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Abstract 

 
The growing number of culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD) students entering our public 
school system demands a new pedagogical framework for teaching and learning. With its 
emphasis on all four dimensions of the CLD student biography (sociocultural, linguistic, cognitive, 
academic), biography-driven culturally responsive teaching (Herrera, 2010) addresses the limited 
attention currently devoted to second language learning issues in the literature and research 
related to culturally responsive pedagogy. This study investigates the use of biography-driven 
instructional (BDI) strategies by 58 general education teachers at the elementary and secondary 
levels with CLD students in their classrooms using the Biography-Driven Performance Rubric, 
which measures enactment of teaching standards and educational best practices. Findings 
indicate that the use of BDI strategies can facilitate the practical actualization of culturally 
responsive teaching. Findings also suggest that implementation of BDI strategies can help 
teachers overcome challenges that are unique to secondary settings as they accommodate the 
assets and needs of CLD learners.  
 

 
Since the beginning of the 21st century, our nation has seen new demographic 

shifts that have had a significant impact on how we conduct our daily teaching practices 
in the schools. The National Clearinghouse for English Language Acquisition and 
Language Instruction Educational Programs (2010) reported that between 1998 and 
2008 the nation saw an increase of 53% in the number of students who speak English 
as a second language. In some states, such as South Carolina, this increase in the 
number of English language learning (ELL) students translated to an 827.8% growth in 
enrollment from 1997-1998 to 2007-2008 (Batalova & McHugh, 2010). In other states, 
like Kansas, the percentage of ELL student growth was smaller (128%), but no less 
significant. Racial identifiers of demographics are also significant. Predictions from the 
National Center for Education Statistics (2009) indicate that by 2025, almost a quarter of 
the entire population will be Hispanic, and the rate of growth for the White population 
will be slower than any other ethnicity (p. 7).   

   
Given these demographics, it is essential that teachers be prepared to address 

the needs of CLD students, in particular the EL population. Yet, according to the 2008 
Schools and Staffing Survey, only 27% of teachers reported having access to 
professional development that addressed the needs of this population (Wei, Darling-

http://www.joci.ecu.edu/


Journal of Curriculum and Instruction (JoCI)  Copyright 2012 
May 2012, Vol. 6, No. 1, Pp. 25-42  ISSN: 1937-3929 
http://www.joci.ecu.edu  doi:10.3776/joci.2012.v6n1p25-42 
 
 

Perez, Holmes, Miller and Fanning  26 
 

Hammond, & Adamson, 2010). Many researchers argue that a dramatic number of EL 
students are being denied access to grade-level curriculum because of perceived 
deficits stemming from their cultural and linguistic backgrounds (Ahlquist, Gorski, & 
Montaño, 2011; Howard, 2010; Nieto & Bode, 2007; Spring, 2010).  

 
Despite the unpreparedness of many classroom teachers to accommodate the 

unique assets and needs of EL students, the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB, 2001) 
requires that by 2013–2014, all students and target subgroups (e.g., EL students) in 
Grades 3 through 8 attain 100% proficiency in meeting state standards in reading and 
mathematics, and that assessments are also administered at least once in high school 
(Durán, 2008). Given these requirements, the educational system has focused on 
standardized testing as the primary measure of student achievement (Hursh, 2008; 
Meier & Wood, 2004; Spring, 2005). However, test scores indicate that for both 
elementary and secondary EL students, the mandated goals are not being achieved. 
According to research by Fry (2007), the results of national testing conducted in 2005 
revealed that nearly half (46%) of EL students in Grade 4 scored at the below basic 
performance level in mathematics and nearly three quarters (73%) scored below basic 
in reading. At the secondary level, achievement in mathematics and reading was even 
lower, with more than two-thirds (71%) of EL students in Grade 8 scoring below basic in 
both content areas.  

 
These achievement discrepancies are further compounded at the secondary 

level by organizational constraints such as multiple subject-area teachers per student, 
lack of staff trained in ESL teaching strategies, and a dearth of research in the area of 
content-area (versus basic language) instruction for EL students (Ruiz-de-Velasco, Fix, 
& Clewell, 2000). Many secondary content-area teachers assume that EL students will 
be taught English in another class (de Jong & Harper, 2005), and many teachers in the 
upper grades “focus on content mastery and cognitive development without serious 
attention to the language through which the learning takes place" (p. 109). 

 
Given the persistent achievement gap between EL students and their English 

fluent peers, this article seeks to answer the following question: How can we create 
teaching and learning environments that promote the types of classroom conditions and 
situations at the elementary and secondary levels that research suggests are critical for 
second language acquisition and content learning? Underlying this question is the 
assumption that effective teaching environments reflect culturally responsive teaching, 
often referred to as culturally responsive pedagogy. Such teaching recognizes the 
importance of including students’ cultural references in all aspects of the learning 
process (Ladson-Billings, 1994) and building upon the cultural knowledge and prior 
experiences of EL students to make instruction as appropriate and effective as possible 
(Gay, 2000). 

 
For over 15 years the faculty and staff at one midwestern university have 

conducted research on culturally responsive pedagogy with K-12 inservice teachers in 
the Critically-reflective Lifelong Advocacy for Second language learner, Site-specific 
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Innovation, & Cross-cultural competency (CLASSIC©) program (Herrera, Murry, & 
Pérez, 2008; Murry & Herrera, 1999; Penner-Williams, Martinez, Gonzales-Worthen, & 
Pérez, 2012; Penner-Williams, Pérez, Worthen, Herrera, & Murry, 2010). First 
developed in 1996, this professional development program model has been replicated 
successfully in six other states. Teachers involved in CLASSIC have benefitted from 
long-term, sustainable professional development that incorporates professional learning 
communities (PLCs) and the application of research and theory specific to the 
instruction of CLD students. Emphasizing teachers’ use of the sociocultural, linguistic, 
cognitive, and academic biography of the CLD student to guide instructional decision-
making and to promote linguistic and academic development, the underlying 
pedagogical model has become known as biography-driven instruction (BDI).   

 
Biography-Driven Instruction 

 
The goal of BDI (Herrera, 2010) is to (a) take into account each individual 

student’s background knowledge, (b) create an instructional ecology that fosters growth 
from the known to the unknown, and (c) provide a “space” for each student to 
individually demonstrate his or her learning at the end of the lesson. With its emphasis 
on all four dimensions of the CLD student biography (sociocultural, linguistic, cognitive, 
academic), biography-driven culturally responsive teaching addresses the limited 
attention currently devoted to second language learning issues in the literature and 
research of culturally responsive pedagogy (Santamaria, 2009). The foundational 
elements of BDI build on the work of others who have advanced our understanding of 
the types of classroom conditions that promote second language acquisition and 
academic achievement. These include: 

 

 Krashen’s (1994) input hypothesis—language is acquired “by understanding 
input containing i+1; that is, by understanding language that contains input 
containing structures that are a bit beyond the acquirer’s current level” (p. 54). 

 Marzano’s work with learning strategies (Marzano, Gaddy, & Dean, 2000)—
categories of instructional strategies that strongly affect student achievement 
include, among others: activating prior knowledge, nonlinguistic representations, 
cooperative learning, setting goals and providing feedback, and reinforcing effort 
and providing recognition. 

 Moll’s conception of funds of knowledge (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 
1992)—each student brings a wealth of “historically accumulated and culturally 
developed bodies of knowledge and skills essential for household or individual 
functioning and well-being” (p. 133). 

 Thomas and Collier’s (1997) insights into student realities that affect second 
language acquisition processes—social and cultural processes, academic 
development in the first language (L1) and second language (L2), cognitive 
development (L1 and L2), and language development (L1 and L2) all affect a 
learner’s capacity to acquire English as a second language and succeed 
academically in school. 
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 Sousa’s (2006) knowledge of how the brain learns—the Information Processing 
Model summarizes how the brain makes sense of new information, highlighting 
the importance of past experiences and emphasizing both sense and meaning 
for long-term storage of information. 

 Tomlinson’s (2001) work with differentiated instruction—differentiation of 
instruction for individual learners requires attention to content, process, and 
product. 

 Vygotsky’s (1978) zone of proximal development—ideal learning conditions exist 
when students are stretched beyond their actual developmental level to problem 
solve with the support of more capable peers or the teacher.  

 
When implementing BDI, teachers begin by investigating the biographies of their 

learners and then consider how best to plan their instruction to capitalize on student 
assets and meet each learner’s unique needs. They create a low-risk learning 
environment in which students know that the knowledge and skills that they bring to the 
lesson will be maximized in the learning process. They strategically configure grouping 
arrangements based on the task and what they know about each student’s 
sociocultural, linguistic, cognitive, and academic background. Teachers are transparent 
about their instruction: they share with students the roadmap for the lesson, including 
lesson objectives, activities, and the overall plan for how the learning community will 
achieve the lesson goals.  

 
BDI supports teachers’ implementation of pedagogy that is truly responsive to 

students’ cultures and languages by proposing that the lesson have three distinct, 
interrelated phases: the Activation Phase (before), the Connection Phase (during), and 
the Affirmation Phase (after). In each phase, the teacher takes on a slightly different 
role. In the Activation Phase, students respond to activities and prompts that allow the 
teacher to activate and pre-assess students’ background knowledge (Bauer & Manyak, 
2008; Herrera, Murry, & Cabral, 2007; Marzano et al., 2000; Smith, diSessa, & 
Roschelle, 1994; Tomlinson & McTighe, 2006; Waxman & Tellez, 2002). In BDI, 
background knowledge is conceptualized as encompassing three knowledge systems: 
funds of knowledge (home), prior knowledge (community), and academic knowledge 
(school). The teacher serves as a silent observer, purposefully observing students as 
they document (using L1, L2, and non-linguistic representations) and discuss with peers 
their background knowledge. As students work, the teacher records insights that might 
be useful for bridging between what students already know and the target concepts and 
vocabulary of the lesson.  

 
In the Connection Phase, the teacher uses his or her overall knowledge of 

students’ biographies as well as insights into their background knowledge (that were 
gathered in the Activation Phase) to facilitate their construction of knowledge. The 
teacher “revoices” (Forman, Larreamendy-Joerns, Stein, & Brown, 1998) student 
contributions to advance both content and language learning. As students engage in 
activities that integrate speaking, listening, reading, and writing, the teacher also uses 
pairs and small groups that maximize students’ biographies to capitalize on the 
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multifaceted benefits of cooperative learning (Brock & Raphael, 2005; Echevarria, Vogt, 
& Short, 2008; Meltzer & Hamann, 2004; Waxman & Tellez, 2002). 

 
In the Affirmation Phase the teacher uses authentic assessment (Diaz-Rico & 

Weed, 2006; Linn & Miller, 2005) to document student gains in content and language. 
The teacher recognizes each learner’s linguistic and academic starting point, and the 
teacher’s feedback communicates a valuing of both incremental progress and 
demonstrated understanding by the students. The teacher also guides learners to (a) 
identify ways their background knowledge served as a foundation for their learning 
during the lesson and (b) reflect on ways they either strengthened or revised their 
schemas, in light of their new learning.  

 
To support teachers as they apply the pedagogical theory of BDI to their 

professional practice, BDI strategies were designed. These strategies are briefly 
described below. 
 
BDI Strategies 
 

BDI has been operationally defined as the application of more than 20 different 
BDI strategies (Herrera, 2010; Herrera, Kavimandan, & Holmes, 2011) that provide a 
blueprint to guide and support classroom teachers as they scaffold instruction and 
explicitly capitalize on students’ biographies to advance language and content learning. 
Each strategy incorporates multiple activities that together provide a solid through-line 
across the Activation, Connection, and Affirmation Phases of the lesson. Although each 
strategy supplies a unique structure for the overall learning process, all the strategies 
guide students to (a) activate their background knowledge, (b) make connections 
between what they already know and the new vocabulary and concepts, and (c) 
demonstrate and celebrate their language and content gains. Teachers select a 
particular strategy for implementation based on the lesson’s topic, targeted skills, and 
learning objectives.  

 
The strategies support CLD learners by providing teachers with a platform for 

creating the following conditions at any level, PreK–12: 
 

 Intentional development of a low-risk learning environment, in which all students, 
regardless of level of English proficiency, have access to the grade-level 
curriculum, are provided appropriate supports, and are encouraged to take risks 
in their use of academic language. 

 Recurrent use of the native language as a resource to support linguistic and 
academic development.  

 Leveraging of sociocultural skills and knowledge to provide the classroom 
learning community with a diverse range of perspectives on the curricular topics 
and their impact on society and in the world. 

 Strategic use of student interaction to enhance comprehensibility of the lesson, 
provide opportunities for students to negotiate the meaning of academic 
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vocabulary and concepts, and allow students to practice and apply new language 
and content. 

 Integrated focus on learning strategies (i.e., cognitive, metacognitive, and 
social/affective learning strategies; Chamot & O’Malley, 1994) to promote 
students’ autonomy and ownership of their learning. 

 
These conditions promote the type of culturally responsive teaching and learning 
dynamics that are recognized in educational research and literature as an avenue for 
ensuring that all students have equitable access to a challenging curriculum designed to 
ready them for the future (Gay, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 2001; Nieto, 2000).  
 
Measurement of Effective Practice with CLD Students 
 

Researchers at the midwestern university were interested in the effectiveness of 
the teachers who had completed the five courses within the CLASSIC program and 
sought a reliable, quantifiable tool to measure the outcomes. Given that BDI is closely 
aligned with the pedagogical best practices envisioned for all students by researchers at 
the Center for Research on Education, Diversity & Excellence (CREDE), as expressed 
through the Standards for Effective Pedagogy and Learning (CREDE, 2002; Tharp, 
Estrada, Dalton, & Yamauchi, 2000), CREDE’s Standards Performance Continuum 
(SPC) (Doherty, Hillberg, Epaloose, & Tharp, 2002) became the basis for the 
development of the Biography-Driven Performance (BDP) Rubric used in this study. 

 
 The BDP Rubric retains CREDE’s original emphasis on the five standards, 

which are briefly summarized as follows: 
 

 Joint Productive Activity – Teacher and students producing together 

 Language and Literacy Development – Developing language and literacy across 
the curriculum 

 Contextualization – Making meaning: Connecting school to students’ lives 

 Challenging Activities – Teaching complex thinking 

 Instructional Conversation – Teaching through conversation  
 

Although the theoretical foundation of the five standards aligns with the literature on 
culturally responsive pedagogy, the SPC does not sufficiently allow in-depth 
investigation of many instructional practices known to support second language 
acquisition. Elaborations to the SPC, therefore, were established by the midwestern 
university researchers to ensure explicit attention to research and theory-based 
practices specific to the needs of second language learners. The resulting BDP tool met 
the initial goal of a standard measurement to assess implementation of BDI by both 
elementary and secondary teachers.  
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The Current Study 
 
Secondary teachers face unique challenges in integrating BDI into their 

educational practices due to the organizational structure of secondary environments 
(Lucas, 1997; Ruiz de Velasco et al., 2000), attitudes toward inclusion (Karabenick & 
Noda, 2004; Reeves, 2006), and integration of language instruction with content 
mastery (de Jong & Harper, 2005). As such, we anticipated that elementary teachers 
would typically demonstrate higher levels of BDI than secondary teachers. Yet, BDI 
strategies are designed to provide instructional routines that facilitate BDI in both 
elementary and secondary classroom environments. Therefore, we expected strategy 
use to increase both elementary and secondary teachers’ enactment of BDI. 
Furthermore, we predicted that this increase in performance when implementing a 
strategy would eliminate the difference between elementary and secondary teachers. 
This reasoning led us to formulate three empirical hypotheses: 
 

Hypothesis 1: Elementary teachers will score higher on BDP on average than 
secondary teachers when strategies are not used. 
Hypothesis 2: Both elementary and secondary teachers will score higher on BDP 
when implementing a strategy compared to when strategies are not explicitly 
used. 
Hypothesis 3: Elementary and secondary teachers will not show a significant 
difference in BDP when implementing a strategy into their lesson. 
 
To test these hypotheses, we used the BDP rubric to measure teaching practices 

in a series of classroom observations of both elementary and secondary teachers 
enrolled in the CLASSIC program. All teachers were observed once under no 
instructions to use a strategy, and a second time where they were specifically asked to 
implement a strategy. This design allowed us to test for differences in BDP associated 
with grade level and strategy use. 
 

Method 
 

Participants 
 

Fifty-eight general education, grade-level teachers from four urban Midwest 
school districts participated in the study. All participants were recruited from a cohort of 
teachers in their fifth and final semester of the CLASSIC program. Participants were 
informed that we were interested in measuring best practices in the classroom related to 
their participation in the CLASSIC program. All teachers and school administrators 
consented to allowing observers to enter their classrooms to collect the data used in the 
current study. By grade level, our sample consisted of at least one teacher from every 
grade level. Specifically, we observed 39 elementary school teachers (kindergarten 
through grade 5) and 19 secondary school teachers (grades 6 through 12). The 
observed classrooms contained between 2 and 17 CLD students (M = 7.6). 
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BDP Rubric 
 

The BDP rubric is a systematic classroom observation instrument that measures 
enactment of teaching standards and best practices for culturally responsive teaching 
(Herrera, Pérez, Kavimandan, Holmes, & Miller, 2011). The BDP has been shown to be 
a reliable measure (α = .90), and its construct validity has been supported in a known 
groups study where higher BDP scores were predicted by higher levels of professional 
development in ESL instruction (Herrera et al., 2011). Two observers collected the BDP 
data for this study after reaching inter-rater agreement levels above .9 on six jointly 
scored hour-long field observations of different teachers. According to the procedures 
described by Herrera et al. (2011), our observers scored complete lessons 
(approximately one hour in duration) of teachers in the current study.  

 
Teachers’ level of enactment of 22 practices characterized by the original five 

standards (see above) were rated by our observers using a five-point scale (0 - 4) that 
ranged from low to high levels of enactment. The individual indicators (5 in Joint 
Productive Activity, 4 in Language & Literacy Development, 3 in Contextualization, 5 in 
Challenging Activities, and 5 in Instructional Conversation) were developed to more 
explicitly operationalize constructs from the SPC, as well as additional constructs 
specific to BDI and effective instruction with CLD students. Enhancements to the SPC 
found within the BDP Rubric include, among others, teaching practices related to native 
language support, use of individual student biographies in the three phases of 
instruction (Activation, Connection, and Affirmation), and the creation of low-risk 
learning environments. We averaged the individual scores across all items to obtain an 
overall composite BDP score (α = .90) for each separate observation. The composite 
BDP score thus represents an overall level of teachers’ implementation of culturally 
relevant teaching practices. 

 
Study Design 
 

A 2 (elementary vs. secondary) x 2 (strategy vs. no strategy) factorial design was 
used to test our hypotheses about the effects of grade level and strategy use on BDP. 
Each participant was observed twice; once under the no strategy condition, and once 
under the strategy condition. For the no strategy condition, teachers were asked not to 
prepare anything special, but to conduct themselves as they would on any ordinary day. 
In the strategy condition, teachers were asked to implement one of the instructional 
strategies they had learned in the CLASSIC program. Nineteen different BDI strategies 
were used by the teachers in the strategy condition. Observers reported that none of the 
teachers in the no strategy condition implemented a BDI strategy, while all teachers in 
the strategy condition used a strategy. Thus, in a mixed measures ANOVA, grade level 
(elementary vs. secondary) served as a between-groups independent variable, and 
strategy use vs. no strategy served as the within-groups independent variable. The 
composite BDP score was the dependent variable operationalizing levels of culturally 
responsive teaching. 
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Results 
 

Table 1 presents the mean scores and standard deviations for the BDP strategy 
and no-strategy conditions, disaggregated by grade level (elementary and secondary) 
as well as composite scores across all grades. 
 
Table 1 
 
BDP Means and Standard Deviations 

 No BDI Strategy BDI Strategy 
 Mean SD Mean SD 

Elementary 2.09 0.45 2.83 0.38 
Secondary 1.79 0.52 2.79 0.54 
Composite 1.99 0.49 2.82 0.44 

 
Our hypotheses were indeed supported (see Figure 1). As predicted by 

hypothesis one, we found a significant difference between grade levels in the no 
strategy condition, such that elementary teachers scored higher than secondary 
teachers F(1, 56) = 5.06, p = .028, ηp

2 = .08. Supporting hypothesis two, results of the 
mixed measures ANOVA on composite BDP score revealed a large main effect for 
strategy use, F(1, 56) = 159.55, p < .001, ηp

2 = .74, such that the mean BDP score in 
the strategy condition was higher than the mean BDP score in the no strategy condition 
when collapsing across grade levels. The main effect of grade level did not reach 
statistical significance at p<.05, F(1, 56) = 2.50, p = .119, ηp

2 = .04, indicating a non-
significant difference between elementary teachers and secondary teachers when 
collapsing across conditions. Finally, the condition x grade level interaction approached 
significance, F(1, 56) = 3.45, p = .069, ηp

2 = .06. Because this interaction was 
theoretically important to hypotheses one and three, we proceeded to probe the simple 
effects based on the marginal significance of the interaction term.  

 
Additionally, as predicted by hypothesis three, we found no significant difference 

in mean scores of BDP between grade levels in the strategy condition F(1, 56) = 0.12, 
p = .73, ηp

2 = .002. The combination of the main effect for strategy use and the finding 
of no difference between grade levels in the strategy condition supports our prediction 
that both elementary and secondary teachers would score higher on BDP when 
implementing a strategy, as well as supports our prediction that the BDP difference 
between elementary and secondary teachers when not using a strategy would be 
eliminated when teachers used a strategy.  
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Figure 1. Mean BDP Scores for Elementary and Secondary Teachers. 
Error bars represent the 95% confidence interval of the mean. Main effect and 
interaction statistics for the 2 (strategy use) x 2 (grade level) ANOVA appear at the 
upper right corner of the figure. Test statistics for the simple effects between elementary 
and secondary teachers appear above the bars for the no strategy and strategy 
conditions. 
 

Discussion 
 

The results of our study supported all three of our hypotheses. When not using a 
strategy, elementary teachers demonstrated higher levels of BDI than secondary 
teachers (Hypothesis 1). Yet both groups improved when implementing a strategy into 
their lesson as evidenced by the large effect of strategy use (Hypothesis 2). Finally, this 
improved performance resulted in no significant differences between grade levels when 
teachers implemented a strategy (Hypothesis 3). 
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The finding that elementary teachers outperformed secondary teachers on the 
BDP measure warrants further investigation. The existing literature on secondary 
instruction for ELs suggests that implementing culturally responsive pedagogy that 
addresses both cultural and linguistic aspects of the student biography would be a 
greater challenge in secondary classrooms than in elementary classrooms (de Jong & 
Harper, 2005; Ruiz-de-Velasco et al., 2000; Short, 2002). However, little empirical 
research has been done to support these conclusions. Our findings, obtained through 
direct observation and measurement of culturally responsive teaching practices, 
contribute to this literature by demonstrating, albeit in this limited sample, that 
secondary teachers may be more limited in their implementation of the kinds of 
instructional practices that promote content and language learning for CLD students. 
Most importantly though, our findings suggest that it is possible for secondary teachers 
to use BDI strategies to improve upon their teaching practices and leverage the 
sociocultural, linguistic, cognitive, and academic resources of diverse learners.   
 

Since the BDI strategies were found to improve teachers’ ability to enact the 
principles of BDI, future research should explore factors that facilitate teachers’ strategy 
use, especially at the secondary level. Furthermore, it would be useful to examine the 
effects of strategies on students’ educational outcomes. A study by Wessels (2008) 
suggested that the application of BDI strategies led to higher academic engagement 
and increased academic vocabulary acquisition. More of this type of research is needed 
to explore beneficial student outcomes of teachers’ use of the BDI strategies. 
 

While our results are encouraging, a couple of important limitations should be 
noted. First, our study was limited to a small sample of teachers from a single 
midwestern state. Therefore, replicating this study with a more nationally representative 
sample would increase our confidence in these findings. Second, it is important to 
remember that all the teachers in this study were near the completion of a lengthy 
professional development program, in which they had received extensive training on the 
theory and practice of biography-driven culturally responsive pedagogy. At the heart of 
this professional development program is the teachers’ use of the CLD student 
biography to guide instructional decision-making and to promote linguistic and academic 
development. Thus, these teachers likely had a higher capacity to demonstrate BDI 
(see Herrera et al., 2011) than teachers from the general population. Therefore, it is 
important to consider the role of long-term professional development on secondary 
teachers’ enactment of BDI.  

 
Despite these limitations, the current study was designed, in part, to test our 

prediction that secondary teachers would be less likely to demonstrate theory-into-
practice applications of this training than elementary teachers. Our findings confirmed 
this prediction. Our findings, however, also demonstrated the value of BDI strategies in 
facilitating secondary teachers’ implementation of effective instructional practices for 
CLD students. 
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Conclusion 
 

The rapidly growing number of culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD) students 
entering our public school system, along with the persistent gap in achievement 
between second language learners and their peers, illuminates a critical need for a new 
pedagogical perspective on teaching and learning, particularly at the secondary level. 
While many authors and researchers in the field express the benefits of culturally 
responsive pedagogy for meeting this need, additional efforts must be taken to ensure 
that the language needs of CLD students also are addressed. BDI provides teachers 
with a model that emphasizes a holistic understanding of the CLD student. By 
maximizing students’ sociocultural, linguistic, cognitive, and academic dimensions 
throughout the Activation, Connection, and Affirmation Phases of the lesson, teachers 
who implement BDI create the types of classroom dynamics that theory and research 
suggest are essential for CLD students’ content and language learning. BDI strategies 
are designed to provide teachers with a systematic means of applying biography-driven 
culturally responsive pedagogy in their unique classroom settings.  

 
The results of this study support the extant literature suggesting that secondary 

teachers face greater challenges than do elementary teachers in implementing effective 
instruction for CLD students, despite long-term professional development specific to the 
needs of this student population. Yet, results also indicate that BDI strategies are likely 
to provide the additional support that secondary educators need as they orchestrate 
instructional conditions and situations that make their teaching truly responsive to 
students’ assets and needs. This encouraging finding, combined with the finding that 
BDI strategies also led elementary teachers to improve their instructional practices, 
indicates the need for further exploration of the impact of BDI strategies on teachers’ 
instructional practices.  

 
As teachers strive to make their own pedagogy more responsive to the needs of 

individual learners, we recommend that they use BDI as a way to learn more about the 
four dimensions of their CLD students’ biographies as well as the funds of knowledge, 
prior knowledge, and academic knowledge that they bring to specific lesson topics, 
concepts, and academic vocabulary. In addition, educators can use the BDI strategies 
as a structured approach to activating and then maximizing student-specific 
experiences and knowledge throughout the lesson. For teachers seeking to engage in 
more reflective practices, the BDP Rubric can serve as a self-assessment tool that 
allows educators to explore their own instructional practices with CLD students. On a 
larger scale, the BDP Rubric can be used to measure enactment of BDI principles by 
gathering data through multiple observations of teachers’ instruction. Not only would 
such measurement be useful to individual teachers, it would also benefit administrators 
and the school district as a whole. In short, by bringing CLD students to the center of 
our instructional efforts, we are more likely to see all students reach academic success.   
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