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Chapter

2
The Pedagogy of 

Cultural and Linguistical 
Responsiveness

Anticipation Guide

What thoughts came to mind when you read the title of this chapter?  

Do you agree or disagree with the following statements about the 
pedagogy of cultural and linguistic responsiveness?

					 Culturally and linguistically responsive pedagogy is a 
curriculum.

					 In using CLR, I should abandon what I have known to be 
successful with students.

					 CLR strategies and activities can be infused into broad 
instructional areas.

					 All the activities or strategies must always be culturally or 
linguistically responsive.
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grown to over 300 students and 15 classrooms.  CLAS is the living 
embodiment of a schoolwide model of culturally and linguistically 
responsive teaching and learning.  A visitor can go into any 
classroom and see culturally and linguistically responsive teaching 
at work.  CLAS is a laboratory school where we experiment with 
instructional innovations, differentiated instruction, classroom 
management, and other school-related topics.  For the past 
nine years, CLAS has stood out as one of the very few, if only, 
nationwide models of CLR.  

What Is the CLR Formula?
The cultural and linguistic pedagogy that CLAS as well as many 
other classrooms around the country employs, is based on an 
instructional formula that any teacher can use after gaining a 
foundational understanding of the theory.  The CLR formula has 
the following three parts, all of which are necessary for successful 
implementation of the pedagogy: 

Infuse CLR 
elements 

(strategies and 
activities) into 
the teaching

Establish 
a general 

pedagogical 
category

+ +
Check for 

quantity, strategy, 
and quality of the 
pedagogy in the 

classroom

Culturally and linguistically responsive pedagogy is not a curriculum 
and does not come in a box.  It is an approach—a way of thinking 
about how to instruct and how to create an instructional experience 
for the students that validates, affirms, illuminates, inspires, and 
motivates them.  
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Establish the General Pedagogical Area

Pause to Ponder

 • What does the term pedagogical area 
suggest to you?  

 • In what ways do you think 
pedagogical areas should be designed 
to meet the needs of underserved 
students?

Pedagogy is defined as the how and why of teaching.  Many 
administrators can attest to the fact that they have teachers who 
are strong in the how of teaching but weak in the content, or they 
have teachers strong in content but weak in the methodology.  
Strong pedagogy speaks to finding a balance between the how and 
what of teaching—that is, combining appropriate methodology 
with knowledge of the content.  CLR relies upon this pedagogical 
balance.  In order to be successful in CLR, the practitioner has to 
understand the balance of the how and the what.  

The how of methodology comes in two parts: strategy and activity.  
Strategy means that the instructional activities must be strategically 
and deliberately determined.  Teachers must weigh several 
factors, including outcome, purpose, standards-based relation, 
time allocation, resources, students’ background knowledge, 
environmental space, assessment methods, and a host of other 
variables.  Considerations of these factors will in effect determine 
the strategy or the activity to be used.  The activity selected puts 
the strategy to action, and a wide range of activities can be chosen.  
Many of the activities used in CLR are familiar to teachers, but 
the difference lies in the strategic use of the activities to further 
responsiveness to the cultural and linguistic needs of the students.  
Many participants in my professional development programs have 
commented on how they have previously used the activities.  What 
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is new to them is application in the context of a strategy or in the 
context of CLR.  The difference between a strategy and an activity 
can be summed up metaphorically in how we play chess.  Skilled 
players come to the match with a strategy in mind, a game plan, 
and a pattern of attack.  The players then carry out a plan through 
movement of either the players or activities.  Similar to a chess 
game, CLR involves having a game plan and a series of moves 
designed to implement that plan.

I have identified five broad pedagogical areas that can be infused 
with CLR strategies and activities.  These areas are: 

 • Responsive Classroom Management

 • Responsive Academic Literacy (or use of text)

 • Responsive Academic Vocabulary

 • Responsive Academic Language (or situational 
appropriateness)

 • Responsive Learning Environment  

These pedagogical areas represent the general categories that I 
believe that all classrooms—regardless of grade level or content 
area—should have in place effectively and efficiently.  In my 
discussion of CLR pedagogy, I include the term responsive in the 
label for each category to ensure that instruction centers on culturally 
and linguistically appropriate activities.  These categories are the 
basis for instructional failure or success.  CLR does not replace or 
shield ineffective instruction.  At times, administrators will send 
so-called “bad” or ineffective teachers to our trainings, thinking 
that these teachers can be turned into “good” teachers through 
CLR.  This is asking too much of the approach.  CLR can make 
a difference for many inadequacies in instruction, but when the 
fundamentals are not effectively in place, using CLR is like putting 
a new suit on a dirty body.  To be most effective with CLR, we have 
to make sure the body is clean first, meaning that educators should 
make sure the fundamentals are effectively in place. 
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Within each pedagogical area are subcategories that depict specific 
foci for the instruction in that area.  These subcategories specify 
aspects for the teacher to consider when strategically determining 
how to do various activities.  Figure 2.2 illustrates aspects of four 
general pedagogical areas: responsive classroom management, 
responsive academic literacy, responsive academic vocabulary, 
responsive academic language, and the subcategories of activities 
within each.

Fig. 2.2 Infusing CLR into Four Educational Pedagogies

Responsive 
Classroom 

Management

Responsive 
Academic 
Literacy

Responsive 
Academic 

Vocabulary

Responsive 
Academic 
Language

•   Ways for 
responding

•   Ways for 
discussing

•   Attention 
signals

•   Movement

•   Read-aloud 
storytelling

•   Supplemental 
text selections

•   Interaction with 
text strategies

•   Focus on common 
strategies

•   Building on 
students’ words 
(personal thesaurus)

•   Focus on 
low-frequency words 
(personal dictionary)

•   Contrastive 
analysis

•   Revision process

•   Role playing

Responsive Classroom Management
No one can argue against the need for an effectively managed 
classroom (Marzano 2009).  Students need to learn in a safe, 
secure, and positive environment that is conducive to learning and 
enables them to function optimally.  Under the pedagogical area 
of classroom management, there are four subcategories: ways for 
responding, ways for discussing, attention signals, and movement.  
On the whole, these subcategories represent what all classrooms 
should have in place.  Every classroom should have effective and 
efficient ways of having students respond to questions and prompts 
and discuss topics.  Every classroom should have effective and 
efficient attention signals to indicate when the teacher needs to 
bring everyone back after conducting a discussion in groups.  
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Furthermore, classroom activities should be designed to enable 
students to move around the room to provide opportunities for 
interactions with several classmates for a variety of purposes.

Responsive Academic Literacy
Responsive use of fiction and nonfiction text is necessary to 
enhance students’ success within the content areas.  Strong literacy 
skills—reading, writing, speaking, and listening—are central to 
success in most content areas.  Students who are strong readers 
and writers also tend to be strong in mathematics, science, and 
social studies (Krashen 2004).  Think about it.  Have you ever seen 
a student who is in both a basic reading class and in an Algebra 2 
class?  The answer is generally no.  The effective use of literacy is 
a very important area for infusing CLR pedagogy.  Reading aloud 
as a form of storytelling provides a cultural base for the students in 
a classroom where CLR is implemented.  Supplemental resources 
can be used to augment the core texts within the subject areas.  
For example, a science teacher can include supplemental articles, 
stories, and facts relevant to the standards-based topics from the 
mandated book that the students are required to study.  The purpose 
of supplementing the required book is to add a perspective that 
might be more culturally and linguistically relevant to the lives of 
the students (Harris 1999).  Finally, CLR proponents encourage the 
use of engaging literacy strategies, many of which are connected to 
oral and written language development.

Responsive Academic Vocabulary
The focus of vocabulary development is building on words that 
represent concepts that students bring to the classroom.  Many 
of these words come from their cultural backgrounds and from 
their lives at home and in their communities.  Conceptually, these 
words are connected to academic vocabulary, but the students 
may not have the academic terms within their vocabulary.  To 
promote students’ acquisition of academic vocabulary, CLR 
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teachers focus on effective common vocabulary strategies: wide 
and abundant reading, contextualization and conceptualization 
of words, knowledge of word parts, and synonyms.  Using the 
personal thesaurus—a tool first used in the AEMP program—that 
we have fully developed at CLAS, teachers use activities that 
build on the students’ words.  The words selected for the personal 
thesaurus focus on academic words, those that Beck, McKeown, 
and Kucan (2002) believe teachers should target for instruction.  
The personal thesaurus is used to have students expand their 
academic vocabulary by building on words they own conceptually 
as a result of their experiences at home and in the community.  
Through a process of synonym development, students connect 
the conceptual words they have with the academic labels they are 
exposed to, therefore expanding their vocabulary.  For teaching 
specific content-area words (Beck, McKeown, and Kucan 2002), 
which in many cases are specific to content areas, we have further 
developed another tool called the personal dictionary based on the 
Frayer Model (Frayer, Frederick, and Klaumeier 1969).  In this 
activity, students create their personal dictionaries using words 
learned commonly in mathematics, science, social studies, and 
other areas.

Responsive Academic Language
The fourth pedagogical area involves the CLR teacher using the 
process of contrastive analysis or codeswitching in the students’ 
instructional experiences.  Contrastive analysis, an age-old second 
language methodology, entails having students look at linguistic 
forms in their home language and then translate those forms into 
their target language.  Contrastive analysis can be used with written 
and oral language.  In particular, when using the writing process, 
this type of analysis can be used during the revision and the editing 
stage.  The idea is that instead of having students “correct” their 
language, teachers have the students “translate” to the language of 
school.  Students can practice codeswitching or contrastive analysis 
by participating in sentence-lifting exercises, doing situational role 
playing, or providing in-the-moment translations from their home 
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language to the target language.  For example, a student responds to 
a question in his or her home language.  Let us assume the response 
was correct.  The teacher would then have the student translate 
the response from the home language into Standard English or 
Academic Language.  Over time, having students engage in 
switching on a regular basis can be empowering for them because 
their linguistic behaviors are validated and affirmed while they are 
learning the benefits of speaking and writing in Standard English 
and Academic Language.  The final subcategory in responsive 
academic language is situational role playing.  Having students 
practice situational appropriateness through role playing is fun for 
students.  This form of role playing involves students in making 
language and behavorial considerations based on the audience and 
the purpose of the communication.  

Pause to Ponder

 • How does CLR pedagogy strengthen 
the interrelationship between 
classroom management and effective 
learning?  

 • In what ways do you think 
instructional activities for academic 
literacy, vocabulary, and language 
overlap?

Responsive Learning Environment
Although responsive learning environment does not appear in 
Figure 2.2, it is an important aspect of CLR pedagogy.  A 
CLR classroom environment is the key in understanding the 
environmental-behavior relationship that enables teachers to 
organize and equip the classroom so that situational behaviors 
are likely to occur (Shade, Kelly, and Oberg 1997).  All arranged 
environments can influence behavior.  How spaces are organized 
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through furniture placement, how learning materials are selected, 
where they are placed, and how the materials are arranged for the 
learners’ use can have profound impact on student achievement.  
These factors can send strong messages that encourage students to 
act in particular ways.  Surrounding students with a language-rich 
environment rife with symbols and print that stimulate language 
development and literacy acquisition enables them to thrive.  The 
arranged environment should provide the spatial context in which 
movement and learning activities take place.  Also, the classroom 
environment has to provide resources rich in context, in terms of 
instructional materials.  This includes relevant, validating, and 
affirming high-interest instructional resources that enhance student 
engagement in the learning process.

The five pedagogical areas are each developed in more detail in the 
remaining chapters in this book.  The chapters explain the overall 
purpose of each area, describe key CLR strategies, and present a 
range of instructional activities.  

Check for Strategy, Quantity, and 
Quality of the Pedagogy

The second part of the formula for infusing CLR is checking for 
strategy, quantity, and quality.  

At this stage, if the general pedagogy is present, teachers must then 
reflect on the extent to which they are already implementing effective 
pedagogy and to what extent it is working.  The standard agreement 
is this: CLR is meant to add and to enhance what is already working, 
but if the existing pedagogy is not working, then the agreement is 
to get rid of it.  Consider these examples that illustrate what I am 
looking for when I check for quantity and quality.  

Brain-based research (Jensen 2005; Wolfe 2001) suggests that 
movement in the classroom is necessary and positive.  Providing 
opportunities for students to move about during class time is a factor 
for consideration in responsive classroom management.  Having 
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students move around the room while involved in instructional 
conversations provides a different way of learning that is validating 
and affirming.  Movement takes learning from abstract to concrete 
(Jackson 2009).  I prescribe that elementary students should be 
moving at least two to three times per hour and secondary students 
one to two times per hour.  

Pause to Ponder

 • Have you defined how often students 
should move about during class time?  

 • How are the movements connected to 
instructional activities?

Once the teacher has established a guideline of the frequency for 
students to move within an hour, it is easy to check for quantity in 
the classroom.  The question is straightforward.  Depending on their 
level, how many times, on average, do students move in class?  If 
the teacher has not planned routines and frequencies for movement, 
I advise that he or she does so in order to be more responsive to the 
needs of the students.  After establishing the quantity, then check 
for the quality of the movements.

The question now becomes this: If the teacher is having the 
students move two to three times per hour, what is it that he or 
she is having them do and, most important, is it working?  For 
example, in a professional development session in which I asked 
participants to describe movement activities, a teacher described a 
question-answer relay game.  The teacher used the game to review 
for a test.  Individual students came up to the board, and the teacher 
gave them a question.  If the students gave the correct answer, 
they could then relay the answer to a teammate, and that student 
would come up to the board.  Although the students are moving, 
the quality of this movement would not be seen as responsive.  
Simply having one student move to the front of the room to answer 
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questions is not considered instructional movement.  The quality 
of the movement is poor in this example.  Better examples of 
movement activities would be such common activities as Give One, 
Get One; Think-Pair-Share; or Corners (these and other activities 
are described in Chapter 3).  In effective instructional movement 
activities, all of the students are moving and are involved in 
instructional conversations while moving.  This type of movement 
is of higher quality.  Overall, if the quality of the pedagogy is 
working, then we keep it.  It is now a matter of adding the CLR 
layer to the teaching.  If the quality of the pedagogy is lacking, then 
we get rid of the activity and replace it with the CLR layer.

Strategies and Activities to Infuse Culturally and 
Linguistically Responsive Pedagogy Elements

The final step in the formula is the infusion of CLR activities 
into the lessons.  There are two important questions to focus on 
regarding the infusion of CLR pedagogy: What makes the lesson 
culturally and linguistically responsive?  What specific activities 
are to be infused into the general lesson?  Thinking back to the 
examples of movement, the first way to make movement responsive 
is by including four steps that the students always do when moving.  

 1. The first thing that students must do when they move and 
talk to one another is to greet one another in culture-specific 
ways.  We acknowledge firsthand that a greeting is cultural.  
This greeting comes through a cultural orientation that has 
been learned at home or in the community, and that has been 
passed down from one generation to the next.  For example, 
in Black culture, the greeting might be the “soul shake” 
or what is known as the “Black Man’s hug.”  In a Middle 
Eastern culture, it might be a kiss on the cheek.  Whatever 
the case, students are asked to culturally greet one another.

 2. Move!  Everyone has to be in and out of his or her desk.  
Unless physical limitations or challenges are at play, the 
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expectation is that all students will be out of their seats.  

 3. Do the task.  The task changes, depending on the activity.  
For example, in the activity Give One, Get One, the students 
have a response that they have to give to another classmate 
(give one); in turn, they receive a piece of information (get 
one) from a classmate.  

 4. Students cannot talk to the individuals in their own row or 
group, or in the group or row to the right or left of them.  
The purpose of this step is to increase interaction among the 
students in the class and to ensure that they are not always 
talking to the same classmates.

These  steps represent CLR and movement.  Figure 2.3 shows the 
strategies and activities that contribute to the inclusion of CLR 
in the areas of responsive classroom management, responsive 
academic literacy, responsive academic vocabulary, and responsive 
academic language.  These represent the sets of strategies that are 
prescribed for teachers practicing CLR.  For teachers embracing 
CLR pedagogy, two distinct aspects have to be realized: 

 • A change in mindset about the students’ cultural and 
linguistic behaviors; 

 • Intentional incorporation of the strategies into daily teaching.

Fig. 2.3 Infusing CLR into Educational Pedagogies

Responsive Management Responsive Vocabulary

•   movement
•   attention signals
•   ways of discussing and responding
•   collaboration

•   selecting academic words and 
content-area words

•   focus on key strategies
•   context
•   word parts
•   synonyms
•   reinforcement activities

Responsive Literacy Responsive Language

•   culturally responsive supplemental 
text

•   read-alouds as storytelling
•   effective literacy strategies

•   switching
•   revising
•   role playing


