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Dear Chairs Lewis and Gordon,  

The Center of Law and Education (“CLE”) appreciates the opportunity to comment on  

S.371/H.655: An Act to Promote Comprehensive and Inclusive Curriculum in Schools 

(“S.371/H.655”) currently before the Joint Committee on Education. CLE is a non-profit 

resource, advocacy, and support organization that strives to make high quality education a reality 

for all students and to enable communities to address their own education problems effectively. 

CLE has played a major role at the state and federal level in shaping the key education statutes 

(Title I, Perkins Act, IDEA, among others) and in leading efforts to promote the high-quality 

education provisions found in each statute.  

The Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education has recognized that the 

state’s educational system does not currently sufficiently support the increasingly diverse student 

population across the Commonwealth, and has made a public commitment to build school and 

district capacity to serve all students effectively by creating “affirming environments where 

students feel seen, engage in deeper learning, and are held to high expectations with targeted 

support.”1 S. 371/H.655 presents an opportunity to further support this goal by working to ensure 

that the education schools provide students across disciplines is inclusive, culturally responsive, 

and grounded in fact and authenticity. We know the Joint Committee on Education shares our 

commitment to advancing the right of all students to a high-quality education, and it is with this 

shared goal that we present written testimony in support of S.371/H.655.  

                                                
1 See Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE), Center for Instructional Support, 

Supporting Culturally and Linguistically Sustaining Practices, https://www.doe.mass.edu/instruction/culturally-

sustaining/default.html, last visited on Sept. 19, 2025. 

http://www.cleweb.org/
https://www.doe.mass.edu/instruction/culturally-sustaining/default.html
https://www.doe.mass.edu/instruction/culturally-sustaining/default.html


I. S. 371/H.655 will enhance culturally responsive education and have multiple 

academic benefits for all of the Commonwealth’s children 

A. Culturally responsive education fosters the development of students’ critical 

thinking skills  

Research points to the intellectual (and social) benefits of a culturally, racially, and linguistically 

inclusive curriculum for all students.2 Among these benefits are improvements in student 

engagement and motivation, academic achievement, and the development of higher-order critical 

thinking skills, all of which are at the core of Massachusetts’ state academic standards and 

curriculum frameworks.3 Consider, for instance, a study on the impact of a cultural/ethnic studies 

course on student performance and engagement, finding that for ninth-grade students ethnic 

studies “participation had large, positive effects…[and] increased student attendance (i.e., 

reduced unexcused absences) by 21 percentage points, cumulative ninth-grade GPA by 1.4 grade 

points, and credits earned by 23 credits.”4 Other research has shown, among other things, that 

culturally relevant text aids in students reading comprehension.5 When students are called to 

identify, analyze, and solve real world problems in culturally competent learning environments, 

that experience not only validates students’ individual cultural strengths, but also prioritizes 

rigorous intellectual engagement.6 

 

 

                                                
2 See generally National Education Association (NEA), The Very Foundation of Good Citizenship: The Legal and 

Pedagogical Case for Culturally Responsive and Racially Inclusive Public Education for All Students (NEA 

Whitepaper, 2022),  lfaa-nea-white-paper.pdf. 

3 Focusing on pedagogy that develops critical thinking is also highly relevant to post-secondary pursuits. See, e.g., 

Carnevalle, Anthony P., Et Al, Georgetown U. Ctr. on Educ.  and the Workforce, Workplace Basics: The 
Competencies Employers Want (2020), p. 45 (“Our findings confirm what employers have long said about the 

competencies they want to see in workers. The National Association of Colleges and Employers has consistently 

ranked critical thinking and problem solving, teamwork and collaboration, and oral and written communication 

among the top competencies for employees; our research confirms that these competencies are key.”). 

4 Dee, Thomas and Penner, Emily, Nat’l Bureau of Econ.  Res., The Causal Effects of Cultural Relevance: Evidence 

from an Ethnic Studies Curriculum. (Working Paper No. 21865, 2016), p. 2-3. 

5 Ebe, Ann, Examining The Relationship Between The Cultural Relevance Of Text And Reading Proficiency: Using 

A Cultural Relevance Rubric In Reading Assessment,  in Socioculturally Responsive Assessments: Implications For 

Theory, Measurement, And Systems-Level Policy (Rutledge Tayolor and Francis Group, 1st ed., April 2025), 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/391031645_Examining_the_Relationship_between_the_Cultural_Relevan

ce_of_Text_and_Reading_Proficiency.  

6 Individuals who understand cultural norms, communications styles, and ways of collaboration within a diverse 
group of people are also better equipped to navigate the future. Coleman, Jeffrey K., et al., Cultural Competence 

Activities: Impact on Student Success. METROPOLITAN UNIV., 32(2), 27-44, 

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1321303.pdf (“Contemporary college graduates must be equipped with cultural 

competence to navigate diverse environments and identify another’s sense of belonging, using critical thinking skills 

and academic-specific knowledge in creative ways to address major global questions in order to develop sustainable 

solutions to our local, national, and world problems.”) (internal citations omitted). 

https://www.nea.org/sites/default/files/2022-09/lfaa-nea-white-paper.pdf
https://www.nea.org/sites/default/files/2022-09/lfaa-nea-white-paper.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/391031645_Examining_the_Relationship_between_the_Cultural_Relevance_of_Text_and_Reading_Proficiency
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/391031645_Examining_the_Relationship_between_the_Cultural_Relevance_of_Text_and_Reading_Proficiency
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1321303.pdf


B. Culturally responsive education helps schools meet the needs of all learners 

Meeting the needs of diverse learners, and appropriately differentiating instruction while 

ensuring that all students are held to high expectations and high standards is a challenge. One 

framework for addressing this challenge is through Universal Design for Learning (“UDL”).7 

Differentiated instruction that takes into account students’ current performance, interests, 

background, and talents to design instruction that provides multiple methods of representation, 

action and expression, and engagement has significant research support.8 Culturally responsive 

education aligns with and enhances UDL9, and S.371/H.655’s providing increased access to 

culturally responsive education will benefit all learners. 

II. Curriculum and instruction based in fact is critical to the creation of meaningful 

authentic learning experiences 

When students engage in authentic learning experiences they (i) construct knowledge; (ii) 

through disciplined inquiry, using the knowledge base and established tools of inquiry of the 

various academic disciplines; (iii) in addressing real-world matters.10 The benefits of authentic 

learning have been well documented in research.11 For instance, authentic instruction has been 

reported to increase student motivation, empowerment, and likelihood of retaining what was 

learned.12 Critically, to effectively engage in authentic learning experiences students must have 

access to facts. For knowledge to be most meaningful and accurate, it must be constructed from a 

complete record; for disciplined inquiry to be effective, students must be able to explore all 

                                                
7 The Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education has recognized the importance of UDL in 

improving outcomes for all students. See e.g., Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, Guidebook for 

Inclusive Practice Overview,  https://www.doe.mass.edu/edeval/guidebook/overview.html (Inclusive practice refers 

to the instructional and behavioral strategies that improve academic and social-emotional outcomes for all students, 

with and without disabilities, in general education settings. To support inclusive practice, the tools of this Guidebook 
are based on the frameworks of Universal Design for Learning, Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports , and 

Social and Emotional Learning.”). 

8 See Anderson, Christine and Kiernan, Laura, Connecting Universal Design for Learning with Culturally 

Responsive Teaching, EDUC. AND URB. SOC’Y (July 2018), available at 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/326179926_Connecting_Universal_Design_for_Learning_With_Culturall

y_Responsive_Teaching. 

9 Id. at 10-11 (mapping components of UDL against “explicit connections to [culturally responsive teaching]”). It 

could also be argued that effective UDL must incorporate culturally responsive practices to be truly “universal.” 

10 See Newmann, Fred M. and Wehlage, Gary G., Successful School Restructuring: A Report to the Public and 

Educators (1995); Newmann, Fred M., Five-Standards of Authentic Instruction, EDUC. LEADERSHIP J. (1993). 

11 See, e.g., Newmann and Wehlage supra note 10. 

12 See Zwahlen, Cassandra. “Authentic Learning: Boosting ELL Language and Academic Proficiency Development,” 
THE INT’L SCH. J. (2018). Studies have also found reported increases in social interactions with peers and an 

increase in math, reading, and writing scores when the curriculum was tied to real-life scenarios applicable to 

students’ lives. Hite, R. et al., “Exploring Affective Dimensions of Authentic Geographic Education Using a 

Qualitative Document Analysis of Students’ YouthMappers Blogs,” EDUC.  SCI. (2018); Althauser, K., Harter, C., 

“Math and Economics: Implementing Authentic Instruction in Grades K-5,” J.  EDUC. AND TRAINING STUD., 2016; 

Daniels, E., et al., “Reading Writing Reciprocity: Inquiry in the Classroom,” MIDDLE SCH. J. (2015). 

https://www.doe.mass.edu/edeval/guidebook/overview.html


relevant avenues for constructing knowledge; and to address real-world matters, solutions must 

be informed by all relevant factors past and present. S.371/H.655’s explicit focus on fact-based 

instruction will further meaningful authentic learning opportunities for all students. 

III. To properly implement the intent of S.371/H.655, the professional development 

opportunities contemplated by G.L. c 69, s 1U(e) should be mandatory  

Culturally inclusive curriculum and pedagogical practices create substantial challenges for 

classroom implementation amidst a myriad of demands for educators and students in schools 

(although thoughtful planning and implementation can lead to effective integration across subject 

matters). Those challenges create the need for effective professional development and teacher 

training focused on culturally inclusive/responsive instruction.13 S.371/H.655 acknowledges the 

need for this critical professional development support and provides for a financial strategy to 

gather the necessary funding to support training and curriculum development. However, to best 

set educators (and students) up for educational success, it is critical that the professional 

development contemplated by G.L. c 69, s 1U(e) is required and not optional (as currently 

written). 

 

Respectfully submitted, 

/s/ Nora Elisa Pou 

Nora Elisa Pou, Attorney, Racial Justice Fellow 

/s/ Alexis Rickmers 

Alexis Rickmers, Staff Attorney 

/s/ Sky Kochenour 

Sky Kochenour, Legal Director  

 

                                                
13 See Samuels, Amy J., Exploring Culturally Responsive Pedagogy: Teachers’ Perspectives on Fostering Equitable 

and Inclusive Classrooms. 27 (1) SRATE J., (Winter 2018), https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1166706.pdf. 

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1166706.pdf

