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One Size Does Not Fit All:
Understanding and Applying

Culturally Responsive 
Considerations for Families



Objectives:

Describe Describe culturally responsive strategies aimed to actively include families 
and students.

Present
Present frameworks for partnering with CLD families, including the 
interrelated notions of intersectionality, and DisCrit, and the application of 
equitable collaboration.

Understand
Understand the experiences of families who are culturally and linguistically 
diverse (CLD) and have children with disabilities who are served in U.S. 
Schools.



Students should always be considered 
the first and most important member 
of the IEP team

Families/parents and 
teacher/educator/professional will be 
used interchangeably

CLD families are defined as families in 
the U.S. whose primary language is 
not English or who are not European 
American.



Existing Family 
Research in 

Special 
Education

Most published studies examine parents 
who represent dominant groups (i.e., white, 
middle class), with a disproportionate 
representation of participants. 

Parent behaviors are often defined, 
expected, and studied in relation to school-
based structures and expectations without 
explicit recognition of the dynamics of race, 
class, culture, power, and privilege. 

Some interventions designed to address 
family participation might instead serve to 
further alienate CLD families.



The Need For More Depth and Consideration of Families 

◦ Current research uses oversimplified 
notions of culture and diversity, 
including an overreliance on broad 
demographic categories. 

◦ The construct of diversity has often 
focused solely on diverse abilities, 
rather than the broader array of 
multiple social identities used in 
other fields.

◦When within-group differences are ignored, 
the risk of stereotyping, marginalization, 
misrepresentation, and disempowerment 
increases.

◦ Restrictive definitions of culture ignore the 
existence and interplay of individuals’ 
multiple cultural identities and how this 
interplay impacts a student or family’s 
experiences within the educational system. 



Collaborative 
Barriers for 

Nondominant 
Families

Inequity

Unrealistic expectations

Lack of cultural responsiveness

Lack of/Inappropriate accommodations related to language, including 
lack of skilled interpreters (despite being federally mandated)

Insufficient information about special education processes

Little respect for familial expertise and contributions

Deficit views of families and children

IEPs and parents’ rights documents written in ways that are difficult to 
understand (at a graduate education level)

Power imbalances with school personnel

Assessment results and other paperwork not  translated in time for IEP 
meetings



Conceptualizing Culture and Diversity for 
Families: Promising Frameworks

The interrelated notions 
of intersectionality and 

DisCrit (Annamma et al., 
2013) as applied by 
Harry and Ocasio-

Stoutenburg (2020)

Equitable collaboration
(Ishimaru, 2020). 



Intersectionality

◦ Grew out of the race/class/gender studies movement in the 1980s.
◦ Concerned with issues of inequality, power, and politics.
◦ Rejects unitary conceptualizations of identity and allows the examination of 

simultaneous interactions among race, class, gender, and ability and the 
interactions that exist between these multiple identities and organizational 
responses
◦ Rooted in the hierarchical nature of power
◦ Belonging to multiple discriminated groups can mean that institutional barriers 

or bias can pile up as a result
◦ Several scholars interested in disability and educational research have 

proposed intersectionality as a framework for guiding special education 
research and practice



DisCrit

Theorizes about the ways in 
which race, racism, dis/ability, 
and ableism are built into the 
interactions, procedures, 
discourses, and institutions of 
education, which affect students 
of color with dis/abilities 
qualitatively different than white 
students with dis/abilities.

- Annamma et al., 2013, p. 7



Equitable Collaboration

ROLES GOALS

STRATEGIES CHANGE 
PROCESSES

Roles: the notion that successful collaborations with schools require 
that non-dominant families and communities are viewed as holding 
critical insights, expertise, and potential leadership necessary for 
addressing educational disparities. 

Goals: a shift from remediation approaches designed to fix parents 
to a culture of shared responsibility.

Strategies: relationship and capacity-building for systemic change 
and 

Change Processes: An approach to educational change that 
addresses political and social issues in the broader community. 



Culturally Responsive 
Considerations for Building Trusting Family-

Professional Partnerships
Trusting family-professional partnerships are 
characterized by an alliance in which 
families and professionals confidently build 
in each other’s word, judgement, and wise 
actions to increase educational benefits for 
students and themselves.

-Turnbull et al., 2022, p. 9. 



SUNSHINE MODEL 
OF TRUSTING 

FAMILY-
PROFESSIONAL 
PARTNERSHIPS



Understand 
Culture

CultureRace

Gender

Disability
Ethnicity

Religious 
affiliation

Sexual 
orientation

Others



UNDERSTAND AND LEARN 
ABOUT YOUR OWN BIAS



People from different cultures may hold 
different views about…

Disability Role of 
educators Conflict Gender 

roles

Education Privacy Body 
language Others…



Get to Know Each Family

Learn about the 
family and 
culture.

1

Find out about 
the family 
member’s goals 
for the child. 

2

Share with family 
members that 
you want to get 
to know them.

3



IEP Meeting 
Support

Before the meeting: 

- Meet and explain to parents the timeline, their rights, what is 
involved in the IEP process, and how they can participate.

- Meet with interpreter at least 30 minutes prior to the 
meeting to provide a glossary of relevant terms, acronyms 
and to discuss how often the professionals should pause for 
converting oral messages. 

During the Meeting: 

- Have IEP team members introduce themselves and state 
their roles in the meeting.

- Pay attention to parents' verbal and nonverbal cues.

- Explain instructional methods to families and clearly 
describe how services specifically meet students’ needs 
rather than just presenting service options without any 
context.

After the Meeting:

- Inform parents what will happen after the IEP meeting, such 
as when they will receive a copy of the proposed IEP and 
what their rights are if they disagree with the IEP.

- Provide a written meeting summary and invite parents to call, 
e-mail, or meet if they have questions.

- Have the translated IEP available to parents in a timely 
manner.



Utilize a Cultural Broker

Someone from the culture 
student/family to act as an 
intermediary and advocate 
between family and 
professionals.



CONNECT 
FAMILIES 

WITH 
RESOURCES



THE END


