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Culturally Relevant Instruction
What does culturally relevant instruction mean?

It is an approach to teaching that is grounded in the complex reality that students and families come from diverse backgrounds. Curriculum, lesson plans and teaching methods view students backgrounds as a positive asset to be respected and used as a powerful learning tool. 
How does it differ from current instruction?

Historically, public schools have been used to train poor and working class children to conform to the dominant society. This has often meant excluding students’ home cultures and languages (ie. English only rules), teaching them history centered on the dominant group (Columbus discovered America), and marginalizing their histories (Black History Month). 
In order to truly be culturally relevant, schools must tackle:

1. Institutional: school policies and practices, including the distribution of funds and resources 
2. Personal: school staff must change their own frame of mind, knowledge and personal practices  
3. Instructional: teaching practices and materials must be changed  
What are the positive results of having a culturally relevant curriculum?

Research studies have consistently found those curricula that reflect a student’s own history and culture promote greater academic achievement. In particular,  “black and Latino students who have a strong, positive ethnic identity and an understanding of racism and how it can be challenged tend to take education more seriously than those who do not.” (EdWeek 2/15/12) In fact, both students of color and white students have been found to benefit from culturally relevant curriculum.
Case Study:
Many people have advocated for culturally relevant curriculum and teaching methods which honor students’ cultural backgrounds and nurture a child’s understanding of their heritage and their importance in the world. For example…

In the Tucson (Arizona) Unified School District in the early 2000s, students from kindergarten through high school were offered the option to participate in a Mexican-American Studies curriculum that was academically rigorous and aligned with state standards. By 2010, research showed that students who participated in the curriculum had significantly greater test scores in Math, Reading and Writing and were significantly more likely to graduate from high school.  The most low-income students and the academically struggling students showed the largest gains. 
Despite these gains, or perhaps because of them, political forces in Arizona organized to end the curriculum, arguing that it promoted the overthrow of the US government, resentment towards white people, and dangerous ethnic solidarity. They succeeded in banning not only the successful Mexican-American studies curriculum, but any books related to Mexican-American studies from the curriculum. Parents and community groups in Tucson and throughout Arizona have continued to fight back to get the program reinstated.  
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