


Culturally responsive teaching requires training and practice.

When it comes to supporting diverse classrooms...
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SECOND-GRADE TEACHER RACHEL
Mulligan was like most early-career
teachers: When it came to the curricu-
lum, she followed the lead of her more
seasoned colleagues. But when a fel-
low teacher handed her a folder of 200
worksheets and said, “This is our unit
on Australia,” Mulligan took one look
and turned to her mentor, Jim Hiller,
for help.

The unit was a prime example of a
“food and fabric” approach to teach-
ing about culture. Mulligan partic-
ularly wanted her students to learn
about the lived experiences of indige-
nous people in Australia. After think-
ing about her goals, Mulligan and Hiller
co-planned an original activity in which
students were given stereotypical and

nonstereotypical pictures of indige-
nous people and told to sort them into
groups. After explaining that all of the
images were of Aboriginal Australians,
Mulligan led a discussion with her stu-
dents about problems that occur when
we promote stereotypes and judge peo-
ple based on their appearance. “I'm so
glad she chose to go through with the
conversation, and her class ended up
having areally rich conversation,” Hiller
says. The mentoring process yielded a
foundational lesson in anti-bias edu-
cation that Mulligan would return to
throughout the school year.
Mentoring and instructional
coaching programs can be powerful
tools for increasing equity in schools
and building cultural proficiency in

teachers. Because these relationships
are intended to be nonjudgmental and
confidential, they create a low-stakes
environment where teachers feel safe to
speak honestly about how the dynamics
ofidentity play out in their classrooms.
Coaches and mentors can tailor their
support to the specific needs of the
teacher they’re assigned to help and to
the culture of that teacher’s classroom.

Coaches and Mentors:

What’s the Difference?

Instructional coaches tend to be build-
ing-based, chosen by the principal and
positioned as content experts. Mentors,
by contrast, often give support in
non-academic, even personal areas of
the new-teacher experience. While the
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roles played by mentors and coaches
are distinct and vary from district to
district, both occupy a space where
teacher practice can be transformed—
including developing cultural compe-
tency and promoting equity.

Tovah Koplow, director of the
Instructional Coaching Program for
District of Columbia Public Schools
(DCPS), says that one of the ways her
district is making equity a priority is
by staffing nearly every school with
an instructional coach. “Every single
teacher can be developed and every
single teacher can grow,” she says. “As a
result of growing every teacher, we’ll be
growing and supporting every student.
That way we can ensure that every one
of our students has the best teacher
standing in front of them.”

Mulligan teaches in Beaverton,
Oregon, where the district-based
mentoring program follows the New
Teacher Center’s model in which first-
and second-year teachers are paired
with full-time mentors like Hiller.
Mentors have a maximum caseload of
16 teachers, typically spread over mul-
tiple schools. Hiller says, “We aren’t
influenced by school politics. That
works in our favor. Our primary goal is
to support the teachers.”

Doing What Works
Coaching doesn’t just benefit teach-
ers; there is evidence it helps stu-
dents academically as well. A four-year
longitudinal study of the Literacy
Collaborative program—funded by
the U.S. Department of Education’s
Institute of Education Sciences—found
that schools participating in the pro-
gram saw students’ literacy learning
increase in tandem with their teach-
ers’ level of expertise. The Literacy
Collaborative notes, “Teacher exper-
tise increased substantially and the rate
of improvement was predicted by the
amount of coaching a teacher received.”
But what does coaching that is cul-
turally responsive look like? In their
book Culturally Proficient Coaching:
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Supporting Educators to Create Equitable
Schools, scholars Delores Lindsey,
Richard Martinez and Randall Lindsey
explain, “Culturally proficient coaching
intends for the person being coached to
be educationally responsive to diverse
populations.” And, as Transformational
Leadership Coach Elena Aguilar wrote
in Education Week, “Coaching with an
equity lens means that we pay attention
to the social and historic forces which
create and maintain systems in which
children are treated differently based
on who they are.”

The facilitative and collabora-
tive nature of coaching is itself more
responsive and engaging for adult

Coaches and mentors can tailor
their support to the specific needs
of the teacher they're assigned

to help and to the culture of that

teacher’s classroom.

learners than traditional professional
development formats, such as sin-
gle-session workshops and “sit-and-
get” trainings. This personal attention
is especially important because being
culturally responsive requires teach-
ers to tread in sensitive areas, such as
assessing their own culture, examining
their biases and challenging inequali-
ties in their classrooms. As Koplow
puts it, “[Coaches] need to use their
relationship and their ability to show
how valuable they are and [how valu-
able] the work that they will do with the
teacher is. That’s the foot in the door.”

The coach-teacher relationship
has another key advantage: It’s often
non-evaluative. But when the men-
tor steps into an evaluative mode,
it’s important that this relationship
is rooted in trust. Delores Lindsey
points out, “Good coaching does not
assign judgment.”

Hiller tries to build a trusting rela-
tionship early on with beginning
teachers. He does this in a number of
ways—learning about their families,
asking about their journey to teaching,
and even finding out their favorite hot
beverage. “Because we have that trust-
ing relationship, they’re going to start
opening up to me about things as things
start to come up,” says Hiller, adding
that he regularly gets questions about
diversity issues, struggling students
and issues new teachers may be facing
on their team or in their school. “If you
don’t have that relationship, that’s just
simply not going to happen.”

Good mentors and coaches also
use listening to facilitate
reflection. Delores Lindsey
explains that a culturally
proficient coach will listen
more than talk, and “para-
phrase[e] in a way that the
person you’re coaching
hears their own thinking.”
This technique provides
the teacher being coached
amirror for self-reflection.
“Reflection has direct impli-
cations for culturally responsive teach-
ing,” says Hiller, “because if you’re not
doing that, you're not going to be con-
sciously reaching out to your diverse
student population.”

But coaching for equity is not lim-
ited to conversations and reflection. A
deliberate focus on praxis is necessary
as well. Consider this scenario:

An instructional coach working
with a fifth-grade teacher notices that
aparticular student’s name comes up
every time they meet. The teacher,
who is white, uses words like “bad” and
“problem” to describe the student, an
African-American girl. “She’s shouting
out in class,” the teacher complains.
So, in his next observation, the coach
focuses his notes on the girl’s interac-
tions with her teacher and peers. He
observes, “This girl tried to partici-
pate in this math lesson seven or eight
times by raising her hand and was never



called on.” In the debrief, he asks the
teacher, “You didn’t call on her. Why?”
The teacher tells him that every time
she calls on the girl, the student gives
the wrong answer. Again, he cites what
he observed. “I sat behind her and lis-
tened to what she was whispering to her
neighbors. She had the right answer.”
By taking note of the teacher’s actions
and tracking student participation, he
is also able to show the teacher that she
had, in fact, called on several other stu-
dents with wrong answers.

In presenting objective data, ask-
ing reflective questions and allowing
for pauses, the coach was able to starta
meaningful conversation about equity
in the classroom. In that conversation,
several concrete suggestions might be
made. In this case, the teacher shifted
her practice and began to use Popsicle
sticks to track how often she called on
students. Two weeks later, her coach
returned to collect more data and
noticed marked improvement, not
only in the girl’s participation, but
also in overall engagement among all
the students.

Coaching the Coach
In the Journal of Language and Literacy
Education, coaches Jan Burkins and
Scott Ritchie write, “One of the biggest
obstacles to coaches and to districts
hiring them is how to support the pro-
fessional development of the coach.”
This obstacle can be especially steep
when culturally responsive coaching
is the goal, because culturally respon-
sive teachers do not automatically pos-
sess the skills to mentor or coach for
equity. In addition to content knowl-
edge, an effective coach possesses a set
of skills specific to coaching. Obtaining
those skills requires training, and with-
out sustained investment and prior-
itization on the part of the school or
district, coaches will have little impact.
On top of acquiring a basic set of
coaching skills, coaching for equity
requires self-awareness and aware-
ness of the needs of diverse students.

TOOLKIT

COACHING TECHNIQUE COACHING THROUGH AN EQUITY LENS

With the teacher, audit classroom materi-
als for diversity. Do they provide windows

Co-planning

and mirrors for students in the class? Who

is not represented? Prioritize those gaps in
future planning.

Encourage teachers to align their own goals

Goal setting

with the success of underserved, vulnerable
or challenging students. Create goals that

make those students visible.

Collect data about student participation,

Analyzing data

attendance or behavior referrals. Analyze
that data looking for patterns across identity

groups. Are there disparities?

Model the use of inclusive language during

Modeling

the lesson. Replace the word parents with
families or caregivers. Avoid gendered nouns

like guys or boys and girls.

Delores Lindsey calls this the “inside-
out approach” to cultural proficiency.
Examples of the inside-out approach
can be found in “Mentoring for
Equity,” a two-day training program
offered by the New Teacher Center in
Santa Cruz, California. And this school
year, instructional coaches in DCPS
will be working with the district’s
“Empowering Males of Color” initiative
to receive inside-out training around
issues related to cultural proficiency.
“As a coach, I need to know who I
am,” says Lindsey. “I need to know my
own values, beliefs and assumptions
about kids and about their parents and
about their community. I also need to
know that those things are important
about the person that I'm coaching.”
Back in Beaverton, Mulligan is
emerging as a budding teacher leader
who knows herself inside and out. She
was horrified by what she observed
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during her second year when she sat
in on an IEP meeting for one of her
Spanish-speaking students. The spe-
cial education director refused to
allow extra time to include a transla-
tor. Mulligan spoke with Hiller about
what she viewed as racist treatment of
the student. After role-playing the con-
versation with Hiller, Mulligan was able
to bring the issue to her principal. The
administration immediately changed
school policy to double the amount
of time given for IEP meetings where
translation is needed.

Coaching for equity, like teaching
for equity, means being an advocate for
students in the margins, Hiller explains.

“It took my teacher bringing that to
people’s awareness,” he says. “I was so
proud of her.” ¢

Chiariello is a freelance writer based in
upstate New York.
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