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Culturally Responsive Schools in Action…
And the Results to Prove It!
Penny Ciaburri

The Issue:
The academic success rate for minority students, as
measured by graduation rate, remains low compared to other
students. As schools across New York State are striving to
raise the academic performance and career prospects for
Penny L. Ciaburri is CEO
and sole owner of PLC
Associates, Inc., a resultsbased consultancy that works
in the fields of education and
business, including both the
public and private sectors.
PLC Associates is supporting
work in an extensive number
of schools across New York
State and has worked in 19
states, and over 950 schools,
nation-wide. The company
has been named by NYSED
as Independent Receivers to
assist with schools who do
not achieve results. PLC has
developed and successfully
utilized several methodologies
and tools which have
resulted in schools achieving
measurable results.

all students, the graduation rates for young men of color
(YMOC) over the past three years have been below 65 percent,
compared to 80 percent for all students. A recent study
(2019) conducted by PLC Associates, Inc. has documented
key findings from schools who are consistently exceeding
the graduation rate for young men of color and achieving
significant, continued progress.
The Challenge…And the Opportunity to Get It Right
In education, there is the popular, the current (status quo),
the “new idea” and sometimes, the renaming of the old and
presenting it as new. Far too many schools lack a clear theory of
action predicated on proven practices. Many are not aware of
the school design (curricular and instructional components),
which are especially meaningful for young men of color. We
are in a time where the culturally responsive curriculum is now
being acknowledged. In this article, we will give a brief history
of culturally responsive education and what several high schools
did to not only meet their students’ needs, but in a way that
breaks long-held false beliefs and narratives about what black,
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brown, urban, and economically disadvantaged

and for employment and participation

students can achieve.

in a global environment.

Dr. Ronald Edmonds pioneered the

Let’s Prove It!

idea that all students can learn and not

The New York State Department of

just be allowed into classrooms, despite

Education (NYSED) selected PLC Associates,

disadvantaged backgrounds and other issues.

Inc., a consultancy well-known for its

This belief is being recognized across the state

successful practices in school turnaround,

and nation, spurring the rethinking of our

to identify ten schools and two districts

educational designs.

across the state who meet the criterion for

ASCD in its Vision for Action: The ASCD

schools graduating young men of color

Whole Child Award details six critical tenets

at a rate that exceeds the New York State

utilized in their selection of schools deemed

graduation rate for young men of color

to be authentically culturally responsive.

by significant margins. The charge was to

We, as educators, must consider, discuss and

comprehensively study these schools and

intentionally plan implementation around

identify the structures, practices and systems

these strategies if we are to be successful

that are driving such extraordinary results.

in fulfilling the promise for all students,

The definition of YMOC, for purposes of the

regardless of background or ethnicity. These

study, includes all males in the subgroups

tenets center on educating the whole child

of Black/African American; American

and ensuring that each student:

Indian/Alaskan Native and Hispanic/

• enters school healthy and learns about

Latino. Criterion for selecting these schools

and practices a healthy lifestyle.

included: exceeding the NYS graduation rate
of 80%, greater than 50% of enrolled males

• learns in an environment that is
physically and emotionally safe for

being students of color, unscreened, varying

students and adults.

levels of need, located in diverse geographic
areas of the state (urban, suburban and large

• is actively engaged in learning and is

city) and experiencing a positive trajectory

connected to the school and broader

of growth. The schools ranged in enrollment

community.

from 375 to 1675, with the percentage of

• has access to personalized learning and

YMOC from 61% to 97%.

is supported by qualified, caring adults.
• is challenged academically and prepared

The results are incredibly informative. A

for success in college or further study

false narrative has perpetuated that schools
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A false narrative has perpetuated that schools with certain
demographic patterns, which include high numbers of young
men of color, are destined to have low performance. Incorrect!
with certain demographic patterns, which

Our analysis of these ten schools

include high numbers of young men of

evidenced ten key findings which were

color, are destined to have low performance.

observed in various forms throughout

Incorrect! The findings of this study

the schools. These ten common practices

completely debunk that thinking. Not only are

have a high correlation to the work of

many of these ten schools (Reference below:

Dr. Ronald Ferguson (The Influence of

NYSED 2015-16 to 2017-18 data) exceeding

Teaching: Beyond Standardized Test Scores:

the graduation rate for all students in NYS

Engagement, Mindsets and Agency. The

(currently 80%), these high performing

Achievement Gap Initiative at Harvard

schools are significantly surpassing the young

University, October 2015) and the ASCD

men of color graduation rate over these three

criterion identified. Although there were

years which has held at 63% to 64%.

variations in the operationalizing of these
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4. Intentionally Planned, Extended

ten findings within each school, there
was an intense application and judicious

Activities/Connections Beyond

implementation of most, if not all, of these

Academics. Schools, many with

practices. These findings are definable and

limited resources, maintain vast

may be replicated.

numbers of extracurricular clubs,
activities and an extended day. These

The Findings:

successful schools have significant
partnerships with various businesses

1. Systems Approach to the

and organizations in order to provide

Operation of the School.

mentoring, new learning experiences

All schools featured an intact

and expanded opportunities.

infrastructure with the elements
expected of a well-designed school.

5. Relationships and Reciprocal

The schools and districts operate

Respect. Relationships are a primary

according to “systems thinking”

element that was discussed in each

where effective and immediate

of the schools as being significant for

follow-up is expected as challenges

achieving results. Staff and students

are identified.

know each other well.

2. Strong Leadership – School and

6. The Right Staff/Right Positions/

District Levels. School leaders have

Right Thinking. Staff maintain a

extraordinarily high expectations,

high level of personal performance

conveyed daily through their

and expect the same of their peers.

visibility, positive messaging and

School staff are willing to “go

continual reinforcement of the

above and beyond, to pull students

school’s mission and philosophy.

through.” Staff share a common
philosophy and approach to teaching

3. Rigorous, Relevant, Responsive

and learning.

Curricula with High Impact
Instruction. Curricula is

7. Students at the Center/Student

meaningful, clearly geared toward

Ownership of Learning. Student

the areas/pathways that students

voice is “loud and clear.” Decisions are

find of interest. The content is

filtered through “whether or not this

connected to students’ future goals

will benefit the educational, social, or

and paths forward.

emotional development of students.”
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8. Safe Schools with No Tolerance for

• 84% of young men of color and 89% of

Violence, Bullying, Negative Risky

staff indicated that the curricula and its

Behaviors. Schools are safe, with

relevance was a driving force in success.

very few disruptions in the academic

• 81% of young men of color and 96%

day. There is no tolerance for

of staff indicated mentoring programs

violence, bullying or negative risky

and “having people to go to” make a

behaviors.

significant difference.

9. Well-Defined Culture with Shared

Great Examples - What Works

Accountabilities. Strong beliefs,
values, mission, purpose and

• The Brooklyn Institute for Liberal Arts

philosophy form the basis for a

Ms. Ann-Marie Henry Stevens, Founding

culture that creates a “bedrock” for

Principal

the school’s operation. Distributive

BILA’s curriculum units and lessons are

leadership is in place, meaning
everyone has an “expected role”

designed around the inquiry process and

in contributing to the school and

make classroom learning authentic; students

student success. No exceptions.

become problem-solvers and discover
information. Front loading (changing the

10. No Fail Mentality. There is a clear “no

sequence of academics) in the content areas

fail/no excuses” mentality. All schools

of ELA and math in 9th and 10th grade allows

resist false narratives related to family

students to be more successful. For example,

history, poor choices of students,

students in 9th grade do not take science,

generational poverty and ethnicity.

instead they have extra ELA and math classes.
32% of students participate in AP courses in

On a five-part Likert scale, students and

their junior and senior years.

staff were asked several questions related
to their overwhelming success. Data was

• Malverne High School

collected from over 600 staff members and

Mr. James Hunderfund, Superintendent

5,000 students with 1,823 being young men of

Dr. Vincent Romano, Principal

color. A sampling:

Teachers use a variety of instructional

• 85% of young men of color and 97% of
staff indicated that “the way teachers

strategies to keep classes interesting and

teach and are available when I need

engaging for students, providing the

help” was significant.

opportunity for collaborative work and
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student discussion. Students said they like

practice, student ownership of learning and

the classes where they are given a question

higher order thinking protocols accompanied

that cannot be answered alone, and where

by targeted student feedback.” The school’s

they must interact with other classmates. A

goal is to reach 75% of the integration of these

very significant noted instructional practice is

five instructional practices being observed

These practices can be replicated.
building relationships with students. Teachers

on a consistent basis. Classrooms evidence

and students reported everyone has great

effective questioning techniques that extend

rapport with students. A teacher continued,

conversational interaction among students,

“We treat them with respect and care; we get

cooperative learning groups, opportunities to

the same back. Students care more about our

compare and contrast, primary document

subject area when they know we care about

analysis, drawing and defending conclusions

them.” The organizational support for the

with relevant evidence and comprehensive

school involves the assistant principal and

integration of instructional technology. The

dean being responsible for two grades each,

school’s administrative team assesses the growth

and they move up with those students until

of these instructional practices via a highly

graduation, forming strong relationships with

effective learning walk tool which produces data

the students and their families. They look at

then shared and analyzed with staff.

student data daily and meet with incoming

This is a Learning Opportunity

middle school students who have struggled
academically with attendance or socially.

Most recently, NYSED facilitated six
regional workshops where high schools were

• Westbury High School

invited to bring a team of administrators and

Mr. Eudes Budhai, Superintendent

staff to hear the findings and practices of these

David Zimbler, Principal

schools. In particular, the sessions identified
the why, what and how of the way each school

The school has identified five instructional
priorities. The principal indicates: “We are

operates. Again, amazing results in terms of

not interested in one-time hits in professional

the responses from attendees. On a 1 to 10

development. Instead, we have five major

Likert scale, participants indicated 10 as the

threads that we focus on. These five threads

most often given score (mode); additionally,

are: checking for understanding, active student

85% of those attending these powerful

engagement, differentiation of instruction and

sessions scored the workshops at an eight,
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nine or ten. Why is this significant? Easy to

1,100 students and is a high needs school

answer. From the successful schools, along

with over 70% of the students receiving

with field research and data, we can clearly

free and reduced lunch. The school has

identify what works. That is what resonated

consistently posted spectacular results and

in these sessions. These practices can be

has received various distinctions, including a

replicated. This has far-reaching positive

National Blue-Ribbon School of Excellence

consequences for our New York State schools.

with a graduation rate of 99%. Saunders
is incredibly creative in their design of

At the September 2019 Board of Regents

curricula. Principal Mazzola explained

meeting, I was asked, “What is next?” to

a “best example” of designing culturally

which I emphatically responded: “What we

responsive curricula. He shared, “I pulled a

need to realize is not only can this be done,

team of teachers and administrators together

it IS being done - we have proof of model

and used the same curricula to make three

and proof of concept. That now gives us,

different courses; College 101, Precollege,

as educators, a clear mandate to move this

and Drama Through Literature. These three,

forward – now.”

along with English 12, are all taught with the
same curricula, but students have the choice

Three Schools…More of “The How”

of which class they would like to take. This

Saunders Trades and Technical School,

model is also like the college registration

led by Principal Steven Mazzola, has over

process when creating a schedule.”

Video of Mayor
recognizing
Saunders in
2014
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that culturally responsive curricula (also known

Dr. Edwin M. Quezada, Superintendent of
Yonkers Public Schools also added that,“It is

as ethnic studies) can have major causal effects

so important for a student to take ownership

on outcomes for at-risk minority students.

of his/her learning. The more interest a student

McKinley High School, a high needs

has in school, the more successful he/she will

school in Buffalo, New York is also leading

be.” He continued by sharing that “The school

the way. Principal Dr. Marck Abraham refers

practiced the same concept around modifying

to McKinley as “the best school in the land.”

science curricula. Interestingly, the students

The McKinley High Pledge is said every

were queried in terms of what would make

morning by administrators, staff and students

science more relevant; many of them identified

to provide inspiration and motivation to staff

their interest in several television programs

and students. According to Dr. Abraham “It’s

that deal with forensics. School leadership

important everyone feels their native tongue

and staff engaged students in discussions and

and language matters—therefore, the pledge is

focus groups regarding ‘what would make

recited in other languages.”

classes more interesting and relevant?’ Now, as
the principal says in ‘tweaking’ the curricula

The principal believes it is important that

to make it interesting, we feature Science

secondary administrators operate according

Forensics - College Credit.”

to a theoretical framework. The one selected
by Dr. Abraham is the Culturally Proficient

Principal Mazzola is a strong believer

Leadership Model (Lindsey, R. B., Roberts, L.

in students becoming “true drivers of their

M., & Campbell Jones, F. 2009. The culturally

own learning.” To this point, he offered, “The

proficient school: An implementation guide

fundamental premise of Career & Technical

for school leaders. Thousand Oaks, CA:

Education (CTE) is a powerful platform for

Corwin). This model centers on assessing and

truly engaging young people, in particular, our

institutionalizing cultural knowledge while

males of color. Like CTE, when instruction

managing the dynamics of difference. In terms

across content areas is intentionally planned and

of innovative curricula, the school offers a full

offers challenging relevant curricula it provides

year of African American history as well as

concrete recurring instances for students to

an afterschool program entitled “Our Story”

find real meaning to their learning. A recent

which highlights the successes of Black and

NBER study (Thomas S. Dee & Emily K.

Brown people throughout the country.

Penner, 2017. “The Causal Effects of Cultural
Relevance,” American Educational Research

When asked how McKinley has achieved

Journal, volume 54(1), pages 127-166) argues

such success, Dr. Abraham quickly responded,
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“In order to increase graduation rates for males

When asked about his perspective on

of color and to do this work, one must first start

leadership, Principal Dougherty stated, “I

with knowing their ‘why.’ That will give you the

believe in leading from the front. That means

needed strength to persevere through the hard

I am 100% in it with staff and must go first.

times—and those times will be there.” Watch the

I purposely put myself in a position to work

video from WKBW on McKinley obstacles.

with students with the greatest challenges and
difficult situations.”

Elmont Memorial Junior Senior High
School, led by Principal Kevin Dougherty,

Now What…Courage or Comfort?

discusses the power of success emanating

Dr. Anael Alston, Assistant Commissioner,

from their program “The Men of Elmont.”

challenged the field at the New York State My

This includes a collection of students who

Brother’s Keeper Symposium in May 2019, to

are empowered and meet weekly to identify

realize a graduation rate for men of color of

problems, discuss current school matters

90% by 2024/25. Dr. Ronald Edmonds asks,

and propose innovative ideas. The principal

“How many schools do you need to prove that

stated that this has been an incredibly

we are able to achieve this?” The answer is

effective medium for giving students “a true

obvious, and Regent Lester Young echoed it in

voice” in the school. According to Principal

a recent Board of Regents session – “just one.”

Dougherty, “We have a committee on cultural
responsiveness that meets on a regular basis

The data sets from ten highly successful

in order to explicitly infuse culturally relevant

schools who are beating the odds and who

materials, provide information that connects

have found unique ways to create true cultural

to student life as a teenager while being

responsiveness, are clear. The data is the

inclusive of viewpoints representing ethnicity,

data, it obliterates any false narrative. Now,

religion and sexuality into curricula. Staff

according to Dr. Alston “Do we want comfort

receive and welcome continual professional

(status quo), or are we willing to step out with

learning around cultural relevance and its

courage? Because the answer is, to do this

significance.” Mr. Dougherty stated clearly,

work, we can’t have both.”

“We don’t perseverate on concerns, but rather

Note: These findings are being published

address them quickly and efficiently. We
promote success stories continually through

by NYSED in a resource guide to be followed

multiple mediums – emails, conversation, notes,

by a series of workshops, webinars, and other

announcements and ‘shout outs’. In other words,

key supports, so that schools may replicate these

we reinforce exactly what we are looking for.”

proven practices.
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