
RIGOROUS  
learning experiences increase 
students' depth of understanding, 
embrace a process of productive 
struggle, risk taking, growth, and 
revision, and cultivate independent 
learners with a curiosity to discover 
what they don't know.

JOYFUL  
learning experiences capture 
the thrill of learning - agency, 
choice, collaboration, connection, 
curiosity, effort, ownership, 
passion, and pride.

CULTURALLY 
RESPONSIVE  
learning experiences recognize the 
importance of including students' 
cultural displays of learning and 
meaning making in all aspects of 
learning. Students have "windows" 
into someone else's experience 
and "mirrors" that reflect their own 
identities, cultures, and reality. 
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These definitions have been informed by Berger, R. Woodfin, L., & Vilen, A. (2016). Learning That Lasts: Challenging, Engaging, and Empow-
ering Students with Deeper Instruction; Hammond, Z. (2015). Culturally responsive teaching and the brain: Promoting authentic engagement 
and rigor among culturally and linguistically diverse students; Joyful Learning Network (www.joyfullearningnetwork.com); Ladson-Billings, G. 
(1994). The Dreamkeepers: Successful Teachers of African American Children; and Sztabnik, B. (2015). A New Definition of Rigor. Edutopia. 



RIGOROUS 
HOW WILL I...
create a learning environment that the brain perceives as safe and nurturing so learners can learn?
build relationships between myself and all learners by being a warm demander and providing wise feedback?
 
HOW WILL ALL LEARNERS...
access the learning based on their individual needs?
be responsible for doing the thinking, the questioning, and the talking during this learning experience?
apply, analyze, evaluate, model, and/or create during the learning experience?
have opportunities to make their thinking visible?
articulate what they learned, why they learned it, and how it connects to other knowledge, skills, and the real world?
 
HOW WILL THIS LEARNING EXPERIENCE...
support learners to work on tasks and toward learning targets that are clearly aligned with standards?
encourage productive struggle and foster independent thinking for all learners?

JOYFUL 
HOW WILL I…
make my own passion for the content apparent to my learners?
build relationships with my learners through making connections to their passions? 

HOW WILL ALL LEARNERS... 
feel ownership for learning by having choice and contributing their own questions, ideas, and perspectives?
have opportunities to learn about and explore their own interests?

HOW WILL THIS LEARNING EXPERIENCE...
use different access points to engage all learners?
empower all learners to demonstrate their knowledge in a way meaningful to them?
invite learners’ outside interests and skills into the class and cultivate opportunities to extend learning beyond this experience?
incorporate physical movement and brain breaks into the arc of the learning experience? 

CULTURALLY RESPONSIVE  
HOW WILL I…
work to build an equitable learning community that does not replicate structures that perpetuate white privilege and racism?
consider how my own cultural identity shapes my expectations of all learners and work to uncover my implicit biases?
center materials written by people who are part of the community/culture being studied?
consider race and other components of identity in creating groups, selecting materials, and assigning tasks?
 
HOW WILL ALL LEARNERS...
use cognitive routines to actively process new information by connecting it to existing background knowledge?
have opportunities to synthesize complex ideas and consider multiple perspectives?
 
HOW WILL THIS LEARNING EXPERIENCE...
reflect the strengths, capabilities, contributions, and positive representations about underrepresented races and cultures? 

Select one or two questions about rigorous, joyful, culturally responsive learning  
to consider deeply in your work:

REFLECT: How did focusing on these questions impact all of your learners’ experience?

These questions have been informed by Cohen, G.L., Steele, C.M., & Ross, L.D. (1999). The mentor’s dilemma: Providing critical feedback across the racial divide. Personality 
and Social Psychology Bulletin, 25, 1302-1318; Hammond, Z. (2015). Culturally responsive teaching and the brain: Promoting authentic engagement and rigor among culturally and 
linguistically diverse students; and Kleinfeld, J. (1975). Effective teachers of Eskimo and Indian students. The School Review, 83(2), 301-344.


