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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.” 
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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.)

15269-01-Intro-6thPgs.indd   3 1/9/20   9:35 AM

© H
aw

ke
r B

ro
wnlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



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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