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Using Collaborative Inquiry to Accelerate Culturally 
Responsive Practices 

 
Facilitators:   Amy Colton Ph.D. & Rosalyn Shahid, Ph.D.  

 
Objectives/Outcomes:  

 Understand the key principles of culturally responsive teaching. 

 Explore the intersectionality among culture, instruction, and knowledge 
construction. 

 Increase skills in establishing student learning partnerships, build students’ 
academic mindset and accelerate learning by building upon student’s 
cultural and linguistic diversity. 

 Gain skill in analyzing student work.  

 Discover how the collaborative analysis of student learning builds teachers’ 
capacity to operationalize culturally responsive principles into their 
teaching. 
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Name Five Things  

Write five words or short phrases that describe the essence of who you are.  

These should be things that if they were taken away from you, you would not be 

the same person.   

1. ______________________________________  

2. ______________________________________  

3. ______________________________________  

4. ______________________________________  

5. ______________________________________  

With a partner, share your list.   

  

 

One connection you are making about this activity and culture is… 
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Equity Matters: In Learning, for Life:  

Key Features of Culturally Responsive Teaching  
By 

 Elizabeth B. Kozleski 

 
1. Communicate high expectations.  Make sure that you let each student 

know that you expect them to engage, perform, and achieve at high level, 

rather than making excuses in your own mind for some students who don’t 

participate at optimal levels at times. 

2. Actively engage your students in learning. Coach your students to 

question, consult original material, connect content to their own lives, 

write to learn, read broadly, build models, test hypotheses, and make time 

to build relationships with them so that the disappointments that come 

from trying and not quite succeeding don’t cause them to quit learning. 

3. Facilitate learning.  Build students’ capacity to handle new material, solve 

complex problems, and develop new skills by scaffolding their learning from 

what they already know through a series of increasingly complex 

experiences that shift the locus of control from the teacher to the learner. 

4. Understand the assets and capabilities that students’ families bring to 

their parenting. Understand the cultures represented in your classroom by 

getting to know your students.  Visit the neighborhoods where they live.  

Listen to them talk about their lives.  Understand what and whom they care 

about.  Consistently engage in real conversation and dialogue with your 

students. For example, if you have English language learners in your class, 

go to lunch with them. Try to understand their reality by actively listening 

to them and the sense that they are making of the curriculum. Use small 

group, personalized instruction to help students develop their academic 

language skills. 

5. Anchor your curriculum in the everyday lives of your students. Connect 

their knowledge and skills to content knowledge.  Spend time on helping 

students learn the content.  Use real life, authentic texts.  Engage students 

in inquiry about things that matter to them.   

6. Select participation structures for learning that reflect students’ ways of 

knowing and doing. Put yourself in situations where you’re not dominant, 
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where you’re a noticeable minority or in a group where you don’t know the 

norms and unspoken rules. Recognize what that feels like and sit with the 

discomfort. Ask yourself these questions: What did I do to make myself 

more comfortable? What did I do to be effective or survive in that 

situation? What did others do that either helped or hindered my 

effectiveness? What would have helped me in that situation? Use the 

answers to these questions help you to structure how you include students. 

7. Share control of the classroom with your students. Challenge yourself to 

see yourself in the opposite situation of which you identify. For example, if 

you see yourself in the non-dominant culture as a woman, in which 

situations can you see yourself as the dominant culture? Stretch yourself to 

expand your own self-definition. To help you see life from a different 

perspective, consciously read books or watch movies about groups other 

than your own. In addition, explore your own privileges and the impact 

those have on the organization and the people in it.  

8. Engage in reflective thinking and writing. Teachers must reflect on their 

actions and interactions as they try to discern the personal motivations that 

govern their behaviors. Understanding the factors that contribute to certain 

behaviors (e.g., racism, ethnocentrism) is the first step toward changing 

these behaviors. This process is facilitated by autobiographical and 

 reflective writing, usually in a journal. 

9.  Explore personal and family histories. Teachers need to explore their early 

experiences and familial events that have contributed to their 

understanding of themselves as racial or nonracial beings. As part of this 

process, teachers can conduct informal interviews of family members (e.g., 

parents, grandparents) about their beliefs and experiences regarding 

different groups in society. The information shared can enlighten teachers 

about the roots of their own views. When teachers come to terms with the 

historical shaping of their own values, they can better relate to their 

colleagues and students who bring different histories and expectations. 

10.  Acknowledge membership in different groups. Teachers must recognize 

and acknowledge their affiliation with various groups in society, and the 

advantages and disadvantages of belonging to each group. For example, for 

White female teachers, membership in the White middle-class group 

affords certain privileges in society; at the same time being a female 
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presents many challenges in a male-dominated world. Moreover, teachers 

need to assess how belonging to one group influences how one relates to 

and views other groups.  

11.  Learn about the history and experiences of diverse groups. It is important 

that teachers learn about the lives and experiences of other groups in order 

to understand how different historical experiences have shaped attitudes 

and perspectives of various groups. Further, by learning about other 

groups, teachers begin to see differences between their own values and 

those of other groups. To learn about the histories of diverse groups, 

particularly from their perspectives, teachers can read literature written by 

those particular groups as well as personally interact with members of 

those groups. 

12.  Visit students’ families and communities.  It is important that teachers get 

to know their students’ families and communities by actually going into the 

students’ home environments. This allows teachers to relate to their 

students as more than just “bodies” in the classroom but also as social and 

cultural beings connected to a complex social and cultural network. 

Moreover, by becoming familiar with students’ home lives, teachers gain 

insight into the influences on the students’ attitudes and behaviors. 

Additionally, teachers can use the families and communities as resources 

(e.g., classroom helpers or speakers) that will contribute to the educational 

growth of the students.  

13.  Visit or read about successful teachers in diverse settings. Teachers need 

to learn about successful approaches to educating children from diverse 

backgrounds. By actually visiting classrooms of successful teachers of 

children from diverse backgrounds and/or reading authentic accounts of 

such success, teachers can gain exemplary models for developing their own 

skills.  

14.  Develop an appreciation of diversity. To be effective in a diverse 

classroom, teachers must have an appreciation of diversity. They must view 

difference as the “norm” in society and reject notions that any one group is 

more competent than another. This entails developing respect for 

differences, and the willingness to teach from this perspective. Moreover, 

there must be an acknowledgment that the teachers’ views of the world 

are not the only views.  
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15.  Participate in reforming the institution. The educational system has 

historically fostered the achievement of one segment of the school 

population by establishing culturally biased standards and values. The 

monocultural values of schools have promoted biases in curriculum 

development and instructional practices that have been detrimental to the 

achievement of students from culturally and linguistically diverse 

backgrounds. Teachers need to participate in reforming the educational 

system so that it becomes inclusive. As the direct link between the 

institution and the students, teachers are in a pivotal position to facilitate 

change. By continuing a traditional “conform-or-fail” approach to 

instruction, teachers perpetuate a monocultural institution. By questioning 

traditional policies and practices, and by becoming culturally responsive in 

instruction, teachers work toward changing the institution. 

 

Excerpted from www.equityallianceatasu.org 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.equityallianceatasu.org/
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Say Something 
 

1. Choose a partner.  

2. Decide on designated stopping points in the reading selection.  

3. Read silently to the designated stopping point.  

4. When each partner is ready, stop and “say something”*.  

5. Continue the process until you have completed the selection.  

*something might be a question, a brief summary, a key point, an interesting 

idea or personal connection.  
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From Dependent Learner to Independent Thinker1 

 
Many culturally and linguistically diverse students are “dependent learners” who don’t get 

adequate support to facilitate their cognitive growth.  Consequently, they are not able to 

activate their own neuroplasticity.  

Dependent Learner Independent Thinker 

 Is dependent on the teacher to carry 

most of the cognitive load of a task 

always.  

 Is unsure of how to tackle a new 

task.  

 Cannot complete a task without 

scaffolds. 

 Will sit passively and wait is stuck 

until teacher intervenes.  

 Doesn’t retain information well or 

“doesn’t get it” 

 Relies on the teacher to carry some 

of the cognitive load temporarily.  

 Utilizes strategies and professes for 

tackling a new task.  

 Regularly attempts new tasks 

without scaffolds.  

 Has cognitive strategies for getting 

unstuck.  

 Has learned how to retrieve 

information from long-term memory.  

 

As educators, we have to recognize that we help maintain the achievement gap when we 

don’t teach advance cognitive skills to students we label as “disadvantaged” because of their 

language, gender, race, or socioeconomic status.  Many children start school with small 

learning gaps, but as they progress through school, the gap between African American and 

Latino and White students grows because we don’t teach them how to be independent 

learners.  Based on these labels, we usually do the following (Mean & Knapp, 1991):  

 Underestimate what disadvantaged students are intellectually capable of doing.  

 As a result, we postpone more challenging and interesting work until we believe they 

have mastered “the basics”.  

 By focusing only on low-level basics, we deprive students of a meaningful and 

motivating context for learning and practicing higher order thinking processes.  

Just increasing standards and instructional rigor won’t reverse this epidemic. Dependent 

learners cannot become independent learners by sheer willpower.  It is not just a matter of 

grit or mindset.  Grit and mindset are necessary but not sufficient by themselves.  We have 

                                                           
1 Hammond, Zaretta. (2015). “Culturally Responsive Teaching & the Brain:  Promoting Authentic Engagement and 
Rigor among Culturally and Linguistically Diverse Students.” Thousand Oaks, CA:  Corwin Press, pg. 14. 
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to help dependent students develop new cognitive skills and habits of mind that will actually 

increase their brainpower.  Students with increased brainpower can accelerate their learning, 

meaning they know how to learn new content and improve their weak skills on their own.  

 While the achievement gap has created the epidemic of dependent learners, culturally 

responsive teaching, (CRT) is one of our most powerful tools for helping student find their 

way out of the gap.  A systematic approach to culturally responsive teaching is the perfect 

catalyst to stimulate the brain’s neuroplasticity so that it grows new brain cells to help students 

think in more sophisticated ways.   

 

1 Hammond, Zaretta. (2015). “Culturally Responsive Teaching & the Brain:  Promoting Authentic Engagement and 
Rigor among Culturally and Linguistically Diverse Students.” Thousand Oaks, CA:  Corwin Press, pg. 14. 

____________________________________________________________________ 

Journal Entry 
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First Turn, Last Turn  
 

1. Read individually.  Highlight 2-3 items.  
2. In turn- share one of your items—but do NOT comment on it.  
3. Group members comment—in round-robin fashion*--about the item 

(without cross talk).  
4. The initial person who named the item then shares his or her thinking 

about the item and takes the last turn, making the final comments.  
5. Repeat the pattern around the table.  

 

 

*Round-robin is a highly structured 
participation strategy.     Group members 
speak in turns, moving around the table in 
one direction.  
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 Category Guiding Questions 
1 Cognitive Demand How does my lesson enable students to closely 

explore and analyze mathematical/scientific 

/historical/ literate concept(s), procedure(s), and 

reasoning strategies? 

 
2 Depth of Knowledge 

and Understanding 

How does my lesson deepen student’s thinking 

and understanding? 

 
3 Discipline Specific 

Discourse 

How does my lesson create opportunities to 

discuss content in meaningful and rigorous ways 

(e.g. debate, use discipline specific terminology, 

develop explanations, communicate reasoning, 

and /or make generalizations)? 

 
4 Power and 

Participation 

How does my lesson distribute knowledge 

authority, value student contributions, and 

address status and difference among students? 

 
5 Academic Language 

Supports  

How does my lesson provide academic language 

support for linguistically diverse learners? 

 
6 Cultural & 

Community-Based 

Funds of Knowledge 

How does my lesson help students connect 

mathematics, science, social studies, or literacy 

within relevant authentic contexts? 

  
 

 

 

 

 

Based on the work of Julia M. Aguirre (2015). National Council Teachers of Mathematics: Grades 3-8 
Summer Institute. Anaheim, CA. 
 

 



DECEMBER 1, 2018 13 

 

 

 
Category  

 
1 Cognitive Demand  

 

 

 

 
2 Depth of Knowledge 

and Understanding 

 

 

 

 

 
3 Discipline Specific 

Discourse 

 

 

 

 

 

 
4 Power and 

Participation 

 

 

 

 

 
5 Academic Language 

Supports  

 

 

 

 

 
6 Cultural & 

Community-Based 

Funds of Knowledge 
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A Vision of The Collaborative Inquirer2   
 
Collaborative inquirers possess the will and skill to relentlessly and successfully 

pursue and apply equitable approaches that successfully support their students’ 
achievement of excellence. This commitment is driven by the teachers’ 
unwavering sense of moral and collective responsibility to prepare all students to 
function and perform well in school and in society regardless of the students’ 
cultural background, race, socio economic status, and gender. They “believe that 
all culturally, (racially) and linguistically diverse students can excel in academic 
endeavors when their culture, language, heritage and experiences are valued and 
used to facilitate their learning and development, and they are provided access to 
high quality teachers (teaching), programs, and resources” (Klinger, Artiles, 
Kozleski, Harry, Zion, Tate, Duran, & Riley, 2005, p.  8). 

Collaborative inquirers facilitate their students’ learning by coming to know 
them as people and learners and using what they learn to identify and apply 
appropriate and effective evidence-based instructional practices and culturally 
relevant teaching. Their “pedagogy empowers students intellectually, socially, 
emotionally, and politically by using cultural referents to impart knowledge, skills 
and attitudes. These cultural referents are not merely vehicles for bridging or 
explaining the dominant culture; they are aspects of curriculum in their own 
right” (Ladson-Billings, 1994, pps. 17-18).   

With their recognition that no two children are the same, they also realize no 
one teaching approach works for all students so they operate from an inquiry 
stance which Wells (1999, p. 21) defines as  

… a stance toward experience and ideas…to wonder, to ask questions, 
and to seek to understand  by collaborating with others in the attempt 
to make answers to  them. At the same time, the aim of inquiry is not 
"knowledge for its own sake" but the disposition and ability to use the 
understandings so gained to act informedly and responsibly in the 
situations that may be encountered both now and in the future.  .  .  .   

                                                           
2 2 Colton, A., Langer, G. and Goff, L. (2016). The collaborative analysis of student learning: Professional learning 
that promotes success for all. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin (pgs. 32-33) 



DECEMBER 1, 2018 15 

 

Maintaining an inquiry stance allows teachers to make judgments based on 
thoughtful analysis, problem solving, experimentation and assessment. Through 
the inquiry process, teachers continually transform their beliefs, improve their 
analytical thinking skills, and develop a rich and well-organized knowledge base 
that allows them to quickly think through situations and make difficult decisions 
in the heat of the moment (Anderson, 1984; Berliner, 1986; Colton & Sparks-
Langer, 1993).     

Successful collaborative inquirers regularly seek out the support and expertise 

of their colleagues because they know “collaboration provides perspective, 

diversity, and space for teachers to consider questions about student learning 

that can provide new insight unavailable in inquiry processes that are done 

individually” (The Literacy and  

Numeracy Secretariat, 2010, p. 3). 

Finally, responsible and effective teachers are concerned not only with the 
immediate effectiveness of their actions on student learning; they also consider 
the long-term moral consequences of their actions (Van Manen, 1977; Zeichner & 
Liston, 1987). As responsible educators, they think about the far-reaching effects 
that decisions may have on students as citizens, workers, and parents. They want 
to guide their students toward “academic success and effective human relations” 
(Lindsey, Martinez, & Lindsey (2006, p. 32).    
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Working Agreements and Communication3 

Skills for Collaborative Inquiry 

 

A collaborative culture of trust and openness is crucial to teachers’ learning and 
the productive analysis of student learning. Teachers can feel very vulnerable 
when they share work from their less successful students. Trust in fellow group 
members allows teachers to bring such students’ work to the group without fear 
of being judged or criticized. Openness is required because many solutions 
require a transformation in perceptions, knowledge, or beliefs. In fact, it is often 
the old way of thinking about a situation and dealing with it that results in the lack 
of students’ and teachers’ success.  

Specific Working Agreements and Communication Skills provide the 
psychological safety you need to share your perspectives, inquire into those of 
others, and reconsider what you have been doing and how you have been 
thinking about it.     

There are two important ways to develop this sense of safety and willingness 
within your study group: 

1. Working Agreements that help the group function in collaborative ways, 
and  

2. Specific Communication Skills that promote and maintain a trusting 
environment while also supporting teachers to stay open to new ways of 
thinking and being. 

Working Agreements 

Working Agreements can be thought of as ground rules that define the 
behavioral expectations of group members. To maintain 

trust, group members need to know they can rely on their colleagues to behave a 
particular way. This predictability helps set the stage for all future learning. Before 
beginning to analyze student work, participants need to agree upon and record 
their group’s Working Agreements. Once established, the group is responsible for 
revisiting and monitoring the Agreements to make sure they are understood and 
practiced by all. 

 
                                                           
3 3 Colton, A., Langer, G. and Goff, L. (2016). The collaborative analysis of student learning: Professional learning 
that promotes success for all. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin. (pgs.51-56)  
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Communication Skills 

If the Working Agreements are the ground rules, then the Communication 
Skills are the tools the group members use to help each other find ways to 
become as effective as possible with their students. We’ve stressed the 
importance of transformative learning during CASL study groups—the 
consideration and reframing (if necessary) of beliefs and feelings (Filters) that may 
be limiting teachers’ effectiveness with particular students--especially those 
whose cultural backgrounds are different from the teachers.   

To explore this terrain—let alone the possibility that teachers may need to 
shift their own practice—requires respect, honesty, and a safe place to learn.  It 
also requires specific Communication Skills that encourage teachers to dig below 
the surface to consider ideas and perspectives that may not have occurred to 
them previously. This is a tall order for a study group. Yet, we have seen this kind 
of transformation when teachers trust one another and use specific 
Communication Skills to discover new responsive approaches to facilitate student 
learning.   

Although there are many different Communication Skills one can use to 
support Collaborative Inquiry, we focus on six: committed listening; pausing to 
interpret; matching body language; paraphrasing; probing; and putting ideas on 
the table. We have found these to be particularly integral to engaging in 
productive dialogue, which is the central process used for professional learning in 
the CASL inquiry (see Figure 3.2). 

Figure 3.2 CASL Communication Skills 

CASL Communication Skills for Productive Dialogue 

·         Committed Listening 

·        Pausing  

·        Matching Verbal/Nonverbal Cues 

·        Paraphrasing 

·        Probing for Clarity 

 Empowering Probes (Presuppositions) 

 Probes for Beliefs 
·        Putting Ideas on The Table 

A definition and rationale for why Dialogue is at the heart of CASL is presented 
next. 
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Dialogue 
How group members communicate with one another is fundamental to 

building a culture for collaborative inquiry and transforming one’s beliefs and 
practices. Although there are two primary ways to converse with colleagues—
dialogue and discussion—CASL relies heavily on dialogue. Whereas discussion is 
most often used by groups to arrive at a single idea or solution by supporting and 
defending opinions and suggestions, dialogue encourages study group members 
to expand their thinking by suspending judgment and taking the time to inquire 
into their own perspectives and those of their colleagues. The intention of 
dialogue is not to force the group to come around to your perspective as the right 
one, but rather to build shared meaning about what the work demonstrates 
about how the student learns and which approaches will be most responsive to 
addressing the student’s learning needs. Engagement in dialogue often results in 
a change in beliefs, knowledge and behaviors. As stated so eloquently by David 
Bohm, an American theoretical physicist who contributed to our understanding of 
dialogue, “A change in meaning is a change in being” (Ellinor & Gerard, 1998, p. 
241). 

A major benefit of dialogue is that it slows down the decision-making process 
for teachers, who have the ultimate responsibility for determining what to do 
next with their students. It provides the time, space and collegial support for 
teachers to reflect on the accuracy of their own interpretations of the work, and 
the effectiveness of potential responses to their students’ learning needs. 
Dialogue influences the thinking, beliefs, and practices of all members, which is 
why each CASL Phase concludes with reflection on the process.  

To reap the full benefits of dialogue, teachers need to value and respect the 
ideas of others and remain open to being influenced by what they learn. They 
have to believe that the answer lies within the group and that together they will 
come to a responsible and effective solution. 

 

Phase III: Inquiring Into Teaching For Learning4 

The Collaborative Inquiry Cycle: Constructing Meaning 

A central feature of the Framework is the Collaborative Inquiry Cycle (see the 

left side of Figure 2.1, p. xx), which describes the conscious processes of teachers’ 

                                                           
4 Colton, A., Langer, G. and Goff, L. (2016). The collaborative analysis of student learning: Professional learning that 
promotes success for all. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin. (pgs. 36-42) 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Theoretical_physics
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analytical thinking, reflection and decision-making (adapted from Experiential 

Learning Theory, Kolb, 1984). As teachers become more skilled in this way of 

thinking, they develop the “automatic scripts of inquiry” we referred to earlier, 

which allow them to regularly study and improve their practice. Many teachers 

we have worked with refer to this cycle of continuous improvement as “CASL 

thinking.”  

Each of the five CASL Phase protocols engages teachers in all six steps of the 

Cycle. Here, we describe each step of the Collaborative Inquiry Cycle and illustrate 

it with Sue’s Study Group as they analyze Nika’s work sample in Phase III.  

Share Background 

In an effort to build a common context for understanding what teachers are 

observing the first step in the Collaborative Inquiry Cycle involves the 

presentation of Background Information about the evidence teachers are going to 

analyze. This first step helps teachers understand when and how test scores, and 

other student performance data was generated and collected. In Phase III, the 

presenting teacher also shares key ideas included in the Focus Student’s 

Biography.  

 

Before Sue shares Nika’s writing she reminds her group about her decisions 

from the last study group (e.g., the next student learning outcome, what 

strategies she will try, and what student work she will bring to the next session). 

She also provides her colleagues with some new biographical information about 

Nika. 

 

Observe 

In the Observe step, the study group members compare the work to the 

provided scoring criteria. The teachers identify the strengths and weaknesses in 

the work without providing possible explanations for the student’s performance. 

As they hear others’ observations teachers begin to broaden their lenses for 

looking at the work, resulting in increased layers of meaning (Carini, 1979).     
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Pat Carini (1979), a well-known researcher and observer of children, cautions 

against what she calls “habituated perception.” She says that when teachers only 

see the familiar--what they always look for--they miss the true meaning of what is 

before them. After all, it is impossible to see everything, so we only notice what 

jumps out at us, given our habitual lenses. Carini (1977) suggests that when 

teachers give up preconceived or familiar ideas, they begin to see things, perhaps 

always there, for the first time. These might include important clues that can help 

them address individual needs, such as a student’s prior experiences, cultural 

background, interests, or how the student learns. Expanding one’s lenses also 

reduces the risk of jumping to the wrong conclusions and taking ineffective or 

harmful action.   

 

Sue is not at all surprised when her colleagues comment on how sloppy and 

disorganized Nika’s paper is, for those are the same observations she has. What 

does surprise her, however, is when her colleagues help her see how Nika uses 

negative adjectives when describing the “white men” and positive adjectives 

when referring to the Native Americans. This observation raises her curiosity 

about what was going on with Nika.    

 

Analyze And Interpret 

After making observations, “teachers begin to analyze the information [clues 
in the work] to develop mental representations—or theories—that help them 
interpret the situation at hand” (Colton & Sparks-Langer, 1993). In order to 
develop reasonable theories about what they see in the work, teachers need to 
engage in flexible thinking and avoid jumping to conclusions by withholding 
judgment while they entertain a range of possible interpretations. Examining 
multiple interpretations before deciding what to do about a learning challenge is 
a central feature of CASL’s inquiry process. Teachers also need time to consider 
and reevaluate their assumptions and biases (Filters) about what they are seeing. 
This critical analysis helps teachers accurately frame the problem so they can be 
more intentional and focused in the actions they decide to take.    
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There are two primary strategies that teacher use to arrive at a reasonable 
explanation for the student’s performance--Draw on Professional Knowledge, and 
Dialgoue.  

Draw on Their Professional Knowledge Base 
At the start of the analysis step teachers mentally inspect their Professional 

Knowledge Base to see what information might be useful in interpreting what 
they are seeing. This includes drawing on their case knowledge to determine what 
from their experience is similar (or at least relevant to) the current situation.   

When engaging in this analysis teachers also ask each other questions that 
mediate their thinking and encourage them to draw on their Professional 
Knowledge, including the following example questions: 

• Content: What does the student understand? What misconceptions may be 
present? 

• Students: What characteristics of the student might have influenced this 
performance? What do we know about the student (e.g., cultural background, 
prior experiences, learning style)? 

• Pedagogy: How well did the instructional strategies work? What has worked 
in the past with this student? 

• Assessment: How well did this assignment work in giving us information 
about the student’s understanding? 

• Context: What conditions may have affected this performance (e.g., time of 
day)? 

 As teachers hear an array of perspectives, they naturally question the validity 
of their own. Through dialogue, the group can critically examine each idea as it 
surfaces.   
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Dialogue 

Dialogue is the centerpiece of the Analysis step of the Collaborative Inquiry 
Cycle. Unlike discussions, where decisions are being made and people are 
advocating for their own ideas, the purpose of dialogue is to co-construct 
meaning (e. g., Ellinor & Gerard, 1998; Lambert et al., 1995; Senge, 1990; Senge, 
Kleiner, Roberts, Ross, Smith, 1994; Yankelovich, 1999). During dialogue teachers 
are asked to refrain from giving advice or solutions (solutions are presented only 
during the planning step).  Instead teachers engage in conversations “where 
people expose their own thinking effectively and make that thinking open to the 
influence of others” (Senge, 1990, p. 9).  Teachers critically examine each idea for 
the underlying assumptions and possibilities prior to making any judgments about 
which interpretation is most plausible. As teachers hear an array of perspectives, 
they often naturally discover the lack of logic in their own thinking (Bohm, 1965), 
often leading to ideas never imagined.  
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Sue shares with her study group her frustration about Nika’s poor writing 
performance and her belief that he has completely given up on doing well in her 
classroom. Sue and her colleagues talk about Nika’s most recent classroom 
behavior, his heritage and his prior life experiences. While presenting the work, 
she reflects on the earlier observation of his many negative adjectives to describe 
those who moved westward. She wonders where all his anger is coming from. Her 
colleagues propose several explanations.  One of Sue’s colleagues wonders where 
whether Nika, who is Native American, is disengaged because he is aware of how 
disruptive and painful the westward expansion was for his people. The colleague 
suggests that, since the Native American elders often share their oral histories, 
Nika has probably heard such stories handed down by his grandparents. His work 
may reflect his anger and frustration that the textbook ignores the sacrifices of his 
people. In fact, it focuses only on the economic benefits of the westward 
expansion and on how the Native Americans actually helped the pioneers 
navigate across the country. Sue is intrigued by this explanation. She 
contemplates whether Nika’s negativity and sloppiness might represent his strong 
alliance with his people and his antagonism toward the pioneers for what they did 
to the Native Americans. As the conversation continues, Sue and her colleagues 
come to understand Nika’s point of view. The group explores this hunch further 
by examining the book and resources, Sue acknowledges that the resources being 
used are heavily biased toward the settlers, which has probably upset Nika. This 
insight shifts Sue’s assumptions about Nika as a learner, and causes her to change 
her course of instruction.  Sue acknowledges that she has been presenting only 
the white middle-class perspective to her history students, even though she is 
well aware of the struggles the Native Americans and other cultural and racial 
groups had during the westward expansion. This makes her think long and hard 
about other ways she may be allowing her own cultural views to drive her 
instructional approach. She begins to wonder how her decisions may be creating 
barriers to learning for others students with cultural backgrounds different than 
her own.  

 

Sometimes while teachers are analyzing students’ specific performances, many 
questions and curiosities arise that require additional knowledge, resources, or 
investigation. Quite often the teacher’s knowledge base does not include the 
necessary information to understand or improve the student’s learning.  
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During the CASL process, the facilitator helps group members identify when 
they need additional information and how best to gather it. Some questions may 
require the teacher to gather information from the student, the student’s 
parents, or other educators (e.g., previous teacher, diagnosticians, or principal). 
Other questions may require additional professional learning and outside 
resources, especially when there are major gaps in the teacher’s or the group’s 
knowledge base. The specific ways the group decides to gather the information is 
determined during the Plan step.    
  

Plan  

After analyzing the student’s performance (work sample) from various 
perspectives, the teacher formulates hunches (hypotheses) about which 
interpretations are most sound and what actions might be most helpful in 
promoting the desired learning. Dewey (1933) suggests that teachers need to 
mull over several possibilities before acting. They need to ask, for example, “What 
could be done next with this student? Why would this be appropriate? What 
might happen as a result of action?” 

At this time study group members help the presenting teacher explore how to 
move the student to the next level instructional strategies and advice. The group 
discusses each proposed idea in terms of the short-term and long-term academic, 
social, moral, and intellectual consequences. After weighing the alternatives, the 
teacher chooses a course of action. The plan is left to the classroom teacher 
because the teacher has the ultimate responsibility for what happens in the 
classroom.   

The Study Group also explores ways to address any additional curiosities or 
questions that surfaced during the analysis stage. Teachers may acquire more 
information in many ways, including: collaborative dialogue with a more skilled or 
knowledgeable individual (Pugach & Johnson, 1990), professional readings, 
conferences, workshops, or through classroom observations of colleagues’ 
teaching. In many cases, the questions posed will require gathering information 
from the student, the student’s parents or another educator. Teachers share this 
new information with their colleagues during subsequent sessions.  
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Based on the. Insights gained in her study group, Sue decides to have her 
students read and discuss several primary sources depicting the experiences of 
the Native Americans and slaves during the westward expansion. She also agrees 
to contact the district social studies curriculum director for additional suggestions 
for primary sources. She will also talk to Nika to check out whether her 
assumptions about where his anger is coming from are accurate. Sue will bring 
what she learns from Nika and the curriculum director to the next session.   

   

Reflect 

At the conclusion of each CASL session, teachers step back and take stock. 

They ponder what they have learned that might benefit their own students, and 

they consider how to address any professional learning needs they may have. 

Donald Schon’s (1987) seminal work highlights the important role self-reflection 

plays in helping teachers clarify their understandings and to effectively adapt their 

behavior. He argues that more is actually learned by reflecting on one’s 

experiences than is learned by engaging in the experience itself.      

As important, however, is to openly share how teachers felt about their 

group’s use of the Collaborative Agreements and Communication Skills. This is the 

time to talk about and resolve any conflicts or private concerns. Without such 

honest sharing, the productivity and passion of the group may fall prey to polite 

conversation that leads nowhere—a major loss to those students whose needs 

are being studied by the group. 

Teachers are also encouraged to compose their thoughts in writing, either 

during or after the session. We view teachers’ reflective writing as “frozen 

thought” about their professional decisions and actions. Such reflections allow 

teachers to hold their ideas still long enough to critically examine them—to 

reframe problems, consider multiple points of view, and construct new meanings 

and interpretations about their experiences, their students, and about teaching 

and learning in general. These reflections can be shared with colleagues at any 

point during their inquiry.   
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Sue shares her appreciation for the “group think.” Without the dialogue, she 

says, she may never have realized how influential her white middle class 

perspective is on her practice. As a result, she commits to always presenting 

multiple perspectives in history to her students. She looks forward to reviewing 

an array of primary sources that she can use in future units.   

The group reflection on their collaborative process yields the insight that they 

are still interrupting one another, and they resolve to give one another the honor 

of listening to and delving into one another’s thinking before putting their own 

ideas on the table.  

 

Act 

Finally, the teacher implements her plan of action in the classroom by finding 
additional information about the student and using the responsive strategies 
crafted by her study group. After several days of instruction, the teacher collects 
the next work sample from the same student and the study group process begins 
again with the Background and Observation step. Through this process of 
observing, analyzing from multiple points of view, weighing alternative plans, and 
acting, teachers learn to naturally engage in the cycle of inquiry even when not in 
the study group—the essence of the collaborative inquirer.  

 

Sue works with her colleagues and the district curriculum director to select 

some primary sources that represent Native American and other minorities’ 

experiences during westward expansion. With the help of her colleagues, and 

conversations with Nika, she discovers how important it is to for Nika to see his 

cultural background reflected in her curriculum on the westward expansion. She 

gets support from her colleagues to revise her final assignment to allow all of her 

students to share their perspectives on these events in history. She also talked 

through what she was going to ask of Nika’s father.    

Several weeks after the teacher has implemented the selected strategies she 

returns to her Study Group with a new student work sample. The Group does 

another round of analysis to learn of the effectiveness of the planned actions 

from the previous Study Group session.  
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Sue brings to the study group not only Nika’s final essay, but all her 

students’ essays because she is so proud of what they have accomplished. In 

addition to the improved quality of the writing, each paper shows great empathy 

for the struggles of all the people involved in the westward expansion. The other 

minority students, who struggled in a similar fashion to Nika, also benefited from 

her new approach to the unit as evidenced from their papers. The other teachers 

inquire into whether Nika’s dad might also come to their classes. Sue leaves the 

study group with a commitment to personalize her instruction in the future by 

using more primary sources.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Colton, Langer & Goff (2016). The collaborative analysis of student learning: Professional learning 

that promotes success for all. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press. 
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Case Study  

Student’s name: ____________________   Age__________    Grade___________ 

 

What have you learned about your student?  

 

Describe your student’s relationship with school? Teachers? What teacher 

behaviors are revealed?  

 

 

Does school seem to be user-friendly and hospitable to your student?  

 

 

 

Who and what is important to your student?  

 

 

How does he describe academic successes? Challenges?  
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Student Survey 
(Based on the work of Dr. Alfred Tatum) 

Directions: Have a conversation with a student of color and record his/her 

responses? Bring your student survey information (responses) to the next session.   

Impact of Student Agency (Engagement & Success) 

1. What motivates and inspires you? How do you learn best (learning styles)? 

2. What are your goals and aspirations (short- and long-term)?  

3. What are some challenges, obstacles, and/or distractions in your life? Share 

only what you feel comfortable sharing at this time.  

4. Describe some of your interests (what do you like)? 

Impact of Student success & Engagement (Agency) 

5. Tell me about your previous school experiences.  

6. What do you like about school?  What subjects are you good at?  

7. What do you need from teachers and parents in order to be successful in 

school? 

8. What can you tell me about your history and /or culture that is important 

to you, and that I need to know as a teacher? 

Impact of Institutional Arrangements (Structure) 

9. Talk about something that you’ve read or seen that has had a lasting impact 

on your life.  

10. What advice would you give adults about getting students to become more 

engaged in learning? 

11. How does school help you to learn?  What are the best ways that your 

school, teacher, and class mates help you succeed?  

Reflection:   What’s becoming clearer to you about the student you studied?  What are 

some insights you’ve gained?  What kind of learner is this student?  Dependent or 

Independent? Why?   
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Little Things Are Big     

by Jesús Colón 

I’ve been thinking; you know, sometimes one thing happens to change your life, 
how you look at things, how you look at yourself. I remember one particular 
event. It was when? 1955 or '56...a long time ago. Anyway, I had been working at 
night. I wrote for the newspaper and, you know, we had deadlines. It was late 
after midnight on the night before Memorial Day. I had to catch the train back to 
Brooklyn; the West side IRT. This lady got on to the subway at 34th and Penn 
Station, a nice looking white lady in her early twenties. Somehow she managed to 
push herself in with a baby on her right arm and a big suitcase in her left hand. 
Two children, a boy and a girl about three and five years old trailed after her.  
 
Anyway, at Nevins Street I saw her preparing to get off at the next station, 
Atlantic Avenue. That’s where I was getting off too. It was going to be a problem 
for her to get off; two small children, a baby in her arm, and a suitcase in her 
hand. And there I was also preparing to get off at Atlantic Avenue. I couldn’t help 
but imagine the steep, long concrete stairs going down to the Long Island Railroad 
and up to the street. Should I offer my help? Should I take care of the girl and the 
boy, take them by their hands until they reach the end of that steep long concrete 
stairs? 
 
Courtesy is important to us Puerto Ricans. And here I was, hours past midnight, 
and the white lady with the baby in her arm, a suitcase and two white children 
badly needing someone to help her.  
 
I remember thinking; I’m a Negro and a Puerto Rican. Suppose I approach this 
white lady in this deserted subway station late at night? What would she say? 
What would be the first reaction of this white American woman? Would she say: 
'Yes, of course you may help me,' or would she think I was trying to get too 
familiar or would she think worse? What do I do if she screamed when I went to 
offer my help? I hesitated. And then… 
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Four-Box Synectics  

Culturally Responsive Instruction/Teaching is like… 

 
 

 
 
 

A Butterfly because-_____ 
 

 
 

 
 
A kite because_________ 

 

 
 

 

Popcorn because______ 
 

 
 
 
A Pathway because_______ 

 

1. ________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

2. ________________________________________________________ 
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“Culturally responsive pedagogy simultaneously 

develops, along with academic achievement, social 

consciousness and critique; cultural affirmation, 

competence, and exchange; community-building and 

personal connections; individual self-worth and 

abilities; and an ethic of caring.”  

“Culturally responsive teachers have unequivocal faith in the human dignity and 

intellectual capabilities of their students.” – (Geneva Gay 2000, pp. 43-44) 

 

How does Gay’s definition affirm or challenge your beliefs about instruction?  
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