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A CSD Graduate Program Employs ‘The Three

Cs’ of Culturally Responsive Teaching and

Learning
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In the Department of Communicative Disorders and Sciences at San José

State University (SJSU), we adopted a culturally responsive and reflective

approach as part of our commitment to recruiting and retaining diverse

students and faculty—and supporting their advancement. We did this by

attending to the three Cs: departmental Climate, Clinical education

opportunities, and Collectivism: revisiting and changing our processes

based on collective input.

Grounded in the work of Geneva Gay and Gloria Ladson-Billings, culturally

responsive teaching and learning involves a posture of cultural humility,

critical self-reflection, acquisition of  cultural knowledge, and actions that

honor diverse needs and identities.

Culturally responsive practices consider institutional priorities, program

values, student body composition, regional location, opportunities for

change, and pressing local or societal needs. Here’s how we embedded

these practices in our CSD program by incorporating the three Cs.
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Climate

An inclusive climate in an academic program creates a sense of belonging

and is associated with improved retention of diverse students and faculty

(see sources). Climate can involve aspects such as perceived bias, hidden

barriers to success, and social determinants of health (SDOH).

To solicit feedback on our program’s climate, we hosted conversations

between students and program leaders. We found that documenting

persistent concerns—and implementing visible changes—engendered

student and faculty trust, and improved morale and collaboration. Some

practices we implemented to enhance climate include:

Amplifying student voices in faculty meetings. We invite representatives

of distinct student cohorts to attend a portion of standing faculty

meetings, to hear their concerns or appreciation while conveying the

same to them. This allows us to develop unified departmental

perspectives on key issues that affect students. Over time, it has resulted

in more thorough, thoughtful, and student-centered policy

development.

Raising awareness about financial barriers: In many graduate

programs, students pay to register for high-unit internship credits and

then complete unpaid, nearly full-time, semester-long internships with

stressful added costs (involving, for example, fingerprint clearance,

training, travel, or parking). At SJSU, we used funds from a program

innovation grant and appealed to our college to allow internship

students to be awarded hardship grants.

Addressing social determinants of health and wellness: Unaddressed

SDOH can place us at risk for adverse health and wellness outcomes.

In our department, we chose two major SDOH-related themes for

implementing change: food insecurity and post-pandemic social

connection. When students told us they had trouble finding time for

meals due to class scheduling and long commutes, we installed a

“Bottomless Snack Bowl” stocked with healthy snacks and fruit in our

department reception area. We also provided students regularly with
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nutritious, single-meal kits. In a second initiative, post-pandemic,

students expressed feelings of social disconnection and asked for more

interaction with faculty. In response, we hosted frequent, structured

social events for students, faculty, and staff that involved food and

beverages. These included a Halloween costume contest and study

sessions, going beyond orientation events and graduation celebrations.

Clinical education

SJSU has a long tradition of innovation in clinical education areas including

augmentative and alternative communication, community hearing

screenings, autism, aphasia, and services to bilingual and other minoritized

populations. Building on this history, we created a stuttering summer camp

for local children and a gender-affirming voice and communication

program, both designed to address unmet regional needs for clients and

provide novel training opportunities for graduate students.

Collectivism

Our final C embodies the related concepts of caring, working collectively,

and embracing change in programmatic operations. This reflects our values

of serving diverse learners and upholding the rights of underserved clients,

competently and ethically. After re-examining punitive or archaic practices

and policies in areas like admissions, student culminating experiences, and

practicum training, we altered policies—with student input—and updated our

program mission and vision. We clarified program values and sought to

cultivate those values in program faculty and leadership.

Concrete, implementable actions are powerful indicators of programmatic

change. They shift departmental norms and culture, setting the stage for

transformation.
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