Culturally Responsive Assessment:
Goals, Challenges, and Implications
Equity is the belief that student achievement increases when all students receive opportunities that allow
them to draw on their social and cultural literacies in order to be academically successful.¹
To create equitable classrooms, teachers and schools must be culturally responsive to their students.
Culturally responsive pedagogies can allow educators to design and select assessments that promote
student equity as part of a balanced system of assessments.

Culturally Responsive Pedagogy & Balanced Assessment Systems
Culturally Sensitive
For assessments to be culturally
responsive or culturally sustaining, they
must be able to account for differences in
students’ cultural identities.² This means
that they need to be adaptive enough to
allow students the opportunity to bring
their own cultural references and
fluencies into demonstrations of
achievement.
For example, students might be asked to
evaluate the historic contexts of
artwork specific to their cultures and
write an analysis as an interdisciplinary
assessment on visual arts and the social
studies.³ For students from collectivist
cultures, teachers might consider talking
through their knowledge as a group
rather than focusing on individual
reproduction of knowledge.

• Aware that cultural differences and similarities between people
exist without assigning them a value.

Culturally Relevant
• Students’ heritage and community cultural practices are resources
to honor and explore.
• Teachers take students’ everyday lived cultural experiences and
make the appropriate linkages to intended learning; teachers are
cultural translators and bridge builders.

Culturally Responsive
• Schools adapt to students.
• Teachers see their students as sources of knowledge, full of
concepts, and bearers of information.
• Students have many assets that can be more responsively
leveraged in order to give students the opportunity to bring their
own cultural references and fluencies into learning spaces.
Culturally Sustaining
• Students’ heritage and community cultural practices are resources
to honor, explore, and extend.
• Youth are producers of culture as well as consumers.

Designing for Equity in a Balanced Assessment System
When designing culturally responsive assessments, consider:
• In what ways does the assessment make reference to culture?
• How does the assessment allow students to draw from their cultural fluencies?
• How does the assessment support students in bridging their social/cultural identities with their
academic identities?

Define Expectations

Focus on Equity

Collaborate with Vendors

Focus on content standards
that support equity when
designing balanced
assessment systems that
support equity. Articulate
expectations for students in a
way that allows for different
ways of knowing and doing.
Teachers might give each
student a choice in how to
demonstrate their knowledge
(for example, write a paper,
create a graphic organizer,
or make a video).

Define what equity means in
your context and make it an
overarching emphasis within
the design of the assessment
system. To do this successfully,
consider which stakeholders
need to be at the table while
the definition is being
developed.

Clarify your definition of
equity and communicate that
with potential assessment
vendors. Work with vendors
to understand and discuss
how they are working to
address issues of cultural
sensitivity and fairness.
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