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Rationale
Research has shown that equality does not necessarily equate to fairness (Latta, 2020). There are factors, such as
poverty, that create barriers for marginalized children to access education as well as their more affluent peers.
Despite the barriers that poverty creates for marginalized children, two research-driven strategies will aid in building
resilience within these groups of children. Firstly, educators must place more emphasis and importance on building
sustainable relationships with students and families. Secondly, children need to see themselves and all aspects of
their identity within the instructional materials used inside their classrooms (Cohn-Vargas & Steele, 2013). Research
shows that culturally responsive teaching has a positive impact on student learning (Calder, 2019). Additionally,
research has shown that student performance is positively correlated to positive student-teacher relationships. When
these two strategies are combined, student achievement will increase. Therefore, classrooms across the country
should become Identity Safe classrooms.
 
Literature Review

In their 2013 book, Dorothy M. Steele and Becki Cohn-Vargas introduced the concept of Identity Safe
classrooms. In Identity Safe Classrooms, Steele and Cohn-Vargas (2013) presented their research into the benefits of
having classrooms that promote identity safety. From their research, Steele and Cohn-Vargas found that four
components constitute identity safe teaching practices. Identity safe classrooms are characterized by child-centered
teaching, classroom relationships, caring environments, and the cultivation of diversity. Steele and Cohn-Vargas
based their suggestions for developing identity-safe classrooms on their yearlong research inside 84 diverse
elementary classrooms. Through their research, Steele and Cohn-Vargas found several classroom characteristics that
have a positive impact on student learning and student attachment to school. These characteristics include strong
relationships between teachers and students, strong partnerships with families, and culturally diverse instructional
practices. 

Additional research into the effectiveness of culturally responsive teaching was conducted to find its
correlation to student achievement (Erbas, 2019). In a 2019 article, Dr. Yahya Han Erbas presented research to
support the use of multicultural books in classrooms. Dr. Erbas based her research on previous research conducted
by Banks in 1993. According to Banks (1993), multicultural education has two goals. First, multicultural education
allows students from diverse backgrounds to experience the same quality of instruction inside the classroom.
Second, multicultural education provides equal opportunities for both genders to succeed. Dr. Erbas also based much
of her research on the studies of Beiger (1996), which stated that using children’s literature can support the
understanding of multiculturalism. Additionally, while reviewing the literature, Dr. Erbas found that culturally
relevant teaching is a method used to integrate a child’s home environment with the school and show the similarities
between students’ culture and the communities’ culture (Irvine, 2010). When teachers develop culturally relevant
teaching in their classroom, they provide a safe environment for students to feel comfortable bringing their own
cultures into the classroom.
 
Methodology

Data was collected through qualitative methods. A survey was created to gauge teachers’ opinions on the
importance of teaching diversity and its correlation with student achievement in the District of Columbia Public
Schools. The survey contained eleven questions. The questions requested that teachers share their opinion on the
importance of seeing themselves and their students’ identities reflected in instructional materials. There was a
mixture of question styles used for this research. Most of the questions asked respondents to select all the options
that applied to their identity or their opinion. There were a couple of questions that required respondents to provide a
short answer. There was only one question in which teachers were asked to use a Likert scale to measure their
comfort with teaching the district-mandated curriculum chosen for their classroom. The data collected will be used
to further the research into the effectiveness of implementing Identity Safe classroom practices.
 
Data Analysis
There were eleven questions on the survey. There were thirty-two responses. The participant pool was limited to
DCPS. The survey was distributed during district-mandated professional development courses. The survey was also
shared with leaders of the Washington Teacher’s Union to distribute at meetings attended by DCPS educators. There
were 32 responses received from the distribution of the survey. The first question of the survey asked respondents to
select the identifying qualities that closely relate to their identity. The identifying qualities pertained to race,
ethnicity, gender, and sexual orientation. From those 32 responses, 19 respondents identified as African American, 8
identified as Caucasian, 2 identified as biracial, and there was 1 response for those identifying as American Indian,
Hispanic, African, and Caribbean. As it relates to gender, 3 respondents identified as male, 18 identified as female,



and 2 identified as non-binary. As it relates to identifying qualities related to sexual orientation, 3 respondents
identified as homosexual, and 3 identified as bisexual. The final identifying qualities related to physical ability, with
one respondent identified as disabled.   

Respondents were also asked if they saw their students’ identities reflected in the instructional materials
selected for their classroom. The data found that 6 respondents felt that their students’ identity is reflected in the
books chosen for their classroom curriculum, and 8 respondents believed that the wall art chosen from the
curriculum reflected their student’s identity. Furthermore, 16 respondents reflect that the activities selected from
their classroom reflected their students’ identities, and 12 respondents felt that the scope and sequence used for their
classroom curriculum reflected their students’ identities. 

Additionally, respondents were asked if they believed their identity and their student’s identity are reflected
in the curricula chosen for their classroom. Just 59 percent of the respondents believed that their identity was not
reflected in the instructional materials chosen for their classroom and 41 percent believed that their identity is
reflected in the instructional materials are chosen for their classroom. However, when asked if they believed the
instructional materials accurately reflected the identities of the students and teachers in their classroom, 63 percent
of respondents believed that their students’ identities are not reflected in the instructional materials selected from
their classroom. On the contrary, 38 percent of respondents believed that their students' identity is reflected in the
instructional materials.

The research team used a Likert scale to determine the respondents' mindset on teaching diversity. The
scale used “strongly disagree,” “disagree,” “neutral,” “agree,” and “strongly agree.” The survey asked respondents
to use the Likert scale to respond to the following prompt, “The lack of diversity in classroom curricula impacts
student achievement.” From this prompt, 34 percent of respondents selected “strongly agree,” 41 percent selected
“agree,” 19 percent selected “neutral,” and 6 percent selected “disagree.” No one selected “strongly disagrees” as a
response to this prompt. 

Two questions asked respondents to provide a short answer. The first of these two questions asked
respondents to list any identifying qualities that were not listed on the original survey. The second question asked
respondents to describe ways DCPS could be more culturally responsive. The responses to these two questions
provided the researchers with crucial information regarding how the respondents identify themselves, as well as
information regarding the respondents’ mindset on culturally responsive teaching. 
 
Policy Recommendations 

An identity-safe classroom is one in which students and teachers see all aspects of their identity represented
in instructional materials. Every student should see themselves within books, on classroom decorations, and within
the content of lessons. An additional benefit to creating identity-safe classrooms is that it promotes a sense of
belonging for students and teachers (Cohn-Vargas & Steele, 2013). When students see themselves represented within
instructional materials it creates a sense of belonging for students. This allows students to feel more connected to the
content and are more likely to stay engaged throughout the learning process (Calder, 2019). This research suggests
that DCPS should begin to create a system-wide culture that promotes identity safety. This can be accomplished by
providing educators with pre-service training on identity safe practices and by providing educators with
supplemental instructional materials that reflect diverse groups. Just as one of the respondents stated on the final
question of the survey, “There is a heavy representation of Caucasian American, African American, and Latino
American children in instructional materials, but what is missing is more Asian American and Caribbean American
representation.” Another respondent mentioned the lack of representation concerning the family structure and social
class. This respondent stated, “You guys failed to mention single parents. I am a single mother, and I have almost no
leave which has caused me financial strain.” These statements give the research team much to consider for future
research proposals.

 Additionally, the research team found gaps in the survey questions, which could lead to a lack of reliability
in the result. The team noticed that there was not an option for heterosexuals, pansexual, or native Americans in the
self-identifying options. There were additional gaps in the questions regarding how each respondent defined identity
and their option of how identity could be reflected in instructional materials. Furthermore, the research team found
that it would have been helpful to include questions about the current grade level taught by the respondents. The
addition of these questions could potentially help the research team determine if some grade levels, maybe
secondary grades, have more representation in their instructional materials as opposed to lower grades. The missing
questions regarding identity may assist researchers with determining if respondents have a similar view of identity.
A gap in understanding of identity could cause the research to lose its validity and reliability. Therefore, it is
suggested that this research be extended to determine if adding these suggestions has an impact on students’ sense of
belonging in the classroom.



References

Banks, J. (1993). Multicultral Education: Historical Development, Dimensions, and Practice. R. Review of Research
in Education, 3-49.

Calder, S. (2019). The Relationship Between Students Living in Poverty and Those Who Teach Them. BU Journal
of Graduate Studies on Education, 37-41.

Cohn-Vargas, B., & Steele, D. M. (2013). Identity Safe Classrooms, Grades K-5 : Places to Belong and Learn.
London: SAGE Publications.

Erbas, Y. H. (2019). Teaching Diversity: Elementary School Teachers' Opinions and Experiences on the Use of
Multicultural Children's Books. Social Sciences Study Journal, 404-409.

Latta, D. L. (2020, January 1). Equity in Education: Defining Equity, Equality, and Standardization. Retrieved from
Impact Tulsa Web site:
https://www.impacttulsa.org/2019/11/26/impacttulsa-equity-in-education-defining-equity/


