time it took to get the student’s hair braided, and another 

about leaving for Mexico over Spring Break.  She was able to touch on something 

personal with every single student (Elizabeth, observation, 2017).   

 Academically, most of the students were engaged with the learning; however, 

there was one student who understood concepts in one repetition.  After he knew the 

concept he remained on the carpet for 5 minutes while the teacher continued to explain to 

the concept to the rest of the class.  Upon the third repetition of the concept, the student 

began moving around the carpet and began distracting other students by engaging them in 

conversation while the teacher was still giving her lesson. At ten minutes discussing the 
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concept, the student began walking around the classroom looking for books to read.  

During the hour long observation, this student had his clip moved more often than the 

other students, and it was moved only during whole group lessons.   

 Another teacher, Shannon, was also observed demonstrating her ability to know 

her students personally and academically.  Shannon discussed immigration rights with 

her students and touched on very specific concerns from her students.  She also spoke 

individually with students about their families and their plans for the weekend.  

 Academically, she had differentiated reading comprehension work so that the 

students could prepare for upcoming state testing.  She utilized the site NEWSELA (n.d.) 

and pulled two different levels of text and questioning on the same subject: students of 

different religious faiths bonding over similarities. 

 In one classroom, the researcher could not determine how personally the teacher 

knew the students because her main discourse with them was around academics.  While 

the teacher seemed to have a majority of the class academically engaged, there were five 

students who grasped the new strategy being taught with addition within two to three 

repetitions.  They were also the students who raised their hands immediately or blurted 

out answers.  Those students wanted to move on to another problem but were told by the 

teacher to wait.  When they did not want to wait, they engaged in off-task activities such 

as talking with one another and walking around the classroom.  The off-task students 

were both reprimanded (had to move their “clip” and redirected.  The researcher was 

unsure if the teacher would have demonstrated an understanding of the students 

personally had the researcher observed for a longer period of time.    
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 The third tenet, the teacher cultivates a sense of kindredness and responsibility 

among culturally diverse individuals (Gay, 2010), was observed in 13 out of 15 

observations.  For example, in Lara’s small group, students were observed helping one 

another set up file folder dividers so that they could concentrate on their reading.  The 

students laughed with one another when the teacher when Lara told a joke and one 

particular student even offered a joke, himself.  Lara (2017) asked, “How did I do 

teaching this new book to you?” One student answered, “You did a good job,” (Student, 

2017).  At the end of the observation, different students began putting away materials 

immediately.  One student stated, “We want to this to be clean for your next class.”   

 Another example of kindredness and responsibility was observed in Elizabeth’s 

class.  A student walked into the class crying, and the other students immediately went up 

to him and asked him if he was okay.  The student went over to Elizabeth and she held 

him on her lap while the other students gathered around seemingly worried about him.  

Elizabeth asked the boy, “Are you okay?”  When the boy did not answer she said, “That’s 

okay.  We are here to help you,” (Elizabeth, 2017).  Elizabeth then turned to the other 

students who were noticeably upset and said, “Okay everyone, let’s give him his space. 

When he’s ready to talk…sometimes people don’t want to talk” (Elizabeth, 2017).  At 

that point another student started rubbing the anguished boy’s back and then another 

student asked him if he wanted to go read a book.  When the boy shook his head to 

indicate ‘no’, his classmate, said, “That’s okay, I can go get one for you,” (Student, 

2017).  After 10 minutes of the student having time alone to read, he rejoined the group.  

When he did, the other students hugged him and one young man placed his arm around 
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the shoulder of the upset student.  Elizabeth’s classroom also had jobs that each of the 

students had, and they all helped clean their classroom.   

 Another example of kindredness and responsibility was observed in Amanda’s 

class.  During a math lesson where students were moving throughout the room, students 

began helping one another.  When one student mentioned that she did not have a place to 

sit, a student welcomed her over to his table.  When another student indicated that he did 

not know how to solve one of the problems around the room, two other students went 

over to help.  Amanda was also seen modeling how students can help one another when 

they get frustrated or do not want to ask the teacher.   

 Jenna, Kenneth, and Caitlyn’s classes all had reward systems in place that 

required the entire class working together.  These same classes saw students assisting one 

another with help, speaking kindly to one another, and showing responsibility for their 

classroom space with the different jobs they had been assigned to in the classroom for 

that week.   

 In two observations, the researcher could not directly observe this culturally 

responsive trait in action.  This does not mean that the trait does not exist, however, it 

was not observed.   

 The fourth tenet was the teacher enables ethnically and culturally diverse 

students to be open and flexible in expressing their thoughts, feelings, and emotions as 

well as being receptive to new ideas and information was observed in every classroom 

(Gay, 2010).  Examples of this tenet included students who, without observed 

reservation, vocalized their thoughts and disagreed with the teacher, those who spoke in 
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their native language (other than English) throughout the classroom, and those who 

received critical feedback from the teacher without getting upset.   

 Brianna, for example, was openly discussing advocacy for one’s own learning 

needs.  She told one student who had not spoken up about feeling like he was behind, 

“Let someone know how you feel.  Let people know what you need.  Don’t just let me 

keep reading, but stop me,” (Brianna, 2017).  The student was not upset with his new 

directive.  Once she stated that, the student then interrupted her a little later to ask for an 

explanation of what she was doing.   

 In the same observation, another student was working on an assignment and 

Brianna went around to the students to see how their break was.  One student mentioned 

that he had hunted snakes in Mexico and would use the skin to make belts.  He then went 

on to tell her that his family also hunted beavers and made rugs and towels out of the fur.  

When Brianna (2017) stated, “I didn’t know that.”  The student freely responded, 

“Everyone knows that.”  Brianna then replied, “I didn’t know that!”  This interaction 

between the teacher and student showed an openness and willingness to express culture 

without rebuke.   

 Another observation of this tenet was found in Gabrielle’s class.  Gabrielle was 

working on creating a piece of art that represented student cultures.  As she was walking 

around the room, one student shouted, “Miss, what do you want me to write again?” 

Another student said, “Yeah, I don’t understand what we’re supposed to do.”  Gabrielle 

stopped the students and asked if others were having trouble.  When they said yes, she 

called everyone back to the carpet in the front of her room and reviewed the work.  When 
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another student became frustrated with writing, Gabrielle went to her and the student 

blurted, “This is dumb.  Why do I have to write?”  (Student, 2017)  Gabrielle thanked her 

for her honesty and then discussed the importance of writing with the artwork.    

Gabrielle also allowed her students to speak in Spanish with one another freely. 

 Lawrence, another educator in the building, was also observed enabling diverse 

students to be flexible with their thinking and open with their thoughts.  He was helping a 

student deescalate one on one from a confrontation with another student.  He began by 

asking, “If you have a problem with someone, how can you deal with it?” (Lawrence, 

2017) The student and he spoke freely back and forth about how to handle different 

interactions with people.  He then asked the student if he could offer him some advice on 

how to handle interactions in the future.  The student was receptive to Lawrence and his 

anger was diffused.  (Lawrence, 2017).   

 Lastly, the fifth tenet of culturally responsive pedagogy that was explored was the 

teacher builds confidence among students from different aspects (Gay, 2010), was the 

least observed tenet of the six in this study.  The researcher observed this element of 

culturally responsive pedagogy in 11 out of 15 classrooms.  Similar to previous tenets, 

this particular tenant varied from classroom to classroom and moment to moment. In 

Eva’s small group, for example, she was building up the confidence of a student 

academically when she was observed telling students, “Meet me half way, you can do it”, 

and “I know you like your patterns, try this.  It’s just a way to help you understand it 

differently.”  (Eva, 2017) 

 In Kenneth’s class, this tenet was observed in a pep talk with a student who 



 

119 

seemed to be discouraged by the text he had to read. Kenneth implored, “Bad?  Why?  

For someone who is SO smart and has learned so much, why is it [reading] bad?” 

(Kenneth, 2017)  He then went on to ask if bad and hard were the same.  He was 

eventually able to have the student say that he wanted help with reading. 

 Another educator, Pamela, encouraged her students in Spanish.  She held a small 

group to ensure that her students understood the lesson that had just been taught in 

English.  She used both English and Spanish words to describe the lesson, but she 

anchored her conversation in Spanish to show the students that they did understand what 

was being taught.   

 Finally, this tenet was not always observed throughout the school.  Although this 

had lowest rate of being observed, the researcher cannot state definitively if this tenet 

lacks overall in the school, or if it was not observed during the time the researcher was at 

the school.   

 Gifted multicultural competencies.  The second section of the observation 

protocol (Appendix E) focused upon the research-based gifted multicultural 

competencies developed by Ford and Trotman (2001).  In order to explore educators’ 

practices regarding gifted culturally linguistically diverse learners, the researcher used the 

eight gifted multicultural competencies.  Observations of gifted multicultural 

competencies were done in tandem with the culturally responsive tenets observed above.  

In some observations, the gifted multicultural competencies blended together based on 

the teacher and even married with the culturally responsive tenets.  This section of the 

chapter, like its predecessor, will display the data collected based on each observation 
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element.  Furthermore, this section will describe components separately but will note 

commonalities when applicable.  Table 9 displays the gifted multicultural competencies 

and the number of observations in which the competency was demonstrated. 

Table 9 

Demonstration of Gifted Multicultural Competencies  

 

Gifted Multicultural Competencies (Ford and 

Trotman, 2001) 

 

Classrooms 

Demonstrated Observed 

Knowledge of the nature and needs of students 

who are gifted and diverse 

9 15 

Ability to develop methods and materials for use 

with students who are gifted 

7 15 

Skills addressing individual cultural differences 6 15 

Skills in teaching higher level thinking skills and 

questioning techniques using multicultural 

resources and materials 

4 

 

15 

Ability to recognize strengths of students who are 

gifted and diverse 

 

8 15 

Seek to develop students’ sense of self as a gifted 

individual 

7 15 

Skills in counseling students who are gifted and 

diverse 

5 15 

Skills in creating an environment in which diverse 

gifted students feel challenge and safe to explore 

and express their uniqueness 

6 15 

 The first competency, knowledge of the nature and needs of student who are 

gifted and diverse (Ford and Trotman, 2001), was observed in nine of 15 observations.  

The knowledge of nature and needs was demonstrated in a variety of ways throughout 

different classrooms.  In several observations, this competency was demonstrated in the 

form of acknowledging the gifted diverse student’s need for movement and in others it 
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lived in the form of social emotional supports and whole class discussions.   

 For example, Jenna demonstrated her understanding of the first gifted 

multicultural competency (Ford and Trotman, 2001) through her lessons on social justice, 

self-advocacy, and through allowing differentiated products to demonstrate 

understanding of concepts (Ford, 2014; Delisle and Galbraith, 2002; Tomlinson, 2002).  

In discussion with her class, Jenna stated, “America is all about different races and 

different religions.  How can that diversity affect a global community?” (Jenna, 2017).  

Students then discussed the cause and effect of diversity and even exchanged thoughts 

about current events regarding immigration and religious freedom- debating the “rights” 

and the “wrongs” of current policy.  Jenna then engaged the students in a discussion 

around diversity and where given the option of displaying their knowledge through 

different types of products in class (poster, song, or essay).   

 In Kenneth’s class, the competency was demonstrated through his passion project.  

His project allowed students to follow research passions and interests.  His room was also 

movement friendly and tapped into some gifted children’s need for movement and 

novelty when learning.  He had core balance chairs and resistance bands for students who 

need to move while sitting.  He allowed for movement and did not restrict students from 

making choices about their own projects. 

 Eva and Amanda’s classes also allowed for free movement and the opportunity to 

talk with peers.  Both classes were teaching different content areas, but they both had 

students moving so that they could learn.  Students stayed on task during movement and 

Amanda even encouraged one student to move so that he could think clearer. 
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 Finally, regarding the first competency, six of 15 classrooms did not demonstrate 

the competency at all.  In the hour-long observation, some classrooms had no evidence of 

acknowledging the nature and needs of gifted diverse learners because lessons were all 

the same, some students lost focus on the lessons after one to three repetitions 

(Weinbrenner, 2013).  In another classroom, the nature and needs of some students were 

ignored when students were arguing in the classroom about how to do an assignment, and 

the teacher did not respond.  Although researcher did not see evidence, teachers may still 

acknowledge the nature and needs of gifted learners.   

 The second competency, ability to develop methods and materials for use with 

students who are gifted (Ford and Trotman, 2001), was seen in seven out 15 classrooms.  

In some of these classrooms, the methods and materials used by teachers also showed an 

understanding of the nature and needs of gifted diverse learners.  For example, 

Elizabeth’s class allowed for choice in how students absorbed information including the 

use of wordless books, picture books with words, and a “question of the day” that peaked 

her students’ intellectual interest.   

 In Jenna’s class, again, the second competency was observed through the social 

justice project she was working on with her students as well as the project titled “Of a 

Revolution” (Figure 21).  “Of a Revolution”, shown in its entirety in Appendix H, was 

introduced to the students first through critiquing art inspired by revolutions throughout 

history and then by engaging students in discussions about different social causes they 

are interested in or passionate about. The observation in Jenna’s class offered the chance 

to see the melding of multiple competencies at one time.   
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Figure 21.  Social-justice project. 

 The second gifted multicultural competency was also observed in Gabrielle’s 

class.  Gabrielle provided two different options for students to create an artist’s statement 

(Figure 22).  One had scaffold language supports with sentence stems and the other 

option had just lines the students were expected to create their artist statement without the 

same scaffold support.  Methods in her class included use of open ended questions and 

allowing students to create something that was of importance to them during her class 

(Gay, 2010; Ford, 2014).  Figure 22 shows the differentiated options for students to 

process information (Tomlinson, 2001).   
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Figure 22.  Scaffold writing example. 

  Another educator, Paula also had material that was used with  gifted students. She 

told the researcher that she collaborated with the Gifted and Talented Teacher to develop 

something that would be of interest to students and still have them demonstrate their 

understanding of the topic being taught.  Figure 23, shows one of the materials that Paula 

had available for her students to use.  She prided herself on having the activity available 

for all of her students, but she stated she knew it was necessary for her gifted learners  

(Paula, 2017).   


