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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
When teachers lack confidence in culturally responsive classroom management, students
feel it. They feel it in whether they belong, whether their families are welcomed, and
whether their cultures exist authentically in the room. This is not a perception problem. It
is a practice problem. And it has a solution—but not the one most professional
development systems are currently offering.

This report presents findings from a mixed-methods doctoral study that explores how
formal learning experiences shape K-5 educators' confidence in culturally responsive
classroom management in Vermont. Fifty-eight educators completed a validated self-
efficacy survey, 12 participated in in-depth interviews, and 5 were selected as cases to
deepen and test the data. The findings are clear: surface-level variables such as grade
level, years of experience, and classroom demographics do not predict teacher
confidence in this work. What does predict it is harder to manufacture and easier to
neglect.

Teachers build confidence in culturally responsive practice through learning experiences
that are responsive, relational, and sustained. They need professional development that
treats them the way they are expected to treat their students; actively, dynamically, and
with their specific context in mind. They need colleagues to think alongside. They need
administrators who trust them, protect them, and hold all educators accountable—not just
the willing ones. And they need schools that are clear about what they believe and who
they are building belonging for.

Five themes emerged from educator voices: the mechanisms of transformative learning,
the growth processes that accompany it, its byproducts in classroom practice, the barriers
that interrupt it, and the cultural and relational conditions that allow it to endure. Across
five contrasting cases, one pattern held: identity, reflection, and relationships are the
anchor and the sails. Without all three, this work cannot sustain itself.

Equity-focused learning is not transactional. It is relational. This report offers both the
research and a path forward. This report is for districts ready to listen to their educators
and build the conditions where every student, every family, and every teacher belongs.

Full report and contact: hannahassefa.com
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THE PROBLEM & PURPOSE
In a classroom where a teacher lacks confidence in culturally responsive practice, students
may still meet some academic benchmarks, but something more essential goes missing.
They do not feel a sense of belonging. Their cultures do not exist authentically in the
space; instead, they risk becoming the token few or the history-month exemplar. Families
are not invited into genuine partnership. And teachers, feeling underprepared, place the
burden of cultural bridging on the very students and families who most deserve to be
welcomed in.

Scholars in asset-based pedagogy — including Ladson-Billings (1995), Gay (2010, 2015),
Hammond (2014), and Paris (2012) — have long argued that truly responsive teaching
begins with seeing students' cultural identities as strengths rather than gaps to be
remediated. When teachers lack confidence in this work, deficit views fill that space
instead. Bazemore-Bertrand and Hansfield (2019) found that deficit syndrome persists even
in trained educators, and that real change requires critical self-reflection, not just new
strategies. The consequences show up in outcomes. Chambers (2009) reframes the so-
called achievement gap as a receivement gap, shifting the lens from what students lack to
what systems fail to provide. The disparities we see are not explained by student ability;
they are shaped by in-classroom and societal biases that go unexamined when educators
lack the confidence and tools to interrupt them. A classroom can only become a true
space of belonging when every student is honored, valued, and planned for. That requires
teachers who believe they can do that work, not just teachers who know they should.

Professional development has long been positioned as the lever for building that
confidence, but most of the existing literature focuses on preservice teachers. Tinkler and
Tinkler (2016, 2021), Tinkler et al. (2019), White (2022), and Thorne Wallington and
Johnson (2022) have called for ongoing learning experiences that go beyond skill-
building to actively disrupt the biases teachers carry into their classrooms. What that
looks like for in-service educators and whether it actually moves the needle on teacher
confidence have remained open questions. Research on teacher self-efficacy — including
work by Clark (2020), Callaway (2017), Meka (2015), Sarker (2012), Griner (2011), and
Siwatu (2011) — consistently shows that higher confidence predicts whether teachers
actually implement culturally responsive practices. Knowing something is not enough;
believing you can do it is what drives action.
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This research grows from both that gap and personal experience. As a BIPOC educator, I
have known what it feels like not to belong in educational spaces — as a student, as a
professional, and as a parent. That experience has shaped a deep commitment: every
space my children and my students enter should be one where they are fully seen. And it
has shaped a genuine question — what actually makes a difference for educators? We
cannot build more belonging in schools without listening to and honoring the voices of the
people doing the work every day.

This study explored how formal learning experiences shape teachers' confidence in
culturally responsive classroom management. Three questions guided the inquiry:
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Does teacher confidence in culturally responsive classroom management
differ based on grade level, years of experience, or classroom

demographics?

What specific formal learning experiences do teachers identify as most
influential in shaping that confidence?

How do teachers' experiences of impactful professional learning differ
depending on the cultural diversity of their classrooms?

THE PROBLEM & PURPOSE



HOW I STUDIED THIS
This study employed a mixed-methods multiple-case study design, integrating quantitative
and qualitative approaches across three phases. That choice was intentional. The nuances
of how teachers learn, implement, and reflect on culturally responsive practice are not
fully captured by numbers alone, nor by stories alone. Combining both allowed
exploration of sustaining factors that neither methodology could have uncovered
independently. It is also important to know what teachers think about their practice, their
professional learning options, and their hopes for their students. This way, we see both
input and output. Extant literature on this topic has largely relied on single-method
approaches; this study was designed to offer a more multifaceted perspective.
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In the first phase, all eligible K-5 educators
across participating districts were invited to
complete a validated survey instrument, the
Culturally Responsive Classroom
Management Self-Efficacy (CRCMSE) scale,
developed by Siwatu et al. (2017). Fifty-
eight educators completed the survey,
which measured confidence levels in
culturally responsive classroom
management. While the response rate was
modest, the strength of this study lies not in
the size of the quantitative sample but in the
depth and integration of all three phases.
This was a design choice that enabled a
richer understanding than a large-scale
survey alone could have produced. A
multiple regression analysis examined
whether four independent variables—grade
level taught, years of experience, classroom
demographic distribution, and participation
in impactful formal learning—predicted
CRCMSE scores.

Phase 1: Quantitative

Phase 2:
Qualitative



In the second phase, purposive sampling was used to identify 12 participants with higher
CRCMSE scores for in-depth qualitative interviews. Each participant completed two
interviews totaling no more than 90 minutes. The first explored their professional learning
experiences, and the second deepened the themes that emerged from the initial
conversation. This phase generated the five themes that form the heart of the findings.

In the third phase, five of the 12 participants were selected as cases using a representative
and contrasting approach, meaning they were chosen to reflect the broader group and to
highlight variation in grade level, years of experience, and classroom demographics.
Where the second phase identified themes, the third phase generated meta-inferences:
deeper, cross-case understandings of how those themes held, shifted, or complicated
each other across different teaching contexts.
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Phase 1: Quantitative

Phase 2:
Qualitative

Phase 3: Multiple Case Study

HOW I STUDIED THIS



WHAT I FOUND
The educators in this study know things. They know what has been impactful in their
professional learning, what has been hurtful, and what they wish they could do more of.
They want to be seen and trusted as professionals. They want space to act as teacher
leaders -- not for a title or a salary increase, but to share the knowledge they have built
across years of practice. And they are clear about something that every district and
school leader needs to hear: this work does not happen after one training or one good
reflection session.

Culturally responsive classroom management is learned, developed, reflected on, talked
about, and returned to again and again. It is an iterative, cyclical process that must happen
in teaching teams, grade band groups, buildings, and across full districts -- in spaces of
genuine trust and support. The educators in this study also named accountability as
essential. They questioned why colleagues who do not believe in creating spaces of
belonging remain in this profession without consequence. They are not asking for
perfection. They are asking for commitment.

The findings that follow grew from those voices. They are organized into five themes that
together answer a central question: what does it actually take to build and sustain teacher
confidence in culturally responsive classroom management?
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WHAT THE NUMBERS TELL US
The 58 educators who completed the survey were largely representative of the northern
Vermont teaching population: nearly all identified as White women, most were between
the ages of 35 and 44, and the majority had more than ten years of classroom experience.
About half taught in lower elementary grades, and two-thirds held graduate or
professional degrees. Student demographics varied more than teacher demographics --
roughly a quarter of participants taught classrooms where the majority of students
qualified for Free and Reduced Lunch, while a smaller number reported racial or linguistic
diversity among their students.

I examined whether four variables -- grade level taught, years of experience, classroom
demographic distribution, and participation in impactful formal learning -- predicted
teachers' confidence in culturally responsive classroom management. The analysis did not
find statistically significant relationships between any of these variables and CRCMSE
scores. In plain terms, knowing how long someone has been teaching, what grade they
teach, or how diverse their classroom is does not reliably tell us how confident they are in
this work.

That finding matters. It tells us that surface-level characteristics alone do not explain why
some teachers feel capable and prepared to create culturally responsive classrooms
while others do not. Something deeper is at work -- something that lives in the quality of
learning experiences, in relationships, in identity, and in the conditions schools create.
That is what the qualitative phase set out to understand. Full technical details of the
regression analysis, including the statistical model, assumptions testing, and correlation
data, are available in the dissertation.
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WHAT TEACHERS TELL US: FIVE THEMES
Theme 1: Mechanisms of Transformative Learning
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The educators in this study did not arrive at culturally responsive teaching from the same
place. Some came to teaching as a lifelong calling. Others found their way in later,
through circumstances or a gradual discovery of what the work could mean. What they
shared, regardless of their pathway, was an awareness of how that journey shaped the lens
they brought to their classrooms and professional learning.

When participants described the formal learning experiences that actually moved them, a
consistent portrait of the ideal PD leader emerged. They were not describing someone
with impressive credentials or a polished slide deck. They were describing a practitioner.
Someone current, someone with their finger on the pulse of what classrooms actually feel
like, someone with strong facilitation skills and genuine relatability. They wanted to learn
from someone who had done the work and still does it.

More than anything, participants wanted to be taught the way they teach their own
students. They customize instruction for the children in front of them; they differentiate,
they respond, they meet students where they are. They asked a simple and pointed
question: why wouldn't a PD leader do the same for them? Teachers are not looking for a
lecture. They are not looking for a handout. They do not want a sage on the stage. They
want a guide on the side. They want a learning companion who will actively engage them,
trust them as professionals, and create the conditions for them to lead as well. Responsive
professional development is not a luxury. For these educators, it is the difference between
learning that transforms and learning that disappears.



WHAT TEACHERS TELL US: FIVE THEMES
Theme 2: Growth Processes in Transformative Learning
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Becoming more culturally responsive is not a comfortable process. Participants in this
study were honest about that. They described an internal journey marked by discomfort,
wrestling, and tension. The necessary friction of examining one's own beliefs and
practices. As one participant, Blair, put it: doing all of that work on your own doesn't feel
good. The emotional toll of this learning is real, and it deserves to be acknowledged
rather than minimized in the design of professional learning experiences.

And yet, that discomfort was also where growth happened. Participants described the
importance of ongoing self-reflection—not as a one-time exercise, but as a sustained
practice of continuing to educate oneself and seeking experiences that prompt deeper
thinking. Reagan captured this plainly: the goal is to keep seeking things that will prompt
you to reflect on them more deeply. This kind of reflective practice cannot be mandated
into existence. It requires the following conditions. Time, trust, and the autonomy to
pursue learning that is personally meaningful.

Teacher autonomy emerged as a critical factor in growth. Those who had the space to
experiment, to try things in their classrooms and adjust, reported the most meaningful
development. What got in the way was equally telling. Tylar described a curriculum
being handed down with no educator voice in the process—no say, no flexibility, no
room to do what's best for children. When teachers are not trusted as professionals in
designing their own learning and practice, growth stalls.

Finally, something unexpected and generative emerged from this theme: teachers who
underwent personal transformation began stepping into leadership. This was not because
they were appointed, but because they couldn't stay quiet. Devyn described being
introduced to remarkable people and invited into spaces to share what was happening in
their community, responding with genuine surprise: "Why am I here? This is so cool.”
Northouse (2022) defines emergent leadership as leadership that arises from within a
group through interaction and influence rather than formal designation. That is exactly
what participants described. When the conditions are right, transformative learning
doesn't just change individual teachers -- it grows leaders.



WHAT TEACHERS TELL US: FIVE THEMES
Theme 3: Byproducts of Transformative Learning
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When transformative learning takes hold, it shows up in the classroom. Participants in this
study described becoming more confident and emboldened to do what is right for their
students and families. Not just philosophically, but in practice, in the specific, daily
decisions of teaching.

One participant described feeling more confident in modifying her math instruction to
include Black heroes during Black History Month. This may sound like a small adjustment,
but it represents something significant: a teacher who has moved from knowing that
culturally responsive teaching matters to believing she can actually do it, and acting on
that belief even when it requires changing her approach. That is self-efficacy in motion.

Participants also noticed the byproducts in their students. One described watching her
students not only form opinions but also share them in the classroom. When those
opinions were challenged or disagreed with, her students responded with kindness rather
than defensiveness. The classroom had become a space where diverse perspectives could
exist, and students had the skills to navigate that. That does not happen by accident. It is
the result of a teacher who has done her own learning and created the conditions for it.

Most importantly, participants described a growing willingness to challenge the status
quo. They notice things that had previously gone unnoticed, and respond with care rather
than avoidance. Lorin shared a story about reading an article describing a teacher who
placed pasta and beans in a sensory bin. A parent responded with frustration, explaining
that in their home, food is not a toy. Lorin said: “Such a small thing, I think about that all
the time.” That reflection goes beyond race-based culturally responsive teaching. It
speaks to the socioeconomic realities of Vermont classrooms: food insecurity, economic
diversity, and the ways that belonging is shaped by more than culture alone. Lorin did not
just notice the story. She internalized it and carried it forward.



WHAT TEACHERS TELL US: FIVE THEMES
Theme 3: Byproducts of Transformative Learning
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Braidy offered another example. A student in
his classroom navigated the complexity of
having a home name and a school name.
Rather than defaulting to the name on the
roster, Braidy asked the student which she
preferred. She explained that it was easier
for the school community to use her school
name — but that conversation itself
mattered. It strengthened his relationship
with her and with her family. Belonging is
built in moments like that one: small,
deliberate, and deeply relational.

Belonging is built in
moments like that

one: small,
deliberate, and

deeply relational.

Theme 4: Barriers to Sustained Practice
The educators in this study were not describing a shortage of professional learning
opportunities. They were describing a shortage of the right professional learning. They are
seeking learning that is actually connected to their lives, their students, their schools, and
their Vermont context. When that alignment was missing, so was the buy-in.

One participant, a contrasting case in the multiple-case study phase, described
professional development that consistently drew on texts and vignettes from urban
schools or regions that were significantly more racially diverse than her own classroom.
Her reality was different: every now and then, she might have a single student of color,
and she found herself in a persistent, uncomfortable tension. How do you honor that
student without singling them out? She described it as a kind of dance, shaped by the
student's own comfort level and the limits of a PD framework that was never quite
designed with her in mind. This is not a peripheral concern in Vermont. It is the central
challenge for educators in predominantly White, rural communities who are committed to
belonging work but are handed tools built for someone else's context.



WHAT TEACHERS TELL US: FIVE THEMES
Theme 4: Barriers to Sustained Practice
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School culture emerged as an equally significant barrier. When a school's culture is in flux,
strained, or unclear about its own values, educators lose the shared foundation that makes
this work possible. Who is responsible for doing the belonging work? Who holds
colleagues accountable? What does this school actually believe? Without clear and
honest answers to those questions, individual teachers are left to carry the weight alone—
and as Blair noted in Theme 2, that doesn't feel good.

Finally, participants identified current events as a force that has actively fractured the
conditions for this work. Some educators spoke openly about knowing how colleagues
had voted in the most recent presidential election -- and how that knowledge changed
their willingness to engage with those colleagues during the school day. The political
climate did not stay outside the building. It walked in with every adult and shaped what
felt safe to say, to try, and to commit to. Participants returned to the question that
anchored this study: if an educator does not believe in belonging, cultural responsiveness,
and challenging societal bias, why are they in this work? That question was not rhetorical.
It was a call for accountability that schools and districts have not yet fully answered.

Theme 5: Cultural & Relational Conditions that Sustain
Practice
If the previous theme named what gets in the way, this theme names what makes the work
survive anyway. Culturally responsive classroom management does not take root in a
vacuum. It grows through relationships with colleagues and families, and through an ever-
deeper understanding of the cultures present in and beyond the classroom. When those
conditions exist, the work becomes sustainable. When they don’t, even the most
committed educator eventually runs out of road.



WHAT TEACHERS TELL US: FIVE THEMES
Theme 5: Cultural & Relational Conditions that Sustain
Practice
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Colleagueship was one of the most powerful sustaining forces participants described and
one of the most painful things to lose. Reagan captured both sides of that in a single
reflection: she described her practice of thinking through what's going well and what to
change, and then named the years she had been the only person in her classroom as her
worst years, not because the reflection stopped, but because there was no one to talk to.
“You don't even have to respond,” she said. Just the presence of a thinking partner
matters. Mentoring relationships, reflective partnerships, and having colleagues who
would take a risk alongside them gave participants the safety they needed to try, fail, and
try again.

The inclusion of families emerged as equally sustaining and equally rich with possibilities.
Finley described a student whose family traveled back to India each summer for three
months. That student brought in a slideshow. His parents came to the classroom dressed in
traditional Diwali attire and shared sand art with the class. It was, Finley said, really cool.
That is not a supplementary activity. That is belonging made visible. Inviting a family into
the center of the learning community, and a child who sees his home culture honored in
the place where he spends his days.

Finally, participants spoke about the ongoing and expanding work of becoming more
culturally aware, not as a destination but as a direction. Avery named the limitation she
saw in colleagues who had not done this work: their view, she said, is simply not broad
enough for what these students need. “There are billions of places and billions of people,
and they are not all like us.” That sentence is both a challenge and an invitation. The
educators in this study had accepted it. They were actively working to widen their lens by
reading, listening, asking questions, and staying curious about cultures beyond their own
lived experience. That expanding awareness was not incidental to their confidence. It was
central to it.



Reagan brought deep reflective capacity to her work. She was consistently
thoughtful about racial dynamics and her own growth. And yet she remained
uncertain about whether her learning had truly been transformative. Her case
illustrates something important: reflection alone, without a community to reflect
with, can leave an educator stuck in the questioning rather than moving through it.
Her lowest years were her loneliest ones.

Five educators—Reagan, Lorin, Braidy, Jordan, and Ashtyn—were selected as cases to
both represent and contrast the broader participant group. Their surface characteristics
varied meaningfully: different CRCMSE scores, different grade levels, different classroom
contexts, and different relationships to formal learning. What the cross-case analysis
revealed was that those surface differences, while real, were not what determined their
confidence or their practice.

Lorin's case was characterized by disruption. She had experienced meaningful initial
learning, but structural constraints and a fear of advocacy created a gap between
what she knew and what she felt able to do. Her story captures the misalignment
between learning and practice that Theme 4 named directly. It also shows what
happens when school culture does not hold space for what a teacher is trying to
become.

Jordan occupied a space of curiosity and ambivalence. She was both aware of the
work and genuinely interested, but more focused on colleagues' discomfort than on
changing her own classroom practice. Her case raises a question that districts will
need to sit with: what does it take to move an educator from awareness to action?

Ashtyn represented the fullest cycle of transformative learning across all five cases.
With the highest CRCMSE score in the group, she modeled sustained, intentional
culturally responsive practice across contexts. Not because she had arrived at a
destination, but because she had internalized the iterative process itself. Action,
reflection, change, and return.
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WHAT THE CASES SHOW



Together, these five cases directly answer the third research question: educators'
characterizations of impactful formal learning do not differ primarily by the distribution of
classroom cultural diversity. What they differ on—and what matters far more—is how
each educator processes, reflects on, and is supported in applying their learning to their
specific context.

A pattern emerged that held across all five cases and themes: culturally responsive
classroom management is not a singular shift from a single learning experience. It is an
iterative, cyclical process shaped by identity, context, and the quality of support
surrounding the educator. When participants encountered barriers, they were often
reignited—drawn back to learning, to reflection, to the asset-based practices they had
come to value, now adapted to a changed context. This is Mezirow's (1991) theory of
transformative learning made visible: disorienting dilemmas, appearing repeatedly, cause
adult learners to engage in new learning, move through behavioral change, and make new
meaning. All five participants also embodied Critical Race Theory's call to name inequities
in education systems and center the voices of those most marginalized.

The metaphor that emerged from the cross-case synthesis is a sailboat embarking on an
uncharted journey. The anchor is each educator's deep commitment to reflection; holding
them steady in the face of challenge or in the calm of easier days. The sails represent the
relationships that support and propel, while also creating turbulence when colleagues
resist or challenge the work. Without all three—new learning, internal motivation, and a
supportive community—the boat cannot move with purpose. These cases illuminate not
just what teachers experienced, but what schools must provide if that journey is to be
more than a solo endeavor.
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WHAT THE CASES SHOW

Braidy stood out as someone who had arrived at culturally responsive practice less
through formal learning than through lived experience and deep listening. His continuous
reintegration of new understandings, his commitment to validating student voice, and the
story he shared about the home name and school name all point to something the
quantitative phase confirmed in its absence: formal learning exposure alone does not
predict confidence. How an educator processes, applies, and is supported in that learning
is what matters.



The educators in this study were not opposed to self-guided
learning, but they were clear that discussion-based, interactive,
and responsive professional learning was far more impactful. They
want to be taught the way they teach their students—actively,
relationally, and with their specific context in mind. PD that draws
on vignettes and examples from contexts that do not reflect
Vermont classrooms, or that positions teachers as passive
recipients rather than active learners and leaders, will not move the
needle on confidence or practice. Designing for responsiveness is
not an add-on. It is the core design principle.

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR DISTRICTS &
SCHOOLS
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The findings of this study carry clear implications for every level of the educational system,
and the most important message is this: no level can do this work in isolation. State-level
policy, higher education institutions, professional development designers, and building
administrators must come together in a sustained, coordinated commitment. A passive
commitment at any level weakens the whole. The educators in this study know what has
helped, what they need, and how they want to continue to be challenged. Listening to
them is not optional—it is the starting point.

For Professional Development Designers

For School Leaders and Administrators
Educators in this study were explicit about what they need:
administrative support, trust, autonomy, and protection. Protection
from political backlash. Protection from the weight of doing this
work alone. When school culture is unclear about its values or
unwilling to hold all educators accountable, the teachers who are
most committed to belonging work carry a disproportionate
burden, and they feel it. School leaders must create the conditions
that Theme 5 named: genuine colleagueship, family inclusion, and
an expanding awareness of culture that is modeled from the top.
That means naming what the school believes, protecting the
educators who act on those beliefs, and holding accountable those
who do not.

18



Equity-focused learning is not transactional. It cannot be delivered
in a single training, checked off a compliance list, or mandated into
existence. It is relational and built over time, through ongoing
reflection, through communities of practice, and through the kind
of trust that accumulates when educators feel genuinely seen and
supported. This study suggests that when those relational
conditions are present, teachers do not just learn culturally
responsive practices -- they internalize them, adapt them,
advocate for them, and grow into leaders of them.

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR DISTRICTS &
SCHOOLS
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For the System as a Whole

A Note on Next Steps
The methodology I used in this study, using a validated self-efficacy
survey to identify community needs, followed by in-depth
conversation with practitioners about their experiences, can be
implemented directly in schools and districts. As a consultant, I am
interested in partnering with districts to use this approach:
administering the CRCMSE survey (Siwatu et al., 2017) to identify
where educators are, meeting with grade-level teams to
understand their experiences, and co-designing professional
learning that is responsive to the actual community. This is not a
packaged program. It is a partnership; one that centers educator
voice, monitors effectiveness over time, and keeps transformative
learning at the forefront. If this work resonates with what your
district is navigating, I welcome the conversation.
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SCOPE & NEXT QUESTIONS
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This study was conducted with 58 educators across K-5 classrooms in northern Vermont, a
geographic and demographic context that is specific and intentional. The findings are not
generalizable in the statistical sense; they are transferable in the practitioner sense.
Readers in similar contexts—predominantly White, rural school communities navigating
equity-focused work—will likely recognize themselves in these findings. Readers in more
diverse settings may find the themes hold while the texture differs. The mixed-methods
design enhances the depth of these findings, and the full technical record, including the
validated instrument, regression analysis, and complete-case narratives, is available in the
dissertation.

This study opens as many questions as it answers. What happens when these same
conditions (reflective practice, relational support, responsive professional development)
are deliberately built into a district's structures over time? What does accountability for
culturally responsive practice look like when it is held consistently, at every level, without
exception? What would it mean for a school to treat belonging not as a value on a
website but as a measurable, observable commitment? These are the questions I am
carrying forward—and the questions I hope this report leaves with you.



ABOUT THE RESEARCHER
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I am Hannah Assefa, an educator, researcher, and the founder of The Practice of
Belonging. My career has spanned early childhood education, public elementary school,
and now The Barn School, a nature-based independent school in Westford, Vermont.
Teaching has never been just a job for me. It has been the place where I have worked out
my deepest commitments: to belonging, to equity, and to making sure every child who
walks into a classroom is fully seen.

In the summer of 2025, I successfully defended my doctoral dissertation and completed
my PhD in Educational Leadership from Southern New Hampshire University. My research
focused on how formal learning experiences shape teachers' confidence in culturally
responsive classroom management—a question that grew directly from my experience as
a BIPOC educator, a parent, and someone who has spent years asking what it actually
takes to make schools more equitable.

Before beginning my doctoral work, I curated the Anti-Racist Resource Guide for
Educators, a project that earned recognition through the Vermont-NEA Human and Civil
Rights Award. That work lit a fire. I wanted to go deeper and to move beyond resources
and into the research, to understand not just what teachers should do but what actually
builds their belief that they can do it.

The Practice of Belonging is the consulting practice I
have built from that foundation. It exists to partner with
schools and districts to create the conditions in which
every student, educator, and family belongs. Not as an
aspiration on a website, but as a lived, measurable
reality. I bring both the research and the practice. I
know what the literature says, and I know what it looks
and feels like in a real classroom with real children.

If this report resonates with what your district is
navigating, I would welcome the opportunity to
continue the conversation.

hannahassefa.com

http://hannahassefa.com/
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	EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
	When teachers lack confidence in culturally responsive classroom management, students feel it. They feel it in whether they belong, whether their families are welcomed, and whether their cultures exist authentically in the room. This is not a perception problem. It is a practice problem. And it has a solution—but not the one most professional development systems are currently offering.
	This report presents findings from a mixed-methods doctoral study that explores how formal learning experiences shape K-5 educators' confidence in culturally responsive classroom management in Vermont. Fifty-eight educators completed a validated self-efficacy survey, 12 participated in in-depth interviews, and 5 were selected as cases to deepen and test the data. The findings are clear: surface-level variables such as grade level, years of experience, and classroom demographics do not predict teacher confidence in this work. What does predict it is harder to manufacture and easier to neglect.
	Teachers build confidence in culturally responsive practice through learning experiences that are responsive, relational, and sustained. They need professional development that treats them the way they are expected to treat their students; actively, dynamically, and with their specific context in mind. They need colleagues to think alongside. They need administrators who trust them, protect them, and hold all educators accountable—not just the willing ones. And they need schools that are clear about what they believe and who they are building belonging for.
	Five themes emerged from educator voices: the mechanisms of transformative learning, the growth processes that accompany it, its byproducts in classroom practice, the barriers that interrupt it, and the cultural and relational conditions that allow it to endure. Across five contrasting cases, one pattern held: identity, reflection, and relationships are the anchor and the sails. Without all three, this work cannot sustain itself.
	Equity-focused learning is not transactional. It is relational. This report offers both the research and a path forward. This report is for districts ready to listen to their educators and build the conditions where every student, every family, and every teacher belongs.
	Full report and contact: hannahassefa.com

	THE PROBLEM & PURPOSE
	In a classroom where a teacher lacks confidence in culturally responsive practice, students may still meet some academic benchmarks, but something more essential goes missing. They do not feel a sense of belonging. Their cultures do not exist authentically in the space; instead, they risk becoming the token few or the history-month exemplar. Families are not invited into genuine partnership. And teachers, feeling underprepared, place the burden of cultural bridging on the very students and families who most deserve to be welcomed in.
	Scholars in asset-based pedagogy — including Ladson-Billings (1995), Gay (2010, 2015), Hammond (2014), and Paris (2012) — have long argued that truly responsive teaching begins with seeing students' cultural identities as strengths rather than gaps to be remediated. When teachers lack confidence in this work, deficit views fill that space instead. Bazemore-Bertrand and Hansfield (2019) found that deficit syndrome persists even in trained educators, and that real change requires critical self-reflection, not just new strategies. The consequences show up in outcomes. Chambers (2009) reframes the so-called achievement gap as a receivement gap, shifting the lens from what students lack to what systems fail to provide. The disparities we see are not explained by student ability; they are shaped by in-classroom and societal biases that go unexamined when educators lack the confidence and tools to interrupt them. A classroom can only become a true space of belonging when every student is honored, valued, and planned for. That requires teachers who believe they can do that work, not just teachers who know they should.
	Professional development has long been positioned as the lever for building that confidence, but most of the existing literature focuses on preservice teachers. Tinkler and Tinkler (2016, 2021), Tinkler et al. (2019), White (2022), and Thorne Wallington and Johnson (2022) have called for ongoing learning experiences that go beyond skill-building to actively disrupt the biases teachers carry into their classrooms. What that looks like for in-service educators and whether it actually moves the needle on teacher confidence have remained open questions. Research on teacher self-efficacy — including work by Clark (2020), Callaway (2017), Meka (2015), Sarker (2012), Griner (2011), and Siwatu (2011) — consistently shows that higher confidence predicts whether teachers actually implement culturally responsive practices. Knowing something is not enough; believing you can do it is what drives action.

	THE PROBLEM & PURPOSE
	This research grows from both that gap and personal experience. As a BIPOC educator, I have known what it feels like not to belong in educational spaces — as a student, as a professional, and as a parent. That experience has shaped a deep commitment: every space my children and my students enter should be one where they are fully seen. And it has shaped a genuine question — what actually makes a difference for educators? We cannot build more belonging in schools without listening to and honoring the voices of the people doing the work every day.
	This study explored how formal learning experiences shape teachers' confidence in culturally responsive classroom management. Three questions guided the inquiry:
	Does teacher confidence in culturally responsive classroom management differ based on grade level, years of experience, or classroom demographics?
	What specific formal learning experiences do teachers identify as most influential in shaping that confidence?
	How do teachers' experiences of impactful professional learning differ depending on the cultural diversity of their classrooms?

	HOW I STUDIED THIS
	This study employed a mixed-methods multiple-case study design, integrating quantitative and qualitative approaches across three phases. That choice was intentional. The nuances of how teachers learn, implement, and reflect on culturally responsive practice are not fully captured by numbers alone, nor by stories alone. Combining both allowed exploration of sustaining factors that neither methodology could have uncovered independently. It is also important to know what teachers think about their practice, their professional learning options, and their hopes for their students. This way, we see both input and output. Extant literature on this topic has largely relied on single-method approaches; this study was designed to offer a more multifaceted perspective.
	In the first phase, all eligible K-5 educators across participating districts were invited to complete a validated survey instrument, the Culturally Responsive Classroom Management Self-Efficacy (CRCMSE) scale, developed by Siwatu et al. (2017). Fifty-eight educators completed the survey, which measured confidence levels in culturally responsive classroom management. While the response rate was modest, the strength of this study lies not in the size of the quantitative sample but in the depth and integration of all three phases. This was a design choice that enabled a richer understanding than a large-scale survey alone could have produced. A multiple regression analysis examined whether four independent variables—grade level taught, years of experience, classroom demographic distribution, and participation in impactful formal learning—predicted CRCMSE scores.
	Phase 1: Quantitative
	Phase 2: Qualitative

	HOW I STUDIED THIS
	In the second phase, purposive sampling was used to identify 12 participants with higher CRCMSE scores for in-depth qualitative interviews. Each participant completed two interviews totaling no more than 90 minutes. The first explored their professional learning experiences, and the second deepened the themes that emerged from the initial conversation. This phase generated the five themes that form the heart of the findings.
	In the third phase, five of the 12 participants were selected as cases using a representative and contrasting approach, meaning they were chosen to reflect the broader group and to highlight variation in grade level, years of experience, and classroom demographics. Where the second phase identified themes, the third phase generated meta-inferences: deeper, cross-case understandings of how those themes held, shifted, or complicated each other across different teaching contexts.
	Phase 1: Quantitative
	Phase 2: Qualitative
	Phase 3: Multiple Case Study

	WHAT I FOUND
	The educators in this study know things. They know what has been impactful in their professional learning, what has been hurtful, and what they wish they could do more of. They want to be seen and trusted as professionals. They want space to act as teacher leaders -- not for a title or a salary increase, but to share the knowledge they have built across years of practice. And they are clear about something that every district and school leader needs to hear: this work does not happen after one training or one good reflection session.
	Culturally responsive classroom management is learned, developed, reflected on, talked about, and returned to again and again. It is an iterative, cyclical process that must happen in teaching teams, grade band groups, buildings, and across full districts -- in spaces of genuine trust and support. The educators in this study also named accountability as essential. They questioned why colleagues who do not believe in creating spaces of belonging remain in this profession without consequence. They are not asking for perfection. They are asking for commitment.
	The findings that follow grew from those voices. They are organized into five themes that together answer a central question: what does it actually take to build and sustain teacher confidence in culturally responsive classroom management?

	WHAT THE NUMBERS TELL US
	The 58 educators who completed the survey were largely representative of the northern Vermont teaching population: nearly all identified as White women, most were between the ages of 35 and 44, and the majority had more than ten years of classroom experience. About half taught in lower elementary grades, and two-thirds held graduate or professional degrees. Student demographics varied more than teacher demographics -- roughly a quarter of participants taught classrooms where the majority of students qualified for Free and Reduced Lunch, while a smaller number reported racial or linguistic diversity among their students.
	I examined whether four variables -- grade level taught, years of experience, classroom demographic distribution, and participation in impactful formal learning -- predicted teachers' confidence in culturally responsive classroom management. The analysis did not find statistically significant relationships between any of these variables and CRCMSE scores. In plain terms, knowing how long someone has been teaching, what grade they teach, or how diverse their classroom is does not reliably tell us how confident they are in this work.
	That finding matters. It tells us that surface-level characteristics alone do not explain why some teachers feel capable and prepared to create culturally responsive classrooms while others do not. Something deeper is at work -- something that lives in the quality of learning experiences, in relationships, in identity, and in the conditions schools create. That is what the qualitative phase set out to understand. Full technical details of the regression analysis, including the statistical model, assumptions testing, and correlation data, are available in the dissertation.

	WHAT TEACHERS TELL US: FIVE THEMES
	Theme 1: Mechanisms of Transformative Learning
	The educators in this study did not arrive at culturally responsive teaching from the same place. Some came to teaching as a lifelong calling. Others found their way in later, through circumstances or a gradual discovery of what the work could mean. What they shared, regardless of their pathway, was an awareness of how that journey shaped the lens they brought to their classrooms and professional learning.
	When participants described the formal learning experiences that actually moved them, a consistent portrait of the ideal PD leader emerged. They were not describing someone with impressive credentials or a polished slide deck. They were describing a practitioner. Someone current, someone with their finger on the pulse of what classrooms actually feel like, someone with strong facilitation skills and genuine relatability. They wanted to learn from someone who had done the work and still does it.
	More than anything, participants wanted to be taught the way they teach their own students. They customize instruction for the children in front of them; they differentiate, they respond, they meet students where they are. They asked a simple and pointed question: why wouldn't a PD leader do the same for them? Teachers are not looking for a lecture. They are not looking for a handout. They do not want a sage on the stage. They want a guide on the side. They want a learning companion who will actively engage them, trust them as professionals, and create the conditions for them to lead as well. Responsive professional development is not a luxury. For these educators, it is the difference between learning that transforms and learning that disappears.


	WHAT TEACHERS TELL US: FIVE THEMES
	Theme 2: Growth Processes in Transformative Learning
	Becoming more culturally responsive is not a comfortable process. Participants in this study were honest about that. They described an internal journey marked by discomfort, wrestling, and tension. The necessary friction of examining one's own beliefs and practices. As one participant, Blair, put it: doing all of that work on your own doesn't feel good. The emotional toll of this learning is real, and it deserves to be acknowledged rather than minimized in the design of professional learning experiences.
	And yet, that discomfort was also where growth happened. Participants described the importance of ongoing self-reflection—not as a one-time exercise, but as a sustained practice of continuing to educate oneself and seeking experiences that prompt deeper thinking. Reagan captured this plainly: the goal is to keep seeking things that will prompt you to reflect on them more deeply. This kind of reflective practice cannot be mandated into existence. It requires the following conditions. Time, trust, and the autonomy to pursue learning that is personally meaningful.
	Teacher autonomy emerged as a critical factor in growth. Those who had the space to experiment, to try things in their classrooms and adjust, reported the most meaningful development. What got in the way was equally telling. Tylar described a curriculum being handed down with no educator voice in the process—no say, no flexibility, no room to do what's best for children. When teachers are not trusted as professionals in designing their own learning and practice, growth stalls.
	Finally, something unexpected and generative emerged from this theme: teachers who underwent personal transformation began stepping into leadership. This was not because they were appointed, but because they couldn't stay quiet. Devyn described being introduced to remarkable people and invited into spaces to share what was happening in their community, responding with genuine surprise: "Why am I here? This is so cool.” Northouse (2022) defines emergent leadership as leadership that arises from within a group through interaction and influence rather than formal designation. That is exactly what participants described. When the conditions are right, transformative learning doesn't just change individual teachers -- it grows leaders.


	WHAT TEACHERS TELL US: FIVE THEMES
	Theme 3: Byproducts of Transformative Learning
	When transformative learning takes hold, it shows up in the classroom. Participants in this study described becoming more confident and emboldened to do what is right for their students and families. Not just philosophically, but in practice, in the specific, daily decisions of teaching.
	One participant described feeling more confident in modifying her math instruction to include Black heroes during Black History Month. This may sound like a small adjustment, but it represents something significant: a teacher who has moved from knowing that culturally responsive teaching matters to believing she can actually do it, and acting on that belief even when it requires changing her approach. That is self-efficacy in motion.
	Participants also noticed the byproducts in their students. One described watching her students not only form opinions but also share them in the classroom. When those opinions were challenged or disagreed with, her students responded with kindness rather than defensiveness. The classroom had become a space where diverse perspectives could exist, and students had the skills to navigate that. That does not happen by accident. It is the result of a teacher who has done her own learning and created the conditions for it.
	Most importantly, participants described a growing willingness to challenge the status quo. They notice things that had previously gone unnoticed, and respond with care rather than avoidance. Lorin shared a story about reading an article describing a teacher who placed pasta and beans in a sensory bin. A parent responded with frustration, explaining that in their home, food is not a toy. Lorin said: “Such a small thing, I think about that all the time.” That reflection goes beyond race-based culturally responsive teaching. It speaks to the socioeconomic realities of Vermont classrooms: food insecurity, economic diversity, and the ways that belonging is shaped by more than culture alone. Lorin did not just notice the story. She internalized it and carried it forward.


	WHAT TEACHERS TELL US: FIVE THEMES
	Theme 3: Byproducts of Transformative Learning
	Braidy offered another example. A student in his classroom navigated the complexity of having a home name and a school name. Rather than defaulting to the name on the roster, Braidy asked the student which she preferred. She explained that it was easier for the school community to use her school name — but that conversation itself mattered. It strengthened his relationship with her and with her family. Belonging is built in moments like that one: small, deliberate, and deeply relational.

	Belonging is built in moments like that one: small, deliberate, and deeply relational.
	Theme 4: Barriers to Sustained Practice
	The educators in this study were not describing a shortage of professional learning opportunities. They were describing a shortage of the right professional learning. They are seeking learning that is actually connected to their lives, their students, their schools, and their Vermont context. When that alignment was missing, so was the buy-in.
	One participant, a contrasting case in the multiple-case study phase, described professional development that consistently drew on texts and vignettes from urban schools or regions that were significantly more racially diverse than her own classroom. Her reality was different: every now and then, she might have a single student of color, and she found herself in a persistent, uncomfortable tension. How do you honor that student without singling them out? She described it as a kind of dance, shaped by the student's own comfort level and the limits of a PD framework that was never quite designed with her in mind. This is not a peripheral concern in Vermont. It is the central challenge for educators in predominantly White, rural communities who are committed to belonging work but are handed tools built for someone else's context.



	WHAT TEACHERS TELL US: FIVE THEMES
	Theme 4: Barriers to Sustained Practice
	School culture emerged as an equally significant barrier. When a school's culture is in flux, strained, or unclear about its own values, educators lose the shared foundation that makes this work possible. Who is responsible for doing the belonging work? Who holds colleagues accountable? What does this school actually believe? Without clear and honest answers to those questions, individual teachers are left to carry the weight alone—and as Blair noted in Theme 2, that doesn't feel good.
	Finally, participants identified current events as a force that has actively fractured the conditions for this work. Some educators spoke openly about knowing how colleagues had voted in the most recent presidential election -- and how that knowledge changed their willingness to engage with those colleagues during the school day. The political climate did not stay outside the building. It walked in with every adult and shaped what felt safe to say, to try, and to commit to. Participants returned to the question that anchored this study: if an educator does not believe in belonging, cultural responsiveness, and challenging societal bias, why are they in this work? That question was not rhetorical. It was a call for accountability that schools and districts have not yet fully answered.

	Theme 5: Cultural & Relational Conditions that Sustain Practice
	If the previous theme named what gets in the way, this theme names what makes the work survive anyway. Culturally responsive classroom management does not take root in a vacuum. It grows through relationships with colleagues and families, and through an ever-deeper understanding of the cultures present in and beyond the classroom. When those conditions exist, the work becomes sustainable. When they don’t, even the most committed educator eventually runs out of road.


	WHAT TEACHERS TELL US: FIVE THEMES
	Theme 5: Cultural & Relational Conditions that Sustain Practice
	Colleagueship was one of the most powerful sustaining forces participants described and one of the most painful things to lose. Reagan captured both sides of that in a single reflection: she described her practice of thinking through what's going well and what to change, and then named the years she had been the only person in her classroom as her worst years, not because the reflection stopped, but because there was no one to talk to. “You don't even have to respond,” she said. Just the presence of a thinking partner matters. Mentoring relationships, reflective partnerships, and having colleagues who would take a risk alongside them gave participants the safety they needed to try, fail, and try again.
	The inclusion of families emerged as equally sustaining and equally rich with possibilities. Finley described a student whose family traveled back to India each summer for three months. That student brought in a slideshow. His parents came to the classroom dressed in traditional Diwali attire and shared sand art with the class. It was, Finley said, really cool. That is not a supplementary activity. That is belonging made visible. Inviting a family into the center of the learning community, and a child who sees his home culture honored in the place where he spends his days.
	Finally, participants spoke about the ongoing and expanding work of becoming more culturally aware, not as a destination but as a direction. Avery named the limitation she saw in colleagues who had not done this work: their view, she said, is simply not broad enough for what these students need. “There are billions of places and billions of people, and they are not all like us.” That sentence is both a challenge and an invitation. The educators in this study had accepted it. They were actively working to widen their lens by reading, listening, asking questions, and staying curious about cultures beyond their own lived experience. That expanding awareness was not incidental to their confidence. It was central to it.


	WHAT THE CASES SHOW
	Five educators—Reagan, Lorin, Braidy, Jordan, and Ashtyn—were selected as cases to both represent and contrast the broader participant group. Their surface characteristics varied meaningfully: different CRCMSE scores, different grade levels, different classroom contexts, and different relationships to formal learning. What the cross-case analysis revealed was that those surface differences, while real, were not what determined their confidence or their practice.
	Reagan brought deep reflective capacity to her work. She was consistently thoughtful about racial dynamics and her own growth. And yet she remained uncertain about whether her learning had truly been transformative. Her case illustrates something important: reflection alone, without a community to reflect with, can leave an educator stuck in the questioning rather than moving through it. Her lowest years were her loneliest ones.
	Lorin's case was characterized by disruption. She had experienced meaningful initial learning, but structural constraints and a fear of advocacy created a gap between what she knew and what she felt able to do. Her story captures the misalignment between learning and practice that Theme 4 named directly. It also shows what happens when school culture does not hold space for what a teacher is trying to become.
	Jordan occupied a space of curiosity and ambivalence. She was both aware of the work and genuinely interested, but more focused on colleagues' discomfort than on changing her own classroom practice. Her case raises a question that districts will need to sit with: what does it take to move an educator from awareness to action?
	Ashtyn represented the fullest cycle of transformative learning across all five cases. With the highest CRCMSE score in the group, she modeled sustained, intentional culturally responsive practice across contexts. Not because she had arrived at a destination, but because she had internalized the iterative process itself. Action, reflection, change, and return.

	WHAT THE CASES SHOW
	Braidy stood out as someone who had arrived at culturally responsive practice less through formal learning than through lived experience and deep listening. His continuous reintegration of new understandings, his commitment to validating student voice, and the story he shared about the home name and school name all point to something the quantitative phase confirmed in its absence: formal learning exposure alone does not predict confidence. How an educator processes, applies, and is supported in that learning is what matters.
	Together, these five cases directly answer the third research question: educators' characterizations of impactful formal learning do not differ primarily by the distribution of classroom cultural diversity. What they differ on—and what matters far more—is how each educator processes, reflects on, and is supported in applying their learning to their specific context.
	A pattern emerged that held across all five cases and themes: culturally responsive classroom management is not a singular shift from a single learning experience. It is an iterative, cyclical process shaped by identity, context, and the quality of support surrounding the educator. When participants encountered barriers, they were often reignited—drawn back to learning, to reflection, to the asset-based practices they had come to value, now adapted to a changed context. This is Mezirow's (1991) theory of transformative learning made visible: disorienting dilemmas, appearing repeatedly, cause adult learners to engage in new learning, move through behavioral change, and make new meaning. All five participants also embodied Critical Race Theory's call to name inequities in education systems and center the voices of those most marginalized.
	The metaphor that emerged from the cross-case synthesis is a sailboat embarking on an uncharted journey. The anchor is each educator's deep commitment to reflection; holding them steady in the face of challenge or in the calm of easier days. The sails represent the relationships that support and propel, while also creating turbulence when colleagues resist or challenge the work. Without all three—new learning, internal motivation, and a supportive community—the boat cannot move with purpose. These cases illuminate not just what teachers experienced, but what schools must provide if that journey is to be more than a solo endeavor.

	WHAT THIS MEANS FOR DISTRICTS & SCHOOLS
	The findings of this study carry clear implications for every level of the educational system, and the most important message is this: no level can do this work in isolation. State-level policy, higher education institutions, professional development designers, and building administrators must come together in a sustained, coordinated commitment. A passive commitment at any level weakens the whole. The educators in this study know what has helped, what they need, and how they want to continue to be challenged. Listening to them is not optional—it is the starting point.
	For Professional Development Designers
	The educators in this study were not opposed to self-guided learning, but they were clear that discussion-based, interactive, and responsive professional learning was far more impactful. They want to be taught the way they teach their students—actively, relationally, and with their specific context in mind. PD that draws on vignettes and examples from contexts that do not reflect Vermont classrooms, or that positions teachers as passive recipients rather than active learners and leaders, will not move the needle on confidence or practice. Designing for responsiveness is not an add-on. It is the core design principle.

	For School Leaders and Administrators
	Educators in this study were explicit about what they need: administrative support, trust, autonomy, and protection. Protection from political backlash. Protection from the weight of doing this work alone. When school culture is unclear about its values or unwilling to hold all educators accountable, the teachers who are most committed to belonging work carry a disproportionate burden, and they feel it. School leaders must create the conditions that Theme 5 named: genuine colleagueship, family inclusion, and an expanding awareness of culture that is modeled from the top. That means naming what the school believes, protecting the educators who act on those beliefs, and holding accountable those who do not.


	WHAT THIS MEANS FOR DISTRICTS & SCHOOLS
	For the System as a Whole
	Equity-focused learning is not transactional. It cannot be delivered in a single training, checked off a compliance list, or mandated into existence. It is relational and built over time, through ongoing reflection, through communities of practice, and through the kind of trust that accumulates when educators feel genuinely seen and supported. This study suggests that when those relational conditions are present, teachers do not just learn culturally responsive practices -- they internalize them, adapt them, advocate for them, and grow into leaders of them.

	A Note on Next Steps
	The methodology I used in this study, using a validated self-efficacy survey to identify community needs, followed by in-depth conversation with practitioners about their experiences, can be implemented directly in schools and districts. As a consultant, I am interested in partnering with districts to use this approach: administering the CRCMSE survey (Siwatu et al., 2017) to identify where educators are, meeting with grade-level teams to understand their experiences, and co-designing professional learning that is responsive to the actual community. This is not a packaged program. It is a partnership; one that centers educator voice, monitors effectiveness over time, and keeps transformative learning at the forefront. If this work resonates with what your district is navigating, I welcome the conversation.


	SCOPE & NEXT QUESTIONS
	This study was conducted with 58 educators across K-5 classrooms in northern Vermont, a geographic and demographic context that is specific and intentional. The findings are not generalizable in the statistical sense; they are transferable in the practitioner sense. Readers in similar contexts—predominantly White, rural school communities navigating equity-focused work—will likely recognize themselves in these findings. Readers in more diverse settings may find the themes hold while the texture differs. The mixed-methods design enhances the depth of these findings, and the full technical record, including the validated instrument, regression analysis, and complete-case narratives, is available in the dissertation.
	This study opens as many questions as it answers. What happens when these same conditions (reflective practice, relational support, responsive professional development) are deliberately built into a district's structures over time? What does accountability for culturally responsive practice look like when it is held consistently, at every level, without exception? What would it mean for a school to treat belonging not as a value on a website but as a measurable, observable commitment? These are the questions I am carrying forward—and the questions I hope this report leaves with you.

	ABOUT THE RESEARCHER
	I am Hannah Assefa, an educator, researcher, and the founder of The Practice of Belonging. My career has spanned early childhood education, public elementary school, and now The Barn School, a nature-based independent school in Westford, Vermont. Teaching has never been just a job for me. It has been the place where I have worked out my deepest commitments: to belonging, to equity, and to making sure every child who walks into a classroom is fully seen.
	In the summer of 2025, I successfully defended my doctoral dissertation and completed my PhD in Educational Leadership from Southern New Hampshire University. My research focused on how formal learning experiences shape teachers' confidence in culturally responsive classroom management—a question that grew directly from my experience as a BIPOC educator, a parent, and someone who has spent years asking what it actually takes to make schools more equitable.
	Before beginning my doctoral work, I curated the Anti-Racist Resource Guide for Educators, a project that earned recognition through the Vermont-NEA Human and Civil Rights Award. That work lit a fire. I wanted to go deeper and to move beyond resources and into the research, to understand not just what teachers should do but what actually builds their belief that they can do it.
	The Practice of Belonging is the consulting practice I have built from that foundation. It exists to partner with schools and districts to create the conditions in which every student, educator, and family belongs. Not as an aspiration on a website, but as a lived, measurable reality. I bring both the research and the practice. I know what the literature says, and I know what it looks and feels like in a real classroom with real children.
	If this report resonates with what your district is navigating, I would welcome the opportunity to continue the conversation.
	hannahassefa.com


