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Abstract

Although collegiate enrollment for students of diverse identities has steadily increased over the last five
decades, their college graduation rates have not increased proportionally. Culturally responsive educational
environments allow students to leverage their cultural wealth to achieve their academic aspirations. To create
a culturally responsive campus culture, educators’ pedagogy must value culture in thinking, feeling, learning,
and the communication of ideas. This article explores the ability of a professional learning community
approach to cultivate in educator participants the personal and professional shifts required to create a
culturally responsive educational environment. We analyzed qualitative data from 10 open-ended questions
through an iterative multistep coding process. We identified themes of change (i.e., educational strategy,
perceptions of diversity, perceptions of Hispanic-Serving Institutions, barriers, and related to the individual),
demonstrating that the participants have modified their pedagogical practices based on their understanding of
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the importance of culture in learning, as well as considering new methods in teaching and assessment.
Moreover, they acknowledged that their views on culture and diversity in the classroom were influenced by
their participation in the professional learning community for culturally responsive campus environments.
Future work will explore how these changes affect the student experience because without that understanding,
knowledge about how well these students are truly being served is limited.
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Introduction

Although collegiate enrollment for students of diverse identities has steadily increased over the last five
decades (Hanson, 2025), their college graduation rates have not increased proportionally (Cook & Pullaro,
2010; Eberle-Sudré et al., 2015; Hobson et al., 2023; Nichols & Evans-Bell, 2017). Unfortunately, in the last
few years, diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) curricula have received significant criticism in some areas of
the United States, questioning the validity and relevance of these topics in educational settings (Caradonna,
2023; Jayakumar, 2022). Ignoring students’ diverse backgrounds and identities (e.g., race, ethnicity, culture,
socioeconomic status, and gender) creates inequities and barriers that hinder students’ ability to complete
their educational journey. For example, these inequities/barriers contribute to students dropping out of
college to pursue more supportive environments that promote their personal growth and success (Chavez &
Longerbeam, 2023; Chavez et al., 2012; Ibarra, 2001; Rendén, 2009). For this reason, it is critically important
that educators create a learning environment for students who have been and are excluded because of their
diverse identities to be successful in their educational goals.

Literature Review

Research has shown that educational environments that allow students to harness their existing knowledge,
prior experiences, frames of reference, personal values, and learning preferences enable students from diverse
cultural backgrounds to achieve their educational goals (Gay, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 1995). These attributes
are known as cultural wealth (Yosso, 2005). Yosso’s Cultural Wealth Model is a framework to understand how
to help empower students of color to succeed in college by harnessing their talents, strengths, and lived
experiences. By teaching to and through students’ strengths, this pedagogical practice promotes intellectual
growth by encouraging students to appreciate and celebrate their cultures of origin while gaining knowledge
and fluency in the academic setting. This approach has been shown to make learning encounters more
relevant, engaging, and effective (Chavez & Longerbeam, 2023; Gay, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 1995), and it can
also facilitate sociopolitical consciousness that has been shown to improve academic achievement and
outcomes (McGee & Bentley, 2017; Nieto, 2009; Sprowles et al., 2024).

Given the important role cultural wealth plays in and outside the learning environment for students,
educators need pedagogical skills that foster pride and empowerment among their students. It can be
challenging for educators trained in colonial Western educational practices that tend to focus on individual
competence and goal attainment to create environments that value the role of culture in thinking, feeling,
learning, and the communication of ideas (Bauman et al., 2005; Bensimon, 2005; Cabrera et al., 1999;
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Canning et al., 2019; Chéavez & Longerbeam, 2023; Garcia, 2017; Ibarra, 2001; Museus, 2014; Museus &
Quaye, 2009). This can be achieved through professional development that supports educators in
understanding how to engage students’ cultures (Gay, 2000). Professional development has the highest
potential to enhance basic pedagogical practice and competence among educators (Darling-Hammond et al.,
2017; Eynon et al., 2024; Pacansky-Brock et al., 2023), especially when it is focused on educator needs,
prospects, emotions, motivations, and aspirations (Korthagen, 2016). We define educator as any faculty, staff,
or administrator who works to improve the campus teaching and learning environment. Educators are further
empowered to take action through change and agency when time for critical reflection and research on one’s
own teaching and other professional practices is part of the process (Garcia & Garcia, 2016). Professional
learning communities and/or communities of practice provide the characteristics, structural conditions, and
human and social resources that cultivate the learning and interaction required to improve educator practice
and the outcomes of their students (Louis et al., 1996; Roberts & Pruitt, 2008; Wenger et al., 2002). They
have also been shown to transform higher education institutions and lead to significant changes in campus
culture (Costino, 2018; Cox, 2001, 2004; Ma et al., 2019).

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to determine whether a professional learning community approach could
cultivate in participants the personal and professional shifts required to understand and implement the
behaviors and practices that create a culturally responsive educational environment. The primary goal was to
understand the ways in which the participants’ views on culture shifted both during and after the experience
and how this impacted perspectives and behaviors. Therefore, we used a phenomenological exploratory
design to gain an in-depth understanding of the participants’ experiences.

Method
Participants

The professional learning community (PLC) for culturally responsive campus environment (CRCE)
participants included 53 educators at a rural master’s-granting institution designated as a Hispanic-Serving
Institution (HSI; designated in 2013), seated in a predominantly non-Hispanic White community among
nearly one dozen Native American tribes and rancherias. The majority of the university’s students, faculty,
and staff identify as Non-Hispanic White (Campus Department of Institutional Research 4/2022, University’s
Institutional Research and Analytic Reporting Office). In this instance, predominantly White was determined
by greater than 50% self-identified as White, Non-Hispanic only.

Invitations to participate in the PLC for CRCE were sent to educators from a wide range of academic and
nonacademic departments in an effort to include representation from a variety of campus spaces. The vast
majority of PLC for CRCE participants (99.94%) were faculty and staff, many with leadership roles within
their divisions (e.g., department chairs, supervisors, division coordinators). The other three participants had
administrative duties. The first cohort participated in the 2016—2017 academic year. The last cohort
participated in the 2019—2020 academic year. Of the program participants, approximately half (n = 24)
completed an assessment of the PLC experience. Twenty educators (75% faculty; 55% male; 55% White, 25%
multi-ethnic/racial, 15% Latinx, 5% African American) completed the free response Culturally Responsive
Participation Questionnaire (CRPQ) analyzed in this study. Educators’ ages ranged from 30 to 60 years, with a
median age of 44. Educators’ work experience ranged from 3 to 29 years in their current position in higher
education.
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Procedure

We used a purposive sampling technique to invite the participants of the PLC for CRCE to complete the online
assessment of the PLC, which we administered through Qualtrics (Qualtrics, n.d.). To ensure consistency of
the data collection process, all PLC participants received an email that introduced the study and invited them
to voluntarily participate in the assessment. During the assessment window, we emailed reminders to the
potential respondent group at regular intervals. This study is part of a larger research project that included the
collection of quantitative and qualitative data. The focus of this paper is on the qualitative data from the CRPQ
collected through the overall assessment of the PLC for CRCE.

Measures

Demographics

The assessment contained a set of demographic questions (National Institute for Transformation & Equity,
n.d.) that allowed participants to indicate personal characteristics. They reported the years they have held that
position and their professional position, highest degree earned, age, cultural identity, racial identity, ethnic
identity, economic background, gender identity, disabilities and impairments, religious affiliation, U.S.
citizenship status, and global region of origin.

Culturally Responsive Participation Questionnaire

A series of 10 free-response questions was developed by and for participants in the PLC for CRCE. These
questions were designed to allow educators to describe how their experience in the Latine-centered
professional community impacted their educational approach. A group of researchers with expertise in
cultural identity professional development, curriculum development, and best practices in higher education
DEI refined the questions before selecting them for use (see Appendix A).

Data Analysis
Positionality and Reflexivity

The analysis team included individuals from different backgrounds and experiences. The lead coder was a
second-generation bilingual and bicultural Latina first-generation college student who participated in the
professional development program of this study. She was a mixed-methodologist, social scientist, and
educator.

Coder 1 was a White, non-Latine female and a fourth-generation educator. She was a biological scientist and
discipline-based education researcher with a focus on equity in science, technology, engineering, and
mathematics (STEM). She acknowledged that her positionality is a consequence of the power and privilege
society affords her, and she worked to bring equity to her professional and personal life. She coordinated and
participated in the professional development program of this study.

Coder 2 was identified as a first-generation White female educator/researcher who was also a participant in
the professional development program of this study. She acknowledged her privileges through ongoing critical
reflection of her influences and biases and her commitment to the process of equity in education and beyond.
She brought a social constructivist lens that centered the human experience as a dynamic process through
which she continued to ask questions to expand her own worldview.

Coder 3 was a non-teaching staff research analyst who was not a participant of the program but was involved
with data collection and analysis at the institution. Identifying as a cisgender, non-Latine White male, he
understood that the intersections of his identities provided unearned power and privilege, as well as an
obligation to work toward equity in both his professional and personal lives. He brought a perspective
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informed by intersectionality and liberatory sociological frameworks and viewed all forms of injustice as

inherently linked.

Coder 4 was a first-generation cisgender White male who worked in higher education as a non-teaching staff

member. He was a research analyst and acknowledged that his position and experiences were steeped in

privilege. He strove to address his bias and bring critical and equity-centered conversations to the forefront

when developing systems or processes in higher education.

Coding

We analyzed qualitative data from the open-ended CRPQ through a six-step thematic analysis performed

through an iterative multistep coding process (see Table 1) to ensure the generation of accurate categories of

codes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). As a phenomenological exploratory study, transformative learning theory
provided a lens for coders to explore change in knowledge and perspective (Mezirow, 1991).

Table 1. Data Analysis Process

Analysis Steps

Description

First cycle coding:
Familiarize with data

Second cycle coding:
Generate initial codes and
codebook

Third cycle coding:
Look for themes

Fourth cycle coding:
Review and refine themes

Fifth cycle coding:
Define themes

Sixth cycle coding:
Produce the report

Organize and format the data by question; four coders conduct open
coding for exploration and initial understanding/thoughts/ideas.

Coders engage in open coding to generate the initial set of codes across
the dataset for meaningful organization and discuss any insights and
patterns; create a draft codebook of common codes across all coders.

Coders sorted in search of any relationships between codes to then create
a table of potential themes, sub-themes, and descriptions from codes.

Review and refine themes and generate major ideas responsive to
research questions.

Coders continue to define and refine themes through consensual coding
that generated specific definitions, resulting in a thematic map.

Run frequency of codes; collect compelling quotes to provide a story of
the data.

Note: Coding cycles from Braun and Clarke (2006).

Four individual coders began the data coding process, with an additional colleague overseeing the process as
lead coder. In the first step, Coder 3 organized the survey data using Microsoft Excel and color-coded
columns, one for each of the four coders. This allowed coders to familiarize themselves with the data through
open coding that sought to explore for understanding and identify patterns and/or meanings. More formal
coding began in the second cycle, with four coders engaged in axial coding with the goal of generating an
initial set of codes to come together and discuss interesting insights and relationships. Coder 3 and Coder 4
took the initial codes and created a draft codebook of common codes across all coders. At that time, Coder 4
dropped out of the analysis process due to professional commitments. For the third cycle, Coder 1, Coder 2,
and Coder 3 determined themes by sorting and identifying relationships between codes and related
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descriptions. Following, the lead coder evaluated and condensed the codes and definitions/descriptions of
codes before creating a table of potential themes and sub-themes from these codes. This was followed by the
fourth cycle of reviewing and refining codes to support coders’ further checking of themes and generation of
major ideas responsive to the research questions. Guided by a consensual coding process (Hill et al., 2005) in
the fifth coding cycle, all coders discussed themes, including discrepancies and negative cases. This led to
refinement of the codebook definitions and a thematic map resulting in five major themes and their related
explanations. The sixth cycle was to run a frequency of codes and select compelling quotes to tell the story of
the data in relation to the research questions.

Results

Participants responded to 10 open-ended questions regarding their experiences in participating in the PLC for
CRCE. When referring to participants’ direct quotes, pseudonyms have been used; each of the 20 participants
has been assigned a pseudonym in the interest of confidentiality and anonymity. Five themes of change were
identified from their responses: educational strategy, barriers to change, perceptions of diversity, perceptions
of HSI, and related to the individual (see Table 2).

Table 2. Themes and Codes

Themes Codes
Educational strategy Teaching strategy and/or methods
Equity based
Assessment
Relationships
Barrier Barriers to change
Perceptions of diversity Cultural awareness/assets
Acknowledging the importance of culture in learning
Perceptions of HSI Institution as HSI
Understanding of HSI
Related to the individual Personal understanding of cultural context
Agent of change

Personal change in beliefs (sentiments) and feelings
Professional transformation

Educational Strategy

The participants focused on various educational methods they learned about or used in the classroom to
change the students’ learning environment so that it is more culturally responsive. Specifically, they discussed
teaching strategy and/or methods, equity-based methods, assessment, and relationships created with and
between students.

When discussing the teaching strategy and/or methods, the participants described how they would change
curriculum, learning assessments, their form of communication, the way content would be presented, and be
more conscious of cultural frameworks (e.g., individuated versus integrated learning that draws from the
strengths of students’ cultures). For example, George, a 48-year-old White-identifying male faculty member
with 12 years of experience in their current position, wrote the following:
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[1] used to think that giving a few mid-term exams and a final as the only way to evaluate students was
OK, but now I no longer give any exams. I still think that they are OK, as long as they are not the
majority of the grade and there are many other opportunities to evaluate students’ learning. I now
give many low stake quizzes, in-class assignments (graded on attempting it), problem sets, and
creative projects.

From this, it is evident that George evaluated the prescribed method of teaching and considered more ways in
which to educate and assess students to ensure learning occurs. Another participant, Amelia, a 38-year-old
who self-identified as a multi-ethnic/racial female and had been in their current position for 6 years,
described how they used cultural frameworks and noted that the students not only learn the course material
but also benefit socially and emotionally:

Based on knowledge of this framework, I overhauled my course assignments and points accumulated
in the course. Students have the opportunity to learn in many different ways and to work with/hear
from other students in the class much more frequently. Students consistently report how much they
enjoy learning from their classmates in my course evaluations, so I think it definitely benefits their
learning, sense of belonging, and social support.

Equity-based approaches focused on both educator mindset and the importance of assessing the educational
environment. In one response, Greg, a 35-year-old faculty participant who was a White-identifying male with
3 years in their current position, noted that the one-size-fits-all mindset is not effective for student learning;:

Prior to the [PLC for CRCE] experience, I had not put a lot of thought into strategies to specifically
improve my courses to benefit Latinx students in particular and had taken more of a one size fits all
approach to inclusive teaching. The [PLC for CRCE] made me realize that better understanding
individual communities and cultures will improve the effectiveness of my culturally-responsive
teaching and, as an instructor at an HSI, my primary learning has been about how to improve
outcomes for my Latinx students.

When discussing assessment, participants talked about the value of the tools and techniques introduced by
the PLC for CRCE designed to assess equitable learning environments (e.g., course outcome equity index and
video observation and assessment), student outcomes, and their own teaching effectiveness. For example,
Ted, a 57-year-old White-identifying male who was a faculty member with 12 years in their current position,
indicated the following:

Really, I thought that the ideas from [the PLC for CRCE] fit perfectly into how a scientist approaches
their field - you have ideas about reality, test those ideas, and they are either corroborated or refuted.
Why not do the same thing with one’s teaching, with regard to student learning?

Participants described how the different types of relationships that occur in a learning environment were
impacted by their professional development participation. Specifically, they wrote about interpersonal
connections between students and educators, connections between students, and educational activities that
assist with developing these relationships between peers. Martha, a 60-year-old White-identifying female who
was a faculty member with 12 years in their current position, noted the importance of connecting with
students by sharing personal information: “I used to think that it would be better not to share information
about my background with students, but now I am better understanding that sharing about myself can
actually be helpful to students in a course.”

Joseph, a 54-year-old White-identifying male faculty member with 12 years in their current position,
described the overall classroom experience through a sense of community:
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I think that there are great strengths in taking a community approach, in taking a more active role in
learning where my students are at in their learning, and then making active interventions to help
them get to the right place, to taking a community approach, where everyone needs to get to the finish
line together, and not leave anyone behind. A real mental shift for me.

Barriers to Change

Participants also noted the existence of barriers to change, most of which were beyond the participants’
control. Some examples included the availability of resources, the institutional structure, barriers in the
academic pathway, structural barriers (e.g., workload) that inhibit equity work, and the COVID-19 pandemic.
Martina, a Latinx-identifying female staff member who did not report their age and had 3 years in their
current position, explained the following:

I thought the professional development experience was effective at highlighting the struggles some
minoritized students might be experiencing, but I didn’t see a clear practical path towards resolving it.
I have taught a 9o-student course all alone during my time here at [the institution]. I simply do not
have the time to integrate many of the suggestions presented in the course - it is not realistic to
stretch myself so thin. Beyond this, I struggled to balance teaching my class with spending time
helping students with concepts they were already supposed to know! I felt most students (juniors and
seniors) lacked basic knowledge of fundamental...concepts that they are expected to have learned in
previous classes. Where is the departmental commitment to ensuring students who graduate are
prepared? I can’t be responsible for picking up all the slack in my class (which happens to be one of
the last ones the students take). I feel an unfair burden placed on my class and myself and I am not
sure how to resolve this.

Perceptions of Diversity

By participating in the PLC, the perception of cultural awareness/assets changed. Faculty recognized that the
students’ cultural backgrounds may vary and relate to their educational experience and noted the cultural
assets students bring with them. For example, George noted,

I need to acknowledge culture in the classroom. I need to allow students to use their assets to help
them succeed. This is not always easy for me to attain, but it’s what frames my thinking when teaching
a class.

Some participants acknowledged the importance of culture in student learning. Participants focused on
understanding that people from different cultural backgrounds learn and communicate knowledge differently.
For example, Anurak, a 49-year-old multi-ethnic/racial-identifying male faculty member with 8 years in their
current position, noted, “It helps me to understand cultural background of my students and accommodate
best teaching methods to engage and [assess] students’ learning ability.”

Perceptions of HSI

The participants acknowledged the institution as an HST and how the institution can improve how it serves
Hispanic/Latine students. George indicated: “I think of [the institution] and an HST as being the same. I think
[the PLC for CRCE] helped with that.”

Some participants’ understanding of HSIs also changed. They noted an increase in the knowledge of the HSI
designation, how to create educational environments where Latine students achieve personal/academic
success at the same levels as the group that has historically been treated as the “standard” group for
comparison (typically understood as being White students), and what it means to be an HSI educator. Greg
wrote the following:
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The [PLC for CRCE] made me realize that better understanding individual communities and cultures
will improve the effectiveness of my culturally-responsive teaching and, as an instructor at an HSI, my
primary learning has been about how to improve outcomes for my Latinx students.

Related to the Individual

Participants acknowledged a change in their personal understanding of cultural context. They described the
need to be self-aware of their personal background and a greater understanding of race and culture. For
example, Joseph explained the following:

I think the realization that I am low context culturally speaking to an extreme degree was very
powerful for me. Specifically, because it means I approach learning and education from a very
different way than many of my students. And this made me realize I was going to have to change and
really think through my assumptions about my role as an educator. ... But the trainings really
encouraged me to keep going on this path and take it further than I have in the past. By taking it
further I mean, take more responsibility for ensuring the success of my students in my class, and
move away from an individualistic, “sink or swim” approach.

Additionally, Greg stated, “The experience has pushed me to more thoroughly examine the success of my
Latinx students, both in the classroom and once they have completed our program and graduated.”

Participants also described how this experience increased their engagement and sense of responsibility
regarding equity work on campus and outside of primary educational campus assignments. For example,
Megan, a 43-year-old multiracial faculty/staff member with 12 years in their current position, indicated the
following;:

It pushed me to do more, particularly through the coaching I received. My coach had high
expectations that I wouldn’t just sit on the certificate I was earning, but that I would continue to be a
contributor to educational justice in my program as well as my campus.

Sofia, a 31-year-old Latinx-identifying female faculty member with 4 years in their current position, explained
that they:

...appreciated the ...framework because it gave me language to discuss equity in my department. In
other words, being armed with a data-focused approach provided an “objective” perspective into what
students had previously reported--that they had experienced harm, particularly with certain
professors.

Amelia described how the experience inspired them to work toward institutional change: “Since attending
[the PLC for CRCE], I have become much more involved in equity work across campus. I have also had the
opportunity to work ...in facilitator capacities. I have published equity-related work.”

For some participants, the professional development experience impacted them on a personal level. They
expressed an increased awareness in their ability to understand and honor students’ experiences and engaged
in self-reflection. Martha said the following;:

This experience taught me about the importance of working to support the range of learners, from
low-context to high-context, as well as how it is a matter of equity to do so, and that the different
cultural backgrounds of my students require that I work more on this. It also started a continuing
process of trying to understand how to do this, and how I need to do more to better support our
Latinx students.
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Joseph noted the following:

I have in the years since the training developed a deeper sense of connection with my students, a
greater sympathy for them. It has led I think to my being more flexible and generous, with my time,
and my teaching approaches. I feel more of an obligation to help all my students be successful.

Other educators, like Chloe, a 30-year-old African American—identifying female faculty/staff member with 5
years in their current position, described a change in their perception of students: “I used to think that all
students had to ‘learn’ the same but that is absolutely NOT true.”

The participants also indicated that their personal beliefs and feelings regarding equity work had increased
their confidence in addressing equity. David, a 49-year-old White-identifying male faculty member with 12
years in their current position, reflected that the professional development gave them “a mindset where if I
make a change in the way I am teaching, I ask myself how it will affect Hispanic students. Before, I would
make a change and hope that all my students do better.” Ted stated, “It has me thinking that this is a long
process of continual improvement, and not an ‘instant-fix’ sort of thing - and that my teaching can help, but
not ‘fix’ things by itself.”

Participants discussed their professional transformations and the benefit of the post-workshop campus
community. Amelia explained the following;:

Although I appreciated - [the PLC for CRCE] immediately after the experience, it was really only the
beginning of a growth process. The benefits of attending... have continued and perhaps even
intensified over time. It is so nice to have a community of scholars at [the institution] who have
experienced [the PLC for CRCE] and who are passionate about teaching.

They developed relationships with staff, administration, and faculty. Megan stated, “I think it provided me a
degree of social and professional connection to other educators at [the institution].”

Discussion

This study explored how a PLC could foster the personal and professional changes educators need to create a
culturally responsive educational environment. Researchers identified themes of change (i.e., educational
strategy, perceptions of diversity, perceptions of HSI, barriers, and related to the individual) that demonstrate
the PLC for CRCE participants have modified their pedagogical practices based on their understanding of the
importance of culture in learning, as well as considering new methods in teaching and assessment. Moreover,
they acknowledged that their views on culture and diversity in the classroom were influenced by their
participation in the PLC for CRCE.

The PLC for CRCE was expected to provide participating instructors with the tools and opportunity to adjust
their pedagogical practices and create a culturally responsive learning environment. However, the changes
that the participants experienced suggested not only the anticipated direct changes in the learning
environments but also unanticipated professional and individual changes (see Figure 2). Changes were
identified to the educators’ personal views of culture and diversity outside the classroom as well as a pattern
in the themes such that the changes discussed by the educators after participating in the PLC can be sorted
into professional changes (i.e., educational strategies, barriers to implementation, perceptions of diversity,
and perceptions of HSIs) and individual changes (i.e., personal understanding of cultural content, inspiring
individuals to become agents of change, changes in beliefs and professional transformation).
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Figure 2. Thematic Map Representing Educators’ Experience in Participating in a PLC for CRCE
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Note: The solid line is the anticipated direct impact of participation, and dash lines are the unanticipated indirect impact
of participating in the PLC for CRCE.

Professional Changes

After participating in the PLC for CRCE, the professional transformations described by the educators
demonstrated how creating educational environments that foster a culturally responsive academic mindset is
important for student success and includes more than curricular modifications. Individuals were able to go
beyond strict academic exams and reimagine the classroom spaces, educational spaces, and institutions to
serve current students through shifts in communication and framing. Some of the described teaching
strategies seek to shift the individuated style of teaching and learning to benefit students who learn most
effectively through collective processing, reflection, and multi-sensory learning (Chavez & Longerbeam,
2023). Others describe changes that cultivate psychosocial factors associated with academic achievement,
such as student belief that they are capable (Bandura, 1991; Dweck, 2000), are part of the campus community
(Arbelo-Marrero & Milacci, 2016; Maestas et al., 2007), and see connections between course content and their
personal interests and goals (Yeager et al., 2014).

The participants expressed dedication to continually improving their educational practices through
assessment and reflection, suggesting they do not view the PLC experience as a stand-alone solution to
addressing inequitable learning environments. Participants also described increased confidence and
conviction to equity work in other dimensions of their professional and personal lives. Their appreciation for
their campus PLC for CRCE colleagues demonstrated the value of the PLC community in sustaining this work.

Educators stated that barriers to equity exist within broader institutional structures and processes. Thus,
educators cannot carry out the work of equity alone; creating inclusive learning environments is dependent on
educators and institutions valuing the role of culture in thinking, feeling, learning, and communicating this
inclusiveness. The experience of isolation in equity work is supported by the literature on institutional change
(Dewsbury, 2017; Museus et al., 2016, 2017).

It is essential to understand that equity is a process, not an outcome (National Equity Project, 2021). To
achieve sustainable transformative change, campus administration must partner in equity work through a
student-centered collective effort at all levels of the institution (Kania et al., 2022). This requires an
investment in the implementation of equitable systems, processes, and programs as well as reviewing existing
policies and practices that are actualized within and outside the learning environment.
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Individual Changes

While many of the changes described by the participants focus on their work as educators, the PLC experience
transformed their personal beliefs, values, and behaviors around inclusivity and equity work. Many
participants articulated their engagement in ongoing self-reflection, which suggests they will be more
confident in creating inclusive educational spaces. Educators who are new to DEI and seeking to make an
impact must shift how they see students, perceiving and accepting them as whole people who existed before
entering—and continue to exist outside of—the classroom and rethinking how instructors understand the
process of learning and how their positionality affects that process (Dewsbury & Brame, 2019; Ortiz et al.,
2018; Pacansky-Brock et al., 2023).

Participants also reported being motivated to pursue equity work beyond their primary campus role. This is
an encouraging outcome, as creating culturally responsive learning environments requires changes at both
individual and institutional levels. While this is a good start in the journey, there is a limit to how much
educators in middle leadership positions can affect institutional policies and practices. For a campus culture
to truly be inclusive, the institution must be willing to modify policies, practices, assumptions, and attitudes
that hinder campus engagement and the academic performance of students from racially minoritized groups.
Institutional administration must be equally engaged in and vocally supporting conversations focused on
centering students from diverse backgrounds and experiences so the campus environment is attentive to their
needs.

Limitations

Results were encouraging; however, they may not generalize to all educators. The respondents volunteered to
participate in the PLC and may be more predisposed to embracing the experience and incorporating the skills
they developed into their work. Though it is certain there will be some shifts in program delivery and
implementation, researchers are hopeful that the programming will be implemented widely across disciplines
in the institution and continue to be impactful, as it is already the case that different cohorts had different
experiences with their participation in the PLC for CRCE.

Future Directions and Conclusion

The importance of centering the learning experience on student strengths is further supported by the
inclusion of culture, identities, and intersectionality in the recently updated guidelines for implementing
universal design for learning, which emphasizes multiple means of engagement, representation, action, and
expression so all learners can access and engage in learning (CAST, 2024). To better serve students and
support them in their educational goals, it is essential for educators to continue to reflect on their methods.
Without understanding their lived experiences, researchers can only have a limited understanding of how well
they are truly being served. Monitoring student academic achievement is not only a vague metric that differs
from institution to institution and does not always reflect the students’ own academic goals; it is also an
insufficient metric of student success.

Examining the students’ perspectives and experiences of the pedagogical modifications implemented by the
PLC for CRCE participants is important so that educators can know if students feel that their cultural capital
(Yosso, 2005), such as their aspirations, social connections, and/or natural linguistic forms, are reflected in
the participants’ pedagogical modifications. Understanding how educational spaces support diverse learners
is particularly important in the current educational climate, which will certainly be impacted by the 2023 U.S.
Supreme Court decision to overturn affirmative action nationwide (Students for Fair Admissions, Inc., v.
President and Fellows of Harvard College, 2023), a decision that assumes that all students have an equitable
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starting point and therefore have the same strengths and resources. This court decision, in addition to the
pushback against incorporating cultural considerations in teaching and learning, highlights that it is critically
important to demonstrate how culturally responsive pedagogical practices not only support students based on
demographic categories but also create inclusive environments for all learners.
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Appendix A: Culturally Responsive Participation Questionnaire

1.

2.

10.

A
"

Please describe how the [PLC for CRCE] professional development experience influenced your
approach to being an educator at a Hispanic-Serving Institution.

Please describe how the [PLC for CRCE] professional development experience influenced your
approach to being an educator at [institution omitted for blind review].

Please describe how your [PLC for CRCE] professional development experience has catalyzed shifts in
your thinking about how you conduct your educational activities. For example, use “I used to think,
but now I...” to outline specific ways you’ve shifted thinking.

Has your increased knowledge of high and low context cultural frameworks influenced your
educational work? If so, how has it influenced your practice to benefit students’ experiences at
[institution omitted for blind review]?

Since completing your ESCALA professional development experience, how do you continue to assess
the impact changes you have made on student learning?

What have you learned from the assessments you have conducted above? Have they motivated you to
continue to make changes? If so, how?

Do you have plans to make additional changes to improve equity for Latinx or other students in the
future? If so, what are they?

Have you become motivated to encourage or lead others in equity work as a coach, facilitator, or in
another capacity? If so, please explain.

Has your work with the [PLC for CRCE] influenced your definition of student success? If so, please
explain.

Is there anything else you would like to share regarding your experience with the [PLC for CRCE]? If
so, please do so here.
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