
Culturally-Responsive Communications 
in Family Engagement

Understanding and Overcoming Barriers to Communications



Agenda

• Introductions & Who’s in the Room? 

• What We Mean by Culture

• What We Mean by Culturally-Responsive

• Why Does this Matter to GEAR UP?

• What are the Barriers?

• Culturally Responsive Practices 

• Discussion/Q&A

60% of our time 
together will be 
spent on 
exercises and in 
small group 
discussions.



Who 
are 
you?

Take 30 seconds to 
introduce yourself to 
your table:

• Who you are
• What your role is
• What is a unique 

feature of your 
cultural identity? 



What We Mean by Culture

“A shared system of meanings, beliefs, values and 
behaviors through which we interpret our 
experiences. Culture is learned, collective and 
changes over time. Culture is generally understood to 
be ‘what we know that everyone like us knows.’” 

–Teaching Tolerance



What We Mean by Culture

What is Visible
• Language
• Race/Ethnicity
• Food
• Dress
• Music
• Literature
• Socio-Economic Status

What is Invisible
• Expectations
• Beliefs
• Values & Attitudes
• Habits
• Rules of Conduct
• Non-verbal Communication
• Decision-making



15 Minute Table Discussion: 
Challenging GEAR UP Beliefs (Exercise A)
• Culture can affect how families respond to core beliefs that drive GEAR UP

• Each table should designate a facilitator to lead the conversation and a recorder with 
good handwriting (and heap praise on them!)

• On your table there is a piece of paper with a letter on it—that letter corresponds to one 
of the three “core GEAR UP beliefs” statements (Column A) that your table will be 
focused on for this exercise

• Think of the families you work with and consider the assigned “core GEAR UP belief”
• How may families challenge that statement (what is their reaction, based on their world view)?

• Why may families challenge that statement (what is the underlying reason, think culture)?

• Summarize and document your findings as a table—what do you have in common, what 
differs? 



Report Out: 
Challenging GEAR UP Beliefs (Exercise A)

What did we learn? 



What We Mean by Culturally-Responsive

• Culture directly impacts how we engage, communicate, and 
learn

• Recognizing how are actions might elicit positive or negative 
responses is crucial to our success in GEAR UP

• A need to understand and ADAPT our behaviors to cultural 
issues to facilitate more trust, engagement, and then 
learning



Cultural Intelligence

• Why is this important?

• Elements of CQ Model
• Drive
• Knowledge
• Strategy
• Action



Why Does This Matter to GEAR UP?

• Successful and sustained family engagement is essential for 
GEAR UP’s success, yet cultural differences between our 
education system and families can inhibit the achievement of 
our common goals

• Every student and family brings remarkable cultural knowledge 
that can serve as a strong foundation that we can build upon, 
and valuing that knowledge is at the heart of culturally-
responsive communications



Why Does This Matter to GEAR UP?

• We frequently expect students and families to adapt to 
education norms established long ago, but we are likely 
not doing enough as educators to adapt our practices to 
the unique cultures, values, and norms of our families

• Most importantly, while engagement is foundational, our 
goal is to empower families to play a greater leadership 
role in their community



Why Does This Matter to GEAR UP?

How we communicate matters as much as what we 
communicate—given the diverse families we serve, we 
cannot expect a breakthrough unless we adapt 



What are the Barriers?

• The barriers are a two-way street: families and educators perceive 
barriers through unique lenses

• Language and communication methods

• Beliefs, values, and misconceptions

• Time, work, and availability

• Knowledge of schools and educational processes

• Trust and mistrust about schools

• The capacity of schools to effectively support family engagement

Adapted from Bermúdez, A.B. (1994). Doing our homework: How schools can engage Hispanic communities. Retrieved January 2018, from the 
Early Childhood Research Institute’s Culturally and Linguistically Appropriate Service Web Site: https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED372905

https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED372905


15 Minutes: Think, Pair, Share 
Barriers to Effective Communications (Exercise B)

• Find a partner—preferably someone NOT from your program

• Spend 5 minutes individually documenting all of the barriers to effective 
communications with your families through the lenses of families and your 
program

• What are the barriers your families face?

• What are the barriers you and your colleagues face?

• Spend 10 minutes with your partner discussing the barriers that you identified. 
What are the three most significant barriers on your page? 



Coffee Break!
Please be back in your seats by 11 AM 



So What are Schools to Do?

• New York University identified five essential elements that help 
education systems become more culturally-responsive

1. Value diversity

2. Build the capacity for cultural assessment

3. Become conscious of the dynamics inherent to when cultures interact

4. Institutionalize cultural knowledge

5. Adapt services and practices to better meet the cultures of stakeholders



Myths of Cultural Responsiveness

1. Cultural responsiveness is only relevant to low income, urban students of 
color

2. In schools with diverse populations, only educators of color are capable 
of being culturally responsive

3. Cultural responsiveness is a “bag of tricks” that minimizes the difficulty of 
engaging diverse populations

4. Cultural responsiveness requires educators to master the details of all of 
the cultures of students and families represented in their community

5. Cultural responsiveness reinforces stereotypes about students and 
families because it considers and labels unique characteristics

Adapted from Irvine, J. J. & Armento, B. J. (2001). Culturally responsive teaching: Lesson planning for elementary and middle grades. New York: McGraw-Hill



Culturally-Responsive 
Communication Practices

• Are your communications addressing language barriers?

• Are your communications avoiding jargon and using plain terms?

• Are your communications sensitive to cultural differences?







The priority application deadline to be 
considered for all types of financial aid is 

March 1st in the year prior to the fall 
semester. For full consideration, please 

be sure to submit your initial application 
materials prior to this date!



Apply by March 1 each year. Late 
applications are accepted, but the 

sooner you apply, the better.



So let’s get to work. 



20 Minutes: Action Planning
Adapting Practices (Exercise C)
• Work individually or with your program team

• Step #1: Identify and briefly describe a specific family engagement activity 
that you’d like to develop more culturally-responsive communications for

• Step #2: Document the specific communication barriers that affect that 
activity

• Step #3: Document the cultural aspects of your families that create 
opportunity

• Step #4: Based on #2 & #3, brainstorm and document steps you can take to 
adapt your program



20 Minutes: Action Planning Discussion
Adapting Practices (Exercise C)
• Find another person or team to pair up with—ask if anyone at the 

table is tackling a similar activity
• Take 2 minutes to share the problem you’re trying to solve and the 

action steps you’re considering taking
• Allow the other person/team to ask questions, provide feedback, 

suggest recommendations, or discuss for 5 Minutes
• Let the other person/team take their turn using the same guidelines
• For 5 minutes: discuss at the table any great ideas that you heard or 

proposed—capture these ideas and share them with the presenters! 



Resources

• My Multicultural Self 
tolerance.org/lesson/my-multicultural-self

• Using Plain Terms tolerance.org/supplement/using-plain-terms
• Do’s/Don’ts for Culturally Responsive Communication 

tolerance.org/sites/default/files/documents/tt_abc_do_and_dont.pdf
• Culturally Responsive Family Engagement

tolerance.org/supplement/family-engagement
• Crafting a Communications Plan

edpartnerships.org/materials 

http://www.tolerance.org/lesson/my-multicultural-self
http://www.tolerance.org/supplement/using-plain-terms
http://www.tolerance.org/sites/default/files/documents/tt_abc_do_and_dont.pdf
http://www.tolerance.org/supplement/family-engagement
http://www.edpartnerships.org/materials


Inger McDowell-Hartye, inger@uniteoregon.org

Jeff McKinney, jeff@theangkorgroup.com

Nicole Saenz, nsaenz@esc1.net

Jackie Stennis, jstennis@eastms.edu
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