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Summary

This article reports on a case study of two middle school science teachers, 
Mr. Roberts and Mrs. Fields, who took part in professional development 
designed to help them enact culturally relevant pedagogy in their 
classrooms. The intervention was structured around a transformative 
professional development (TpD) framework based on Gloria Ladson-
billings’ (1995) definition of culturally relevant pedagogy. both teachers 
successfully implemented culturally relevant pedagogy. Johnson 
observed changes not only in their ideas about pedagogy and students 
but also in their classrooms. The long-term and community-oriented 
aspects of the TpD framework seemed to play a vital role in supporting 
these changes.
 

Research Design

The research question for this study was “How do middle-school 
science teachers who are participating in TpD transform their practice 
and beliefs as they enact CRp in their classrooms?” In the three-year 
professional development intervention, teachers took part in a learning 
community that modeled the communal learning structure they were 
being encouraged to develop in their classrooms. The qualitative data 
discussed in this article were collected in discussions, interviews, and 
classroom observations throughout the three-year study.

Mrs. Fields and Mr. Roberts, the teachers in the study, were teaching 
in two Ohio middle schools with large and growing populations of 
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Hispanic students. both were white. They began the intervention with 
some misconceptions of their students’ cultures, the challenges students 
faced, and the reasons for students’ lack of success in school. both teachers 
wanted to make a difference in students’ lives, but they had varying levels of 
understanding of the role culture or culturally relevant pedagogy could play 
in their classrooms.

The three-year program was progressive, engaging teachers with 
increasingly challenging activities while providing ongoing support. Teacher 
activities through the program included:
•	 Spanish language classes
•	 Community engagement through home visits and attendance at 

community events
•	 Training in inquiry- and activity-based learning and authentic 

assessment
•	 participation in an ongoing community of learners made up of other 

teachers in the program
•	 Discussions, interviews, and classroom observations provided constant 

reflection and feedback.

The study saw both teachers progress in enacting CRp in the classroom. 
Their classrooms were more student-centered; students’ behaviors suggested that the students had taken more powerful roles 
in the science classroom. Late in the intervention, students in Mr. Roberts’ class were observed discussing a problem and then 
setting up and beginning an experiment before the teacher even entered the classroom. Mr. Roberts said he appreciated the 
transition in his role from “dictator” to facilitator. both teachers “trained” their students to accept being “wrong” and to build 
understanding on their own. both became more involved in the students’ communities, although they engaged with the 
community outside of school only during home visits that were part of the TpD framework.
 

Theoretical basis

According to Ladson-billings (1995), the three propositions that define culturally relevant pedagogy (CRp) are academic success, 
cultural competence, and critical consciousness. Ladson-billings connected these three propositions to three characteristics of 
“teacher-enacted CRp,” saying that teachers should:

1. believe that all students are capable of success, see themselves as part of a larger community that includes students, and 
view teaching as a way to give back to the community

2. Set up a fluid student-teacher relationship, making collaborative work an important part of classroom structure
3. View knowledge as dynamic rather than static, value lifelong learning, support scaffolding, and avoid the idea of “one 

right answer”

The TpD framework addresses the difficulty of supporting teachers to use teaching strategies that reach diverse learners (Ladson-
billings, 1995). In response to previous research, the professional development in this study was long-term and collaborative. It 
focused on developing a community of teacher-learners and gave them long-term support.
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