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Abstract
As the needs of Extension clientele continue to evolve, 
it is important for Extension educators to consider new 
approaches to effectively support the communities they 
serve. The purpose of this article is to provide a framework 
for effectively engaging a broad range of audiences to 
support their achievement of desired learning outcomes in 
Extension education programs. This includes: (1) acquiring 
a knowledge base of diverse cultures, (2) designing or 
utilizing culturally relevant curricula, (3) utilizing cultural 
caring and developing a learning community, (4) practicing 
intercultural communications, and (5) establishing cultural 
congruity in classroom instruction.

Introduction
As immigration continues to expand and shape the chang-
ing demographics in the United States, Extension clientele 
are becoming more diverse. According to the Pew Research 
Center, there were a record 44.4 million immigrants living 
in the United States in 2017 that accounted for 13.6% of the 
nation’s population (Radford & Noe-Bustamante, 2019). 
This represents more than a fourfold increase since 1960, 
when only 9.7 million immigrants lived in the United 
States, accounting for just 5.4% of the total US population 
(Radford & Noe-Bustamante, 2019).

These immigration trends are expected to continue in the 
United States, with Hispanics accounting for the largest 
proportion of growth. The US Hispanic population reached 
a record 59.9 million in 2018, which was 1.2 million more 
than the previous year and up from 47.8 million in 2008 
(Flores, Lopez, & Krogstad, 2019). Hispanics accounted for 
52% of all US population growth from 2008 to 2018 (Flores, 
Lopez, & Krogstad, 2019). The large Hispanic population 
in the United States represents a challenge for Extension 
educators, especially in states with large Hispanic popula-
tions, such as California, Florida, New Mexico, and Texas, 
to utilize culturally responsive teaching so Extension can 
provide culturally relevant programs.

Culturally Responsive Teaching
The purpose of this article is to outline a framework for 
culturally responsive teaching developed by Geneva Gay 
(2018), a renowned expert highly decorated in the field of 
multicultural education. This framework can be applied 
not only to Hispanic populations but to all ethnic and 
racial minority groups (see Figure 1). Culturally responsive 
pedagogy emphasizes the importance of connecting 
educational experiences to the backgrounds and perspec-
tives of students, supporting their growth academically, 
socially, and emotionally (Banks & Banks, 2009; Gay, 2002; 
Nieto & Bode, 2007). Experts assert that programs that 
do not consider the cultural differences of their students 
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are frequently less effective (Gay, 2002; McGee & Banks, 
2009; Nieto & Bode, 2007). A gap currently exists between 
wanting to educate diverse audiences and being prepared 
to do so. According to Gay (2002), “too many teachers are 
inadequately prepared to teach ethnically diverse students” 
(p. 106).

Knowledge Base of Diverse 
Cultures
It is imperative that educators have explicit knowledge of 
cultural diversity to meet the needs of ethnically diverse 
students (Gay, 2002). According to Gay (2002), there are 
three key pillars to achieving the knowledge base necessary 
to enhance culturally responsive teaching. These are:

1.	Understanding the cultural characteristics and contribu-
tions of different ethnic groups (Hollins, King, & Hayman, 
1994; King, Hollins, & Hayman, 1997; Pai, 1990; Smith, 
1998). This includes cultural values, traditions, learning 
styles, contributions, and relational patterns.

2.	Acquiring detailed, factual information about the cultural 
particularities of specific ethnic groups. This may include 
the contributions that different ethnic groups made to 
their subject areas to incorporate into programming.

3.	Gaining more knowledge about the contributions of various 
ethnic groups to a range of disciplines and multicultural 
education research, scholarship, and theory. There is no 
shortage of materials and resources that explain these 
contributions that can be utilized by Extension educators. 
Gay (2002) recommends that all teachers take courses or 
trainings on the contributions of ethnic groups to content 
areas that they will teach.

Culturally Relevant Curricula
There are typically three types of curricula that are used for 
teaching cultural diversity. These include:

1.	Formal plans for instruction. Formal plans of instruction 
are those that are approved by UF/IFAS Extension. These 
formal plans are typically accompanied by textbooks 
and curriculum guides issued by national, state, or local 
organizations. Extension educators need to evaluate the 
multicultural strengths and weaknesses of the curriculum 
and instruction design. They should make changes to 
improve its quality and relevance for all audiences. Gay 
(2002) explains that educators need to evaluate “quantity, 
accuracy, complexity, placement, purpose, variety, 
significance, and authenticity of the narrative texts, visual 
illustrations, learning activities, role models, and autho-
rial sources used in the instructional materials” (p. 108).

2.	Symbolic curriculum. Gay (2002) explains that a symbolic 
curriculum includes “images, symbols, icons, mottoes, 
awards, celebrations, and other artifacts that are used 
to teach students knowledge, skills, morals, and values” 
(p. 108). It frequently takes the form of bulletin-board 
decorations, public displays, and tokens of appreciation, 
to name a few. Take advantage of workshop spaces or 
other publicly accessible space to incorporate culturally 
relevant symbols as an instrument for teaching, and use 
these symbols to help convey important information.

3.	Societal curriculum. Gay (2002) defines this type of 
curriculum as “the knowledge, ideas, and impressions 
about ethnic groups that are portrayed in the mass 
media” (p. 109). Typically, these curricula provide inac-
curate information and false conceptualization of various 
ethnic groups. Extension educators need to understand 
how media portray and manipulate ethnic groups and 
what curricula and instruction can do to counteract those 
influences (Gay, 2002).

Cultural Caring and Developing a 
Learning Community
Extension educators should create a learning environment 
that supports engagement and success for all participants, 
taking into account the varied experiences and back-
grounds of those they serve. Gay (2002) explains that 
pedagogical actions (pedagogy is the method and practice 
of teaching) are as important as curriculum design, and she 
calls for educators to use cultural scaffolding in teaching 
ethnically diverse students, which means “using their 
own cultures and experiences to expand their intellectual 

Figure 1. Framework for Culturally Responsive Extension Programs



3Culturally Responsive Teaching: A Framework for Educating All Audiences

horizons and academic achievement” (p. 109). Extension 
educators should foster supportive learning communities 
by showing a strong commitment to the success of all learn-
ers, setting high expectations, and providing the guidance 
and resources needed to help participants reach their full 
potential (Foster, 1997; Kleinfeld, 1974, 1975).

A strategy to facilitate culturally responsive caring calls for 
teachers to develop a partnership with ethnically diverse 
students “that is anchored in respect, honor, integrity, 
resource sharing, and a deep belief in the possibility of 
transcendence” (Gay, 2000, p. 52). Extension educators 
frequently conduct needs assessments and develop advisory 
committees to ensure that their clientele are partners in 
programmatic decisions, but Extension educators must 
extend engagement beyond this practice. They must 
develop relationships in culturally diverse communities 
to build trust and promote a relationship of reciprocity, 
wherein there is a mutual interest for each other’s success.

Developing these partnerships results in building learning 
communities among diverse learners, which is a critical 
element of culturally responsive teaching (Gay, 2002, 2018). 
It produces a learning culture centered on group function-
ing where everyone helps one another and everyone 
contributes to mutual gain. Multiple studies (Escalante & 
Dirmann, 1990; Fullilove & Treisman, 1990; Sheets, 1995; 
Tharp & Gallimore, 1988) demonstrate the value of this 
approach across various educational contexts and ethnic 
groups. Extension educators must understand how the 
different work styles may impede on academic success 
and need to understand how to develop more communal 
learning environments (Gay, 2002). They must also ensure 
that “personal, moral, social, political, cultural, and 
academic knowledge and skills are taught simultaneously” 
(p. 110). For example, Hispanic participants are taught their 
cultural heritages and positive ethnic identity development 
along with topics such as agriculture, horticulture, natural 
resources, nutrition, and community development. Exten-
sion educators should provide opportunities for partici-
pants to explore a range of perspectives and experiences 
to deepen their understanding of their own backgrounds 
while broadening their awareness of others.

Intercultural Communications
According to Gay (2002), communication styles of different 
ethnic groups not only reflect cultural values but also shape 
learning behaviors and should be considered when modify-
ing educational interactions. The communications style 
of the majority of ethnic groups in the United States can 
be described as “more active, participatory, dialectic and 

multimodal” (Gay, 2002, p. 111). Participants from these 
groups are typically more engaged in providing prompts, 
feedback, and commentary and thrive in a setting where the 
roles of speaker and listener consistently shift and become 
interchangeable.

In addition, many African, Asian, Latino, and Native 
American Extension participants use what is called topic-
chaining communication, in which a significant amount of 
time is devoted to setting a social stage to the performance 
of an academic task. Ideas are communicated by “providing 
a lot of background information; being passionately and 
personally involved with the content of the discourse; 
using much indirectness (such as innuendo, symbolism, 
and metaphor) to convey ideas; weaving many different 
threads or issues into a single story; and embedding 
talk with feelings of intensity, advocacy, evaluation, and 
aesthetics” (Gay, 2002, p. 112). This style is categorized 
as more conversational and viewed as storytelling. It is 
important for Extension educators to recognize and adapt 
to the communication styles of their participants, delivering 
information in ways that are relatable and meaningful to 
the audiences they serve.

Cultural Congruity in Classroom 
Instruction
Gay (2002) suggests that individuals’ backgrounds and ex-
periences shape how they engage with learning. Therefore, 
Extension educators should consider using instructional 
strategies that reflect the preferences and needs of their 
audiences, adapting their methods to promote better 
understanding and engagement. Learning styles in every 
ethnic group include eight key components (Gay, 2002):

•	 Preferred content

•	 Way of working through learning tasks

•	 Techniques for organizing and conveying ideas and 
thoughts

•	 Physical and social setting for task performance

•	 Structural arrangements of work, study, and performance 
space

•	 Perceptual stimulation for receiving, processing, and 
demonstrating comprehension and competence

•	 Motivations, incentives, and rewards for learning

•	 Interpersonal interactional styles

Studies show (Gay, 2000; Spring, 1995) that these compo-
nents can be achieved by creating learning communities 
built upon cooperative group-learning arrangements and 
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peer coaching that match well with the communal culture 
systems of ethnic groups like African, Asian, Native Ameri-
can, and Hispanic groups. A large proportion of instruction 
time should be devoted to giving examples and scenarios 
to “demonstrate how information, principles, concepts, 
and skills operate in practice” (Gay, 2002; p. 113). Evidence 
demonstrates that if these examples are culturally relevant, 
they will have positive effects on the academic achievement 
of all students.

Conclusion
Extension educators must proactively take steps to develop 
programs that meet the needs of and are relevant for all 
audiences to ensure Extension remains relevant. The 
United States will continue to be the home of a large group 
of immigrants, so utilizing the best practices of cultur-
ally responsive teaching is critical. We recommend that 
Extension educators utilize the framework in the article to 
adapt their programs to extend their reach beyond their 
traditional audiences and achieve parity and achievement 
across a range of ethnic groups.
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