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What will it take to create equitable educational opportunities for 
all students? According to veteran educator Vernita Mayfield,  
teachers and school leaders need to learn how to recognize culturally 
embedded narratives about racial hierarchy and dismantle the  
systems of privilege and the institutions that perpetuate them with 
knowledge, action, and advocacy.

Cultural Competence Now provides a structure to begin meaningful conversations 
about race, culture, bias, privilege, and power within the time constraints of an ordi-
nary school. The 56 exercises include activities, discussions, and readings in which 
to engage during each of the four quarters of the school year. School leaders will 
learn how to facilitate learning through the four steps—awaken and assess; apply 
and act; analyze and align; advocate and lead—as you and your colleagues  

• Increase your awareness of privilege and bias.  
• Adapt your professional practices to meet the needs of all students.  
• Examine policies and practices that inhibit opportunities for  

marginalized populations.  
• Align resources to eradicate inequity in your school. 

Mayfield offers advice on establishing a safe environment for professional conver-
sations, setting goals for cultural competency, overcoming resistance, reviewing 
school data and the school’s vision and mission through the lens of race and culture, 
and strategically managing what can be a transformative yet uncomfortable change 
process. Cultural Competence Now responds to the urgent need to build the cultural 
competency of educators—for the sake of children and in the interest of supporting 
and retaining all educators.

V E R N I TA  M AY F I E L D , PhD, is the president of Leadervation 
Learning. A former elementary school teacher, secondary school 
principal, and superintendent, she has spent her career serving and 
supporting students who have been historically marginalized. 
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Praise for Cultural Competence Now

A practical guide for educators who seek to overcome their biases so that they 
can be effective in the classroom and a source of support to all of the students 
they serve. We all have bias, but we can also unlearn our biases if we have an 
open mind and heart. This book has several thoughtful suggestions on how 
educators can do so. For those who seek to grow so that they can become 
genuine allies to the students and the communities they serve, this book will 
be an invaluable resource. 
—Pedro A. Noguera, PhD
Distinguished Professor of Education
Faculty Director, Center for the Transformation of Schools 
UCLA Graduate School of Education & Information Studies

Vernita Mayfield has written a book that strikes just the right balance among 
personal stories, theoretical rationale, and practical advice for educators to 
operationalize equity. We can’t wait any longer to ensure that every educator 
in America has the skills they need to dismantle systems of oppression and 
confront institutional racism in schools. Dr. Mayfield’s book can be used by 
any educator in any setting to start that work and become truly culturally 
competent.
—Joshua P. Starr, EdD
Chief Executive Officer, PDK International
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1 

Looking back on my 30 years in education, I can recall many microaggres-
sions that were the result of lack of cultural competency and ignorance of 
personal bias or privilege. All too often, educators were oblivious to the per-
petuation of systemic and institutional racism in schools and would fail to act 
or advocate on behalf of people historically oppressed. The lack of cultural 
competency in schools has very real consequences. Consider the examples 
that follow.

Bias Influences Disciplinary Outcomes for Students
Some years ago, as I sat chatting casually with colleagues, the topic of race 
arose. One colleague whom I respect deeply shared her earliest recollection 
of noticing race. “I grew up in a small town that was home to a large male 
prison facility,” she began. “I was told that bad colored men lived there. 
Even though the prison was surrounded by large impervious walls, my 
mother would nervously lock the car doors and floor the gas pedal when she 
drove past it. From those early experiences, I learned to fear colored men,” 
she continued. “African American men seemed dark, scary, emotionally 
volatile people who could potentially erupt into violence at any moment.” 

Introduction
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2         Cultural Competence Now

My colleague sighed with resignation. “I think I still harbor that fear to this 
day,” she said.

My other colleagues seemed scarcely fazed. The speaker was a reputable 
school administrator of a large suburban school that struggled with dispro-
portionate disciplinary outcomes for students of color.

Racism Limits Opportunity
I was attending a school-based leadership team meeting one evening when 
the conversation turned to planning an 8th grade culminating event. “What 
about a trip to Europe?” I offered. “My son’s school plans one every year. 
We’ve got the whole year to raise funds. I’ll bet the students would be highly 
motivated!”

One teacher’s face twisted in horror. “What? These kids don’t know any-
thing about traveling to Europe!” she quipped. “Maybe a trip to Mexico, but 
they go there all the time anyway.” Her comment brought nodding heads and 
chuckles from her colleagues—including the principal.

Privilege Labels and Oppresses Some While 
Providing for Others to Move Freely  
in Educational Spaces
I brought my 12-year-old son to school with me one day when our spring 
break schedules failed to align. The counselor designed a special class sched-
ule for him and promised to introduce him to each of his teachers for the 
day. “It’s only for a day,” I assured him. “Come to my office later on, and we’ll 
go out for lunch.” He grinned up at me, his dark eyes and thick, kinky hair a  
mirrored reflection of my own. OK, so maybe he wasn’t that excited about 
spending one of his vacation days in a school, but at that age, a Taco Bell 
lunch was all the bait I needed. “Now, go make some new friends!” I said, 
kissing him on the forehead before the counselor whisked him away.

That afternoon, as I made my rounds on the campus, a 6th grade teacher 
approached me. “Who’s the new kid?” he queried. “What do you mean?”  
I answered, maybe a little too quickly. I thought my question fair, however, 
because new students enrolled all the time, usually without question. “Have 
you seen him?” he probed suspiciously. “Well, yes,” I responded, trying not 
to be defensive, “What about him?” “He just looks like trouble,” the teacher 
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Introduction          3

said, shaking his head. “I told Henry [a fellow teacher], we’re going to have to 
keep a close eye on him because he looks like he comes from a rough part of 
town. Yep, I think he is nothing but trouble.”

Racism Perpetuates Stereotypes and Limits 
Opportunity and Voice for People of Color
“I need you to write a white paper on the statewide approach to school turn-
around,” my colleague stated loudly to me. We were talking on speakerphone 
to a colleague working remotely from home, and the connection was poor. 
My colleague was without access to his regular office, so the meeting had to 
be conducted in the lunchroom, where another meeting was in progress in 
a nearby glassed room. He continued, “I need to present a white paper at a 
national meeting next week.”

I was astounded and yet, not entirely. This wouldn’t be the first time he 
had asked me to do his work while he took full credit at meetings that I was 
disallowed from attending. “Since I am writing the paper, why don’t I pre-
sent it?” I pushed back. “I’m the one who can best speak to my work and my 
words. I’m the one who could best answer questions regarding the report if 
they arise.”

“No,” he said shaking his head. “You’re not going to this meeting. Walk 
me through the report ahead of time so I can answer all questions. Just write 
the report.” I persisted this time. “As a researcher, I am accustomed to get-
ting credit for my work, and why the heck shouldn’t I?” He was visibly taken 
aback, not used to being confronted.

What happened next was far more alarming. A fellow education execu-
tive scurried to our table, looking about nervously. “I was asked to come out 
here and investigate what was going on,” he whispered, red-faced and clearly 
flustered. Confused, we waited in silence. “Someone in the meeting next door 
reported a verbal fight between you two. They thought you [and he was look-
ing expressly at me here] looked especially angry, and they were afraid what 
might happen next.”

“Oh great,” I moaned. “The default pejorative stance of any Black woman 
who speaks assertively or authoritatively is ‘angry.’” What else could it possi-
bly be? (The sad truth is that people of color jump on that bandwagon just as 
quickly as anyone else. But that’s a complexity of historical racial paradigms 
that deserves its own book.)
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4         Cultural Competence Now

Lack of Cultural Competency Maintains Economic 
Inequality and Perpetuates the Cumulative Impact 
of Income Disparity in Families of Color
I glared at the district report in front of me. There it was in black and white—
the list of administrators in the district, along with their current salaries. 
It was an ordinary report that the school board reviewed annually, but this 
was the first time I had laid eyes on it. And there it was. Every administrator 
in the district earned $20,000 to $30,000 more than I did, the first and only 
administrator of color in the district—even the preschool principal, who had 
a fraction of the student population of my secondary school!

My supervisor recognized my angst. “I guess you are wondering why 
your salary is so much lower. Well,” she explained nervously, “all the other 
administrators came from affluent school districts where they were earning 
high salaries. We only offer a certain percentage higher than one’s previous 
salary.” She shrugged her shoulders as if helpless. “What could we do? We 
couldn’t offer them less.”

The Harsh Reality
If these were the only experiences I had with a lack of cultural competency 
or ignorance of socioeconomic inequities perpetuated in K–16 education 
systems, this book would scarcely be worth the effort. The truth is, I could 
write a book with nothing but examples of bias and inequity in educational 
systems, and it would be brimming with interesting and, at times, shocking 
stories. What would be the point though?

No, I wrote this book for all the generally well-meaning, hard-working 
educators going about their day-to-day work, espousing beliefs of meritoc-
racy through education and exercising what they perceive to be equality in 
practice, while sacrificing students and educators of color on the altar of 
implicit bias, racism, and cultural ignorance.

Too harsh? Hardly. The data are profoundly clear:
• Black, Hispanic, and Native American students are suspended and expelled 

in disproportionately greater numbers than their white peers, including
preschoolers. This is fundamentally true in most states, school districts,
and schools across the United States (Gregory, Skiba, & Noguera, 2010;
Monroe, 2005; Townsend, 2000).

• Children of color are overrepresented in special education classes and
have been for years (Boyd & Correa, 2005; Griner & Stewart, 2013).
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Introduction          5

• Students of color are less likely to be enrolled in advanced placement (AP) 
classes (Taliaferro & DeCuir-Gunby, 2008).

• The high school graduation rates for students of color are lower than those 
for whites and Asians: 72 percent for American Indians, 78 percent for Blacks, 
80 percent for Hispanics, compared to 89 percent for whites and 91 percent
for Asians in 2016–2017 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2019a).

• The vast majority of public school teachers identify as white, about 80 per-
cent. Representation from teachers of color is significantly lower. Hispanic 
teachers make up almost 10 percent, Black teachers about 7 percent, multi-
racial teachers about 1 percent, and Asians or Pacific Islanders fewer than
1 percent in 2015–2016 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2019f ).

• Educators of all races and ethnicities manifest negative assumptions and
perceptions about people of color even before they begin work in schools
(Amatea, Cholewa, & Mixon, 2012; Fasching-Varner, 2009; Gay & Kirkland,
2003; Middleton, 2002).

• Educators of color are not immune to unconscious bias in the workplace.
Microaggressions and macroaggressions against people of color are per-
petuated routinely by colleagues, parents, supervisors, and students, often 
unknowingly, though sometimes with full intent (Jay, 2009).

Having studied the abundance of empirical research on the intersection 
of culture, race, and inequity in schools and having spent 30 years in educa-
tion, I decided to assess my choices concerning how I might respond. I could

1. Recite the dismal statistics on inequity in education to anyone who would
listen.

2. Blame educational systems for their failure to meet the needs of all their
constituents.

3. Ignore the prevailing facts on disparate outcomes for students of color,
and hope for the best.

However, none of those choices reflect me or what I’ve fought for as an 
urban school educator. The only real choice for me was to contribute to the 
body of work that builds the cultural competency of educators, unpacks per-
sonal bias and privilege, and promotes antiracism and the value of being an 
ally for social justice.

About This Book
Cultural Competence Now is designed to respond to the urgent need to build 
the cultural competency of educators—for the sake of children, first of all, 
but also in the interest of supporting and retaining all educators in the 
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6         Cultural Competence Now

workplace. After more than 50 years of gnawing on the data of differential 
outcomes for students of color, after more than 300 years of systems that 
ignore the implications of historical trauma and socioeconomic inequality 
on students and families of color, after watching too many educators throw in 
the towel of frustration, it’s time we swallow the bitter pill of racial dialogues 
and begin the examination of deeply embedded bias, values, and beliefs  
about differences that have prevented complete healing in our society.  
But we shouldn’t start without a clear line of approach. I wouldn’t send you 
into this process without appropriate tools of support.

This book provides a structure to begin meaningful conversations about 
race, culture, bias, privilege, and power, given the limited time constraints 
of an ordinary learning institution. With most activities typically requiring 
between 12 and 30 minutes, a team of educators could reasonably build a fun-
damental understanding of the influence of race and culture in educational 
institutions through the course of four quarters or a year.

The first three chapters of the book lay the groundwork for introducing 
and implementing an initiative on disrupting inequity. By examining most 
resistance factors to dialogues on race, you can plan ahead of time how you 
will confront each and every one.

Chapter 1, “The Case for Cultural Competency,” provides an evidence- 
based rationale for implementing this work in schools. Chapter 2, “Dis-
mantling Inequity: Leading the Change,” offers strategies for preparing for 
the change. Chapter 3, “When Silence Abounds: Facilitating Race Discus-
sions Successfully,” provides guidance on facilitating complex conversations.

In Chapters 4 through 7, you’ll find activities for conversations on equity 
that build cultural competency during each of the four quarters of the school 
year. These four chapters also tackle the four main sets of actions educators 
need to take to become culturally competent. You’ll begin your work in  
Chapter 4, “Awaken and Assess," learning about yourself, your culture, 
and how it influences your personal and professional behavior. Chapter 5,  
“Apply and Act,” will guide you as you adapt your professional practices to 
meet the needs of all your students. In Chapter 6, “Analyze and Align,” you’ll 
look at policies and practices that inhibit opportunity for marginalized  
populations, and you’ll explore how to align resources to eradicate inequity 
in your school. Finally, in Chapter 7, “Advocate and Lead,” you’ll learn how to 
advocate for equitable access and opportunities for all.

Designed for integration into grade-level, staff, content specialist, 
district, or school board meetings, the exercises in these four chapters are 
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Introduction          7

intentionally short and intense, with deep critical thinking opportunities 
to be conducted sometimes individually but most times in pairs or small 
groups. (Additional homework handouts are found in a separate section 
near the end of the book.) Following each exercise, participants are strongly 
encouraged to probe the content deeper with related research-based arti-
cles. Recommendations are provided that provide greater insight, context, 
and background to topics. Please don’t discount the importance of further 
reading to build knowledge and understanding. It is integral to building cul-
tural competency. At the end of each quarter, there is an interactive scenario 
for participants to read and discuss that applies the major concepts intro-
duced in that quarter. The scenarios foster rich conversation on how certain 
behaviors manifest themselves in the workplace and how participants might 
respond. The eighth and last chapter, “The Long Road Ahead,” offers recom-
mendations for sustaining this work, suggesting ways to create more equita-
ble and inclusive schools.

The Time Is Now
As a nation, we know how to progress. I have seen it firsthand, as have so 
many of my contemporaries. As evidence, my meager stories about inequity 
in schools pale in comparison to my father’s. He could recall times when 
school leaders darkened the auditorium lights as students of color received 
their diplomas, when students could be beaten for speaking their native 
tongue, when students of color yearned for the right to visit the local library, 
and when mere association with a white person could result in imprison-
ment, mutilation, or death. Although these dark days are behind us, the 
prejudicial narratives that served to justify these actions live on through 
institutional and systemic racism.

In a popular U.S. television program, The Walking Dead, a man awakens 
from a coma to find his world overtaken by zombies. These walkers believe 
that most people are their enemy. Their behavior is dictated by a subconscious 
quest to attack people who look different from themselves.

Similarly, the legacy of our complex past has made for a current society 
of walkers who have subconsciously internalized ideologies, assumptions, and 
beliefs about people that are different from them. They often operate on auto 
play. Without questioning the origin of their ideas, exploring their cognizant 
actions, understanding the roots of the policies they employ, and mining 
the influence of pervasive and negative media messaging, some educators 
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8         Cultural Competence Now

are stalking, attacking, and destroying the ambitions of people of color. The 
result is the perpetuation of educational, social, and economic injustice they 
claim to be against. And another generation of children are watching, listen-
ing, and emulating what they see. Let’s provide a different social and cultural 
legacy for them than the one we inherited.

I long for the day when stories of inequity in schools seem foreign, anti-
quated, and even barbaric. When people gasp at the innocence and ignorance 
of a bygone time where people worked side by side without understanding 
one another, when characterizing a person based on the melanin in their skin 
seems as absurd as using leeches to cure the common cold. I have every faith 
in our ability as educators to place this matter of achievement and discipline 
gaps in the annals of history, along with our complex past. It can only begin, 
however, with the willingness, ability, and skills to understand both ourselves 
and one another.

I believe Julian Weissglass (2001) said it best when he wrote,

If, as a nation, we develop communities in which people can speak honestly and 
productively about racism and heal from its hurts, we can change biased practices 
and attitudes. If we can communicate love and caring to all our students and help 
them recover from racism and internalized racism, they will be much more likely to 
achieve their full academic potential. If we do all this, we will accomplish more than 
reducing the achievement gap. We will create a better society. (p. 49)

I’m all for that. Let the cultural competency conversations begin!
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1
The Case for Cultural 
Competency

There are few things more frustrating than being misunderstood. Imagine 
having your intentions questioned every time you walk into a room, make a 
purchase, or drive down the street; your humanity questioned and assessed 
like a relentless pop quiz; your successes met with disbelief, anger, or denial. 
Imagine having every behavior, emotion, nuance, and physicality scruti-
nized, labeled, criticized, demonized, criminalized, or mocked—at times with 
clear intention and other times with complicit indifference. Imagine having 
your aspirations mocked, your progress chastised, your self-worth ridiculed, 
your identity deprived, your accomplishments minimalized, your culture 
bastardized, your talents narrowly defined, and your intellect derided. 
Without a word, you are deemed a menace as peers shrink away in fear or 
stare with indignance.

Such are the experiences of many people of color who live their lives 
being misunderstood. How did things get this way?

Students of Color in Public Schools (This Isn’t Pretty)
The American social, economic, and educational system was intentionally 
designed to have a ruling elite class and a subservient class destined to serve 
them (Apple, 2009; Watkins, 2001). To educate everyone equally would 

15269-02-CH01-4thPgs.indd   915269-02-CH01-4thPgs.indd   9 13/12/2019   6:57 PM13/12/2019   6:57 PM

ADVANCE UNCORRECTED COPY - NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION



10         Cultural Competence Now

have been counterproductive to a socioeconomic structure in which power, 
wealth, and status were granted on the basis of your ability to assimilate 
within a dominant class. The dominant class, whose domination was estab-
lished by brutal force and the crafting of clever narratives to deflect from 
that force, established schooling for their children while initially denying 
schooling for all others. Like so many policies that guided the establishment 
of America, keeping the perceived underclass in ignorance was legislatively 
established and legally enforced (Abul, 2008). Teaching a person of color to 
read or write could result in severe fines or imprisonment if the perpetrator 
was white. Whippings or worse punishments were rendered if the perpetra-
tor was Black (Blackmon, 2009; King, 2005).

During the period of slavery in America, educated African Americans 
were a novelty. The educated few, however, were powerful and compelling 
rebuttals to the narrative of white supremacy. Their voices resounded with 
bitter clarity the evils of institutional racism, and many were active in the 
abolitionist movement (Lerone, 1975).

After emancipation, African Americans did not fare better in terms 
of educational opportunity. Many whites still opposed the education of 
ex-slaves (Hart, 2002). Schools that did so were burned and their teachers 
threatened, and any person of color who demonstrated agency, resolve, dig-
nity, or intellect was often summarily murdered or lynched (Watson, 2012). 
These kinds of intimidating practices imparted fear, distrust, and a legacy 
of generational trauma among African Americans that is still evidenced in 
modern-day behaviors.

There were few exceptions, but most notable were the Rosenwald 
Schools, the brainchild of Tuskegee Institute’s Booker T. Washington 
and Julius Rosenwald, an American businessman and philanthropist. 
Nearly 5,000  schools were built in the U.S. rural South to educate poor 
Black children. The schools were built with modern architectural fea-
tures and admitted generous natural light, but they lacked updated text-
books, materials, and resources, which exacerbated an already growing gap 
between academic quality measures in Black and white schools (Carruthers 
& Wanamaker, 2013). The teachers, however, promoted a rigorous curric-
ulum and encouraged the students to achieve at high levels. Some of the 
distinguished alumni include Maya Angelou and Representative John Lewis 
of Georgia.

In 1896, Plessy v. Ferguson ruled that public facilities, such as schools, 
that were separated by race were legal if they were equal. Alleged separate 
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The Case for Cultural Competency          11

but equal educational institutions were established for minorities. These 
schools were often controlled with the hegemonic values and beliefs of 
white superiority. The dominant class largely wrote the curriculum in which 
the ingenuity, intellect, tenacity, and accomplishments of people of color were 
deliberately omitted. The curriculum, resources, and facilities for people of 
color were conveniently inferior to those available to the dominant class 
(Cross, 2007). The culture, values, and identity of people of color were den-
igrated and negatively dictated. Cultural repression was leveraged within 
the education system to make the oppressed ashamed of themselves, their 
values, and their history (Lerone, 1975).

Meanwhile, white scientists conducted studies theorizing that people 
of color were biologically and cognitively inferior to whites. This kind of 
rationalization of Black intellectual inferiority provided a framework for the 
denial of social privileges during the 20th century and rationalized the colo-
nial plundering of their assets, economic domination, and denial of equitable 
educational opportunities (Watkins, 2001).

Postsecondary institutions for Black people also differed vastly from 
their white counterparts (Condron, 2009; Lerone, 1975). First, they were 
structured to be highly regimented. Students were expected to adhere to a 
strict course of discipline. (If that sounds eerily familiar to you, you might 
want to reexamine the discipline policy in your school.) Black people were 
taught how to cook, clean, perform physically challenging work, and do men-
tally menial tasks (Watkins, 2001). Schools that chose to deviate from the 
established curriculum by offering courses in the hard sciences were denied 
funding from their wealthy white benefactors (Anderson, 1980). The goal for 
Black education was to create an obedient and stable semiskilled workforce  
(Hart, 2002). According to Darder (2002), education was thus used as an 
“institutionalized politicizing process for conditioning students to subscribe 
to the dominant ideological norms and political assumptions of the prevail-
ing social order” (p. 156).

During the Jim Crow years, institutions such as Harvard or Columbia 
admitted and graduated limited numbers of Black students, but those stu-
dents were typically barred from teaching in these institutions. And although 
some Black students attended classes along with white students, they were 
usually prevented from using the campus libraries and laboratories or 
attending scholarly association meetings.

After World War II, the G.I. bill provided all veterans with eligibility for 
low-cost mortgages, low-cost loans to start a business, and tuition and living 
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12         Cultural Competence Now

expenses to attend college. The bill also entitled veterans to receive one 
year of unemployment compensation. Although responsible for creating an 
American middle class, the bill also created the largest divide in economic 
status between whites and people of color. G.I. bill grants were distributed 
to states and local agencies, including those that practiced Jim Crow laws  
(laws that supported American apartheid). Thus, many soldiers of color were 
denied access to the funds. Even though they had served their country in the 
same way as all other soldiers, they were unable to advance economically,  
as the white soldiers did. People of color were denied well-paying jobs, retire-
ment pensions, competitive educational degrees, and business capital—all of 
which resulted in their inability to gain middle-class status as easily as their 
white counterparts.

Soldiers of color who were granted access to G.I. funding pursued edu-
cation but were limited in their choices. Not all colleges and universities 
accepted people of color, and those that did limited the number of slots 
available. Historically Black colleges and universities accepted students, 
but they were not as numerous as white institutions.

Veterans of color who were granted G.I. funds for housing were limited 
in where they could purchase a home. Certain neighborhoods prevented 
the sale of homes to people of color. The mortgage industry redlined areas 
where people of color lived and made it difficult for them to get reasonable 
mortgage rates or lines of credit. Schools in the redlined neighborhoods were 
crippled with inferior levels of funding and quality of education. As Watkins 
(2001) stated, “Black education experienced a separate tradition in funding, 
administration, teacher training, and curriculum” (p. 180). The inability to 
advance economically through home ownership or quality education pre-
vented many people of color from pursuing postsecondary education.

By the end of the 1940s, the National Association for the Advancement 
of Colored People (NAACP) began a class action suit for the integration of 
schools, which ended with a 1954 U.S. Supreme Court decision (Brown v. 
Board of Education) to abolish segregated schools with “deliberate speed” 
(King, 2005, p. 157). This legislation, however, did little to sway public  
opinion about integrating schools, and many districts simply ignored the 
mandate (Atkinson, 1993). In 1957, President Dwight Eisenhower was forced 
to send federal troops to ensure the personal security of nine students deter-
mined to integrate Central High School in Arkansas. Additional support for 
desegregating schools would arrive in the form of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, 
which provided financial assistance to schools and districts attempting to 
desegregate.
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President Lyndon Johnson’s declaration in 1964 of an unconditional war 
on poverty in America was followed by one of the most influential pieces of 
educational legislation in American history—the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act (ESEA) of 1965 (Haycock, 2006). This bill would more than 
triple the amount of federal dollars allocated to support poor citizens in pub-
lic school systems, many of whom were people of color. Supported by man-
dated busing, people of color began integrating into educational institutions 
at an increasing rate (Atkinson, 1993).

When President Johnson signed an executive order for affirmative 
action, many white colleges and universities began actively recruiting 
minorities and offering financial assistance. Consequently, enrollment of 
minorities increased in colleges and universities across the United States.

However, by the mid-1960s and early 1970s, disturbing trends and patterns 
emerged. White families began to flee districts that were forced to integrate 
schools. National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) tests in read-
ing and math confirmed that minority children were not performing as well 
academically as their white counterparts in both lower-income and middle- 
class schools (Raffel, 1980). If that wasn’t alarming enough, in 1972, the National 
Education Association reported that Black children were being pushed out 
of school, suspended, harassed, and arrested. African American students in 
desegregated schools were systematically excluded from extracurricular 
activities, tracked into vocational classes, and confronted with conde-
scension or hostility (Atkinson, 1993). Twenty-five years after Brown v. 
Board of Education, school desegregation was briefly achieved. However, 
equity and the underlying beliefs enabling it had not withstood the trial 
(Atkinson, 1993).

Incentivized Achievement
The unfunded No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) legislated schools 
and districts to examine the achievement of minority subgroups in schools 
(Haycock, 2006). However, this legislation simplified the complexity of fac-
tors that brought education to this vortex (Bae, Holloway, Li, & Bempechat, 
2008). Few questioned the deeply ingrained belief systems of teachers and 
staff who were now teaching diverse student populations (Berliner, 2010).

During fiscal year 2009–2010, the Obama administration allocated an 
unprecedented amount of stimulus dollars for school reform (McGuinn, 
2012). For the first time in U.S. history, schools would be given both the ideals 
of equity and excellence in schools and the financial support to achieve them. 
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14         Cultural Competence Now

Over $7 billion was allocated for turning around chronically low-performing 
schools and supporting innovation through a program titled Race to the Top, 
which incentivized educational innovation.

Grant recipients crafted school improvement plans designed to address 
academic achievement gaps, yet few schools used the monies to help teachers 
understand minority students and the families with whom they had little  
interaction in their social or private lives. Thus, many educators were endeav-
oring to close achievement gaps that they could neither define nor explain 
(Andrews, 2007). Schools with high minority student populations worked 
tirelessly to address teacher shortages and high staff turnover, but few used 
the grant monies to address the influence of their students’ culture in the 
environment—a phenomenon that greatly influenced teacher retention, as 
teachers were often baffled by the seemingly odd behaviors of their minority 
students (Allen, 2008; Ford & Moore, 2013).

Teachers and faculty largely ignored race, privilege, and inequity while 
seeking to improve schools through strict and regimented systems that 
privileged some, disciplined most, and disenfranchised others (Hart, 2002; 
Howley, Woodrum, Burgess, & Rhodes, 2009). School staff claimed color 
blindness while simultaneously instituting policies and programs that per-
petuated the inequitable suspension and expulsion of minority children. 
Staff convened around improving schools and student learning while largely 
ignoring the effect of culture, poverty, generational trauma, violence, poor 
nutrition, and an absence of regular health care on the students they were 
serving (Day-Vines & Day-Hairston, 2005; Epstein, Galindo, & Sheldon, 2011; 
Gay, 2002; Ware, 2006; Weinstein, Curran, & Tomlinson-Clarke, 2003).

Dismantling Inequity for Improved Outcomes
Creating equitable educational opportunities for all has been an espoused 
goal of American educational policy since 1954 (Blackmore, 2009). But 
history has demonstrated that the ability to achieve it will take more than 
legislation (Orfield & Eaton, 1996). We tried desegregation. We tried busing. 
We tried testing. We tried financial support. What we have not tried with 
reasonable effort, intention, and consistency is confronting the values and 
beliefs that established inequity as a way of life in America.

What we’re afraid to talk about is how race has been used to establish 
economic and educational advantage for a ruling class while perpetuating 
economic and educational subservience for others. What don’t we want 
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to talk about? How we, as educators, treat children and their parents who 
look, act, and behave differently than we do. What are we avoiding in school 
improvement planning? The examination of practices and policies that 
perpetuate privilege and benefits for some while disadvantaging others. Too 
often when the history of educational racism in this country is presented to 
many educators, they plug their fingers in their ears, close their eyes, and 
endeavor to drown out the hum of pain from the oppressed.

Some educators blame the victims and point to the current circum-
stances of the victims as somehow being their own fault, rather than examine 
the mare’s nest of deliberate havoc that created those circumstances. More 
than ever, we need an army of educators with the political, moral, and profes-
sional will to dismantle systems of oppression that have historically crippled 
opportunity and access for students of color. We need champions of children 
who are willing to be temporarily uncomfortable so that all children might be 
enduringly celebrated and educated equitably. We need advocates for educa-
tional advancement who are willing to examine themselves, their behaviors, 
and their values as part of school improvement efforts. We need culturally 
competent educators. We need you.

Cultural competency, as I define it, is the ability to use critical-thinking 
skills to interpret how cultural values and beliefs influence conscious and 
unconscious behavior; the understanding of how inequity can be and has been 
perpetuated through socialized behaviors; and the knowledge and determined 
disposition to disrupt inequitable practices to achieve greater personal and 
professional success for yourself and others (Clark, Zygmunt, & Howard, 2016; 
Gay, 2010; Howard, 2010).

To examine this definition more closely, culture, as defined by Howard 
(2010), is “a complex constellation of values, mores, norms, customs, ways 
of being, ways of knowing, and traditions that provide a general design for 
living, is passed from generation to generation, and serves as a pattern for 
interpreting reality” (p. 51). Culture, therefore, influences how people think, 
the decisions they make, how they learn, what they believe is important 
to learn, how they speak, how they dress—in a nutshell, the values, beliefs, 
and behaviors on which they operate daily. We learn cultural values, mores, 
norms, and ways of being through people around us, media messages,  
common events, celebrations, and observances. We are immersed in a  
culture, sometimes several at once, from the time we are born until the time we 
die. Some of the behaviors, values, and beliefs we hold are conscious to us and 
espoused with regularity. Sometimes they are unconscious to us; they have 
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16         Cultural Competence Now

become such a part of our belief system that we operate on them without 
critically examining why.

I prefer the term cultural competence to antiracist education because 
it embodies the comprehensive nature of culture, which is inclusive of the 
multiple identities one assumes or nurtures. The culture of an individual is 
complex in terms of what people learn or reject within their environment, 
including factors such as implicit bias, racism, privilege, and identity. The 
term competence suggests that you are endeavoring to become fluent in a set 
of practices or skills that advance your professionality. We are all competent 
in something. We can be competent in understanding cultural influences and 
challenging ones that are socially unjust.

Understanding how we are socialized through culture and subcultures is 
a distinctive knowledge set. Knowing how to examine those cultural values 
and beliefs as they manifest in school settings and dismantle the practices 
that perpetuate inequity is a level of competency that all educators need in 
order for students to succeed. It is possible to learn how to do this. And that 
is what this book is about.

As a young mother, I was eating an ice cream cone with my sons when I 
bit down to the bottom of the cone and threw it away. “Why did you do that?” 
J.R. asked me. “Do what?” I retorted. “Throw the bottom of your cone away, 
Mom. Why do you do that?” I paused for a moment and had to think about 
it. As a child, my aunt had worked at an ice cream cone factory in the 1950s 
and would never eat the bottom of the cone. She swore it to be unsanitary. 
We were never allowed to do so either. Twenty years later, my lips had never 
touched the bottom of a cone, and I was operating on autopilot.

Don’t laugh too hard. There are things you have done without thinking 
about them, too. There are beliefs you hold that influence the decisions you 
have made—some of them made on autopilot as well. If you can understand 
how the messages you receive, both verbal and nonverbal, influence the 
things you do, you can comprehend the importance of culture in both teach-
ing and learning. Cultural competency, therefore, prompts you to examine 
the cultural values that are influencing people’s behavior. You must under-
stand your own values and beliefs, but it is important for you to also under-
stand the cultural values and beliefs of your students. When the messages 
people have received result in behaviors that perpetuate inequity within our 
society (and many of them do), a culturally competent educator moves into 
action, disrupting practices that advantage some and disadvantage others.

Cultural competency is the calling of every reasonably competent edu-
cator who believes in the value of education to elevate everyone and who 
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desires the critical skills to do so. Culturally competent educators are a pos-
itive, disruptive force; they construct the future through their actions and 
words. With an idealized vision of the future, they wield their knowledge and 
influence to challenge the normalization of oppression and examine their 
role in the system. They are willing to break down barriers to opportunities 
for historically underserved learners and create a generation of educated 
advocates.

What Knowledge, Skills, and Dispositions Do We Need?
Awakening the deeply embedded values and beliefs on which we are operat-
ing and assessing where we are, personally, in terms of cultural competency 
is the first step in becoming culturally competent. The second step is under-
standing the cultural, social, economic, and legislative environments that 
create and perpetuate a system of inequitable treatment, opportunities, and 
outcomes for groups of people with common physical characteristics and 
applying and acting on that knowledge to examine false narratives perpet-
uated within our cultural context. The third step is analyzing policies and 
practices for inequitable outcomes, elevating the humanity of everyone, alle-
viating the daily indignities suffered by oppressed populations, and aligning 
new policies and practices with resources. The final step is advocating and 
leading, as well as mentoring and sharing power with others, and collabora-
tively working with others to dismantle inequitable systems.

Don’t get so caught up in the semantics of the term cultural competency 
that you minimalize the scope of this work. It is justly grounded in culture 
because that is the context in which we learn and unlearn ideology and 
practices, but the outcome is educational justice, antiracist advocacy, and 
leadership for dismantling inequitable systems and practices. Culturally 
competent educators manifest discreet knowledge, skills, and dispositions as 
outlined in the Cultural Competency Continuum shown in Figure 1.1.

Do Racially/Ethnically Homogenous Schools 
Need Culturally Competent Teachers?
Yes, enthusiastically yes! And here’s why: You can teach in a school with lit-
tle or no racial or ethnic diversity and still have a culturally diverse student body. 
Race, after all, is merely a fluid, socially constructed way to identify which 
people will be granted power, influence, resources, and privileges and which 
ones will likely not. It has no biological basis, but there are vividly disparate 
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S _____I can recognize how past historical actions are aecting current social and 
economic circumstances. 

_____I am aware of my own values, beliefs, stereotypes, and biases. 

_____I can recognize how my cultural beliefs and biases may be aecting my decision
making, behavior, and perceptions of others.

_____I have unpacked my feelings about language acquisition, language barriers, 
and language bias and support linguistic diversity.

_____I can recognize privilege in society and organizations.

_____I understand how white privilege and racism aect me and others.

_____I can identify and discuss several strengths of diverse culture, ethnicity, 
language, and identity. 
_____I understand the varied cultural values of my colleagues and students.

_____I recognize the various kinds of racism. 

_____I understand the changing racial and ethnic demographics and am prepared to 
be culturally responsive to all of my students and colleagues.

_____I understand the role of power in organizations and in the construction of race.

_____I a�rm and respect cultures other than my own.

_____I value culture as an integral part of a person’s identity and maintain cultural 
curiosity rather than fear or avoidance.

_____I regularly and experientially explore the histories, accomplishments, interests, 
perceptions, and lived experiences of people of dierent cultural and racial identities.

_____I actively seek to foster meaningful relationships with people of dierent 
cultural and racial identities.

Culturally competent professionals acknowledge and continually examine the 
influence of culture, race, power, and privilege and how that influence manifests itself 
in their personal and professional decisions.
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. 
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P

P
L

Y
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N
D

 A
C

T _____I regularly examine student data relative to gender, race, ethnicity, and 
language to monitor and manage equitable access and support services.

_____I am intentional about incorporating relevant cultural knowledge into
instruction, curriculum, resources, learning environment, outreach, and assessment.

_____I use communication skills to facilitate, manage, and participate in discussions
on race, culture, and dierence.  

_____I help make all cultural groups feel welcomed and valued.

_____I acknowledge, recognize, and seek diverse strengths among sta and students.

_____I exercise strategies that create an inclusive, caring, and equitable environment.

_____I identify, manage, and respond to cross-cultural conflict proactively and
eectively.

_____I regularly assess if my students feel respected and valued in class by asking 
them for feedback.

_____I encourage students to raise my awareness by questioning biased assumptions 
or behaviors when observed in our school environment. Then I take action to
positively address those assumptions or behaviors.

Culturally competent professionals recognize the relevance of culture and adapt 
professional practices to meet the needs of students from all backgrounds.

Figure 1.1  The Cultural Competency Continuum: Knowledge, Behaviors,  
and Dispositions for Educators
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IG
N _____I know the legal issues surrounding racism, bullying, and fostering a hostile

environment, and I examine policies and procedures to ensure my practices are fair 
and legally defensible.

_____I work with my colleagues to institutionalize our learning and implement 
agreed-on goals and vision. 

_____I volunteer to work with colleagues in the selection of future personnel whose 
values align with the school’s goals and vision—inclusive of increasing equity and 
access for students of color.

_____I volunteer to work with colleagues in aligning budgetary allocations with school 
goals and vision—inclusive of increasing equity and access for students of color.

_____I understand that my destiny is intertwined with the success or failure of all my 
students, and I work tirelessly to ensure that they are all successful.

_____I can e�ectively challenge racism, inequity, or discriminatory practices in a 
professional and proactive manner.

_____I own the responsibility for building an authentically inclusive and just 
classroom and school environment.

_____I empower parents to engage and lead.

_____I have critiqued various schoolwide policies and practices and worked to reduce 
or eliminate any that may perpetuate inequitable outcomes.

Culturally competent professionals analyze policies, procedures, and programs that 
inhibit access and opportunity for historically marginalized students and sta� and align 
resources to eradicate inequity in the school community.  

Culturally competent professionals have participatory, collaborative partnerships with 
stakeholders and are fervent advocates for equitable access and opportunities for all.  

S
T
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V
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E

 A
N

D
 L

E
A

D _____I reach out to parents and the community regularly and engage diverse 
stakeholders in the decision-making process for anything that a�ects them or the 
students.

_____I empower all stakeholders and encourage open dialogue and dissent.

_____I identify barriers that prevent certain populations from full access to services 
and have taught colleagues ways to remove them.

_____I confront racism when I see it. 

_____I advocate for cultural competency and social justice e�ectively and 
professionally.

_____I reject any privileges that come with white racial identity and actively work 
to ensure everyone has equal access and opportunities.

_____I am a brave equity warrior. (And I’ve got the scars to prove it.)

4TH PAGES

15269-02-CH01-4thPgs.indd   1915269-02-CH01-4thPgs.indd   19 13/12/2019   6:57 PM13/12/2019   6:57 PM

ADVANCE UNCORRECTED COPY - NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION



20         Cultural Competence Now

social and economic outcomes for people with higher levels of melanin. 
Those outcomes and the systems, structures, institutions, or individuals who 
use their power to disproportionately and unfairly distribute opportunity, 
access, or resources to another based on their racial category are racist. 
Cultural competency can help one identify when racism is occurring because 
the design and infrastructure of social systems and institutions sustain or 
perpetuate it.

You need culturally competent educators because your school may 
have teachers and students who identify within identical racial categories 
and may seldom, if ever, face the emotional crush of racism, but the teachers 
may still grapple to understand the culture of the students and families at 
the school.

How does that happen? Culture—the shared values, beliefs, patterns, and 
communication styles of a group of people—has little to do with the amount 
of melanin in your skin. For example, a white person who grew up with a  
single parent in a small apartment in Aachen, Germany; a white person raised 
in a middle-class family in suburban Cabimas, Venezuela; and a white oil 
billionaire from Anchorage, Alaska, will likely have different values, beliefs, 
patterns, and communication styles. In fact, you are just as likely to find people  
who identify in the same racial background with dissimilar cultural values 
and beliefs as you are to find people who identify in the same racial categories 
with common cultural values and beliefs. The cultural values and beliefs you 
adopt are related to the messages you hear and learn about the world—what 
is important and what is not, who is important and who is not, things you 
should do and know and things you should not do or know, what is discussed 
and what is not, and so on. These messages are transmitted through your 
environment from parents, relatives, friends, media, school, and neighbors, 
to name a few. Sometimes they are communicated verbally, and other mes-
sages are observable through nonverbal behaviors.

Even then, culture is not static; it is an ever-evolving set of knowledge 
and beliefs evidenced through learned behavior and responses. You may 
move to a different community and adopt many of the practices, beliefs, 
values, or even communication styles of your new community that may 
conflict with previous beliefs. You may have life experiences that shift 
values and beliefs that you once held strongly.

There is also the issue of subcultures—cultural values that lie within very 
specific communities of larger cultural values. For example, if you live in the 
United States, there are common cultural values familiar to most residents. 
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If you live in the southern part of the United States, there are cultural values 
that are unique to that part of the country. And if you belong to a religious 
sect within that southern community, there are still other unique theological 
beliefs and values specific to the culture of that organization that guide you.

Organizations with minimal racial diversity still need culturally compe-
tent staff who can demonstrate their understanding of the historical context, 
nuances, and dynamics of various cultural values and who can demonstrate 
skills that create an optimal learning environment for students from all 
types of cultures. Racial identity is important, but it’s not the only influence 
in understanding the cultures of people. If your school does not have a great 
amount of racial diversity, it can still benefit from staff who are culturally 
competent in understanding the cultures of their students and who know 
how to use that knowledge to craft better learning experiences for them.

Cultural competency is not the work of an elite band of educators who 
happen to work with populations that have a significant number of minority 
students and families. Teaching is not a spectator sport where we can afford 
to have educators stand at the sidelines observing a game that clearly favors 
some and disadvantages others, but who fail to get involved because it is not 
their team. All the students on the field are playing for their future and yours. 
They are the future voters and community members who will determine 
what resources are provided for your retirement, which people immigrate to 
your community, how crime and order will be managed, and how educators 
will be compensated. In short, they will make fundamental decisions about 
your quality of life. To underestimate or mismanage your responsibility as an 
educator is shortsighted at best and foolhardy at worst.

There is nothing passive or dispassionate about being a culturally com-
petent educator. It has nothing to do with your race, ethnicity, culture, class, 
position, school location, or student population. Culturally competent edu-
cators recognize the power of their influence to change the course of history 
for the better, and they work collaboratively with colleagues to strategically 
critique where we failed in the past and where we’ll endeavor to navigate in 
the future.

There is a long history of racial, gender, social, and cultural hierarchy of 
human value in our society (Alexander, 2010; Anyon, 1997). There are people 
who perpetuate the myth of racial superiority and actively work to preserve 
its legacy and economic privilege—some of whom may teach at your school.

As educators, we may have had no choice in how our society or school 
systems were constructed, but by our daily actions, we choose to perpetuate 
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the existing system or redesign a better one. You can extend your influence 
beyond the boundaries of your classroom, school, or district. Exercising your 
talents through the lens of cultural competency is a vital tool in this effort.

Information is the currency of power, and schools are one of the social 
depositories that distributes or denies access to the currency. The more infor-
mation one has, the more independent and autonomous a person becomes. 
Cultural competency is about distributing that currency equitably. Now, let’s 
get to work!
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