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CCSSO DLRT Teacher Pipeline Series: 
What does Teacher Diversity and Culturally Responsive Practice have to do with a … 

WELL-ROUNDED EDUCATION? 
 
Introduction 
 
In 2018, the Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) engaged nine states1 in their Diverse and 
Learner-Ready Teachers (DLRT) Initiative. CCSSO also engaged a range of national organizations as 
collaborators to support the work of the DLRT states. One subset of national collaborators, the 
Communications and Advocacy Work Group2, identified the need for developing a common language for 
policymakers around diverse teaching and learning. The group worked to address this need by 
developing two resources. First, they collaboratively assembled the following definitions for two key 
terms – teacher diversity and culturally responsive practice: 

• Diversity can be defined as the sum of the ways that people are both alike and different. The 
dimensions of diversity include race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, gender, sexual orientation, 
language, culture, religion, mental and physical ability, class, and immigration status. Teacher 
Diversity refers to the representation of dimensions of diversity in the collective makeup or pool of 
individuals within the K-12 public school teacher workforce. The work of the CCSSO DLRT Initiative 
focuses specifically on increasing the racial diversity of the teacher workforce.3,4 

• Culturally Responsive Practice in the classroom refers to both: 1) the use of cultural knowledge, 
prior experiences, frames of reference, and performance styles of ethnically diverse students to 
make learning encounters more relevant to and effective for all students; and, 2) the embodiment 
of attitudes and dispositions that empower students intellectually, socially, emotionally, and 
politically using cultural referents to impart knowledge, skills, and attitudes. The work of the CCSSO 
DLRT Initiative focuses specifically on increasing the culturally responsive practice aptitude of the 
teacher workforce.5,6,7 

Next, based on these definitions, group members developed a series of short papers that would address 
how these two terms relate to nine key aspects of the teacher pipeline: Accountability, Compensation, 
Data Systems, Induction and Mentoring, Preparation, Recruitment, Retention, Student Demographics, 
and Well-Rounded Education. These papers form a series that seeks to provide both language and 
rationale to state policymakers as they work to incorporate teacher diversity and culturally responsive 
practice in policy initiatives across the spectrum of teacher pipeline issues. The current paper specifically 
addresses the intersection of diversity with a Well-Rounded Education. 

 
What is a well-rounded education? What is its role in the larger Teacher Pipeline? 
 
A well-rounded education helps students reach their full potential by providing opportunities to develop 
a wide range of skills - including communication, collaboration, problem-solving, critical thinking, 
persistence, and creativity - through improving background knowledge and comprehension across a 
variety of subject areas.8 These skills and competencies are highly valued by both employers and 
postsecondary institutions; therefore, the enriched curriculum central to a well-rounded education can 
also more effectively bring students to college and career readiness.9 

To provide a well-rounded education to all students, K-12 schools must hire and retain teachers who are 
able to effectively teach – and draw connections between – a variety of subject areas, including hard-to-
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staff areas such as STEM (science, technology, engineering, and math) fields.10 Building a teacher 
workforce able to take on this challenge may require educator preparation programs to revisit 
recruitment strategies, degree pathways, and curriculum structures.11 Developing this capacity in 
schools may require state and district leaders to revisit existing funding, staffing, and student support 
structures.12  

 
What does Teacher Diversity have to do with a well-rounded education? 
 
A significant body of research demonstrates the variety of ways in which teachers of color support 
increased achievement for students of color, particularly when teachers and students are race-
matched.13,14,15 In terms of a well-rounded education, this can take the form of engaging students of 
color in additional subject areas through culturally relevant curriculum materials; helping students of 
color build connections across subject materials through shared experience and voice; and both serving 
as, and providing connections to, role models of color in the community that can amplify student 
ambitions and provide concrete guidance in terms of the relevance of classroom learning to future 
career paths.  

The ability to reach, engage, and increase the achievement of students of color is, in itself, a strong 
argument for increasing teacher diversity in service of providing all students a well-rounded education.16 
Yet multiple studies demonstrate that racial diversity in the teacher workforce also enhances the 
education of non-minority youth.17,18 Teachers of color are viewed by both minority and non-minority 
students as highly engaging.19 They can effectively transfer their cultural competence, developed 
through the need to reach their minority students, to their non-minority students.20 As a result, all 
students are challenged, encouraged, respected, and held to high standards in the classroom of a 
teacher of color.21 

A racially diverse teacher workforce can also enhance cross-cultural understanding, reduce unconscious 
bias, and enrich the practice of all teachers.22 In a school striving to provide a well-rounded education 
for all students, a racially diverse workforce can create space for all teachers to engage in the types of 
conversations that lead to both infusing culturally relevant and engaging materials in all subject areas, 
and broadening the range of connections among those areas.   

 
How can policymakers and school leaders leverage a well-rounded education to diversify the 
teaching force? 
 
The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) encourages states to provide all students a well-rounded 
education, and provides some funding and flexibility to help states make it a reality (Jones & Workman, 
2016). Knowing that teacher diversity enhances a school’s ability to provide a well-rounded education to 
all students, both state and local leaders can leverage this ESSA requirement in service of increasing and 
leveraging the racial diversity of the teacher workforce. States can include teacher diversity data in 
reporting requirements for school accountability, whether for or outside of federal reporting 
requirements (Atchison, Diffey, Rafa, & Sarubbi, 2017).23 In addition, state leaders can specify teacher 
diversity as a priority for LEAs seeking a share of ESSA Title IV Student Support and Academic Enrichment 
Grants to provide a well-rounded education to all students (Poiner, 2016).24 State leaders could also set 
up targeted scholarship programs for students of color wishing to become teachers in the arts, 
humanities, and STEM fields (Johnson, 2018) (TeachStrong Coalition, 2016).25,26 
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State requirements can help diversify the teacher workforce, but such requirements are limited in their 
ability to help schools take advantage of the benefits of a diverse teacher workforce. District and school 
leaders can help all students receive a well-rounded education by creating explicit structures to make 
the most of the diversity within their teaching communities (Hanover Research, 2014).27 Creating non-
judgmental space for all teachers to learn from each other in a professional learning community can 
allow teachers of color to shine without being overburdened (Colton & Langer, 2015).28 Considering 
scheduling and staffing across the school can help more students encounter a diverse set of teachers 
(Lynch, 2016).29 Finally, both state and district leaders can create opportunities for school leaders and 
teachers to discuss their successes and challenges in harnessing the diversity of the teacher workforce 
to increase the effectiveness of a well-rounded curriculum. 

 
What does Culturally Responsive Practice (CRP) have to do with a well-rounded education? 
 
For students to receive a well-rounded education – one where they engage authentically and 
substantively within and across a range of subject areas – they must be able to connect with and be 
supported by their teachers (ASCD, 1994).30 Teachers that are well-versed in Culturally Responsive 
Practice (CRP) not only understand how to help students construct knowledge, they know and have 
affirming views about the lives of their students, and are therefore able to design instruction that both 
builds on what students know (drawing them in) while stretching them beyond their current boundaries 
of knowledge (helping them grow) (Villegas & Lucas, 2002).31 Their ability to make strong, supportive 
connections with students helps culturally responsive teachers to provide a well-rounded education for 
a diverse student population. 

In addition to being better able to connect with their students, teachers fluent in CRP have the cultural 
competencies necessary to draw in a variety of relevant resources in their teaching. Such resources are 
not subject-bound; rather, they tend to bring in culturally relevant content that both engages and 
challenges students by drawing from multiple subject areas. For instance, reading comprehension is 
built just as much through engaging with authentic content in the disciplines as it is with reading 
practice (Hansel & Pondiscio, 2016).32 This idea of building skills through the integration of knowledge 
across fields of study is central to the idea of a well-rounded education.  

 
How can policymakers and school leaders leverage a well-rounded education to increase 
teacher proficiency in Culturally Responsive Practice? 
 
Understanding that culturally responsive teaching practices are core to a well-rounded education, state 
leaders can leverage the “well-rounded” ESSA requirement to build CRP proficiency in the teaching 
workforce (Jones & Workman, 2016).33 Teachers are central to the delivery of a well-rounded education, 
and culturally responsive teachers are better equipped to reach student and provide the diversity of 
experience required to achieve this goal (Villegas & Lucas, 2002).34 Thus, each assurance of a well-
rounded education in a state’s ESSA plan is an opportunity for state leaders to embed CRP in educator 
preparation and mentor training curriculum, in licensure and certification requirements, and in 
evaluation, professional development and advancement structures. Finally, as they hold schools 
accountable for providing a well-rounded education, state leaders can be thoughtful about designing 
the “School Quality and Student Success” indicator (another ESSA requirement) to include measures of 
culturally responsive practice (Council of Chief State School Officers, 2017).35 
 
Where can I go to learn more? 
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• ESSA’s Well-Rounded Education, Education Commission of the States 

• How Racially Diverse Schools and Classrooms Can Benefit All Students, The Century Foundation 

• Culturally Responsive Teaching: A Guide to Evidence-Based Practices for Teaching All Students 
Equitably, Education Northwest 

• Why Schools Need More Teachers of Color – for White Students, The Atlantic 

• Time for a Change: Diversity in Teaching Revisited, National Education Association 

• Culturally Responsive Pedagogy: An Overview of Research on Student Outcomes, Education Week & 
Teaching Tolerance Magazine 
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