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 dedicate this booklet to all educator heroes working at the 
ground level, toiling daily to critique, problematize, and 
transform systems so all children have equitable opportuni-

ties to learn, grow, and actualize. This booklet provides insight 
into the experiences of seven educators who participated in my 
PhD research study. Practitioners and I spent seven weeks iden-
tifying, exploring, and transforming problems that prevented us 
from designing culturally responsive practices. After transform-
ing problems, we used specific tools to develop culturally mean-
ingful activities.  

In this book, I use Joseph Campbell’s (1941) concept of 
the Hero’s Journey to illustrate their experiences unpacking cul-
turally responsive teaching and designing culturally meaningful 
practices. Their experiences support the argument that culturally 
meaningful teaching is not a quick tip but a journey. It is a hero’s 
journey, to be exact.  

I highlight five phases that educators in my study experi-
enced. Then, I share SEL activities to help you reflect on your 
experiences and journey with culturally meaningful teaching. I 
designed this book to trigger memories of your experiences with 
culturally responsive teaching.  

Therefore, SEL activities will guide you as you think deeply 
about your journey, including how you have responded to cultur-
ally responsive education and educational equity over the years.  

If you have fallen into a ditch or become tangled by theory 
during your journey, this book will pull you out and set you free 
so that you can finish the course.  

We need you. Our students need you. Your work matters.  

 
In solidarity, 

Dwayne D. Williams, PhD 
  

I 



 

HERO’S 
 
 
 

 
How Seven School-Based Practitioners 

Learned to Design Culturally Meaningful 
Activities–and How You Can Too! 

 
 

 
 
 
 

Dwayne D. Williams, PhD  
 
 

  

JOURNEY 
 

THE 
 



Copyright © 2023 by Dwayne D. Williams, PhD  
 

Printed in the United States of America 
ISBN: 979-8-9873114-1-7 
  
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be re-
produced or transmitted in any form or by any means, elec-
tronic or mechanical, including photocopy or any infor-
mation storage and retrieval system, without written per-
mission of the author. 
 

All trademarks within this book are the property of their 
respective holders. Using the trademarks does not indicate 
any relationship with, or endorsement by, the holders of the 
trademarks. 
 

Books by Dr. Dwayne D. Williams  
 

LEARN: A 5-Step Framework for Designing Culturally 
Meaningful Practices  
ISBN: 979-8-9873114-0-0 
 

Redesign: An SEL Toolkit to Designing Culturally Sustain-
ing and Antiracist Practices 
ISBN: 978-0-9847157-2-5 
 

Like Music to My Ears: A Hip-Hop Approach to Address-
ing SEL and Trauma in Schools 
ISBN: 978-0-9847157-5-6 
 

An RTI Guide to Improving the Performance of African 
American Students 
ISBN: 978-1483319735 
 

Human Behavior from a Spiritual Perspective: Spiritual De-
velopment Begins in Your Mind 
Book 1—ISBN: 978-0984715794 
Book 2—ISBN: 978-0984715787 
  



Want FREE Books, Magazines, and Training Videos? 
Access Dr. Williams’s free resources at the sites below.  
 

Click the links to access the resources.  
 

Website: Click here to visit our website, where you can find a host 
of resources on designing culturally meaningful practices. 
www.tier1education.com 
 

Podcast—Begin With Their Culture: Unboxing Culturally Meaningful 
Teaching. Click here to listen to our Podcast. Be sure to follow! 
 

Newsletters:  Click here to subscribe to our newsletter to access 
our free books, articles, and magazines.  
 

LinkedIn—@dwaynedwilliamsphd: Click here to follow Dr. Wil-
liams on LinkedIn and access his articles on designing culturally 
meaningful practices in 5 steps. 
 

YouTube—@dwaynedwilliamsphd: Click here to access Dr. Wil-
liams’s YouTube Channel and get over 40 videos on culturally re-
sponsive teaching. Be sure to subscribe! 
 

Twitter—@dwaynedwilliams: Click here to follow Dr. Williams on 
Twitter and get resources on designing culturally responsive activi-
ties.  
 

Facebook Fan Page: Click here to like our Facebook page and ac-
cess training videos on culturally meaningful practices.  
www.facebook.com/Tier1services 
 

Like Music to My Ears SEL and Trauma Curriculum Face-
book Page: Click here to join our Like Music to My Ears SEL and 
Trauma Curriculum Private Facebook group. In this group, Dr. Wil-
liams gives examples of culturally responsive SEL and trauma-in-
formed practices.  
www.facebook.com/groups/likemusictomyearscurriculum 
 

Redesign: An SEL Toolkit to Designing Culturally Meaning-
ful Practices: Click here to join our Redesign Facebook private 

https://tier1education.com/
http://www.tier1education.com/
https://begin-with-their-culture-podcast.simplecast.com/
https://tier1education.com/signup-for-our-newsletter/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/dwaynedwilliamsphd/
https://www.youtube.com/@dwaynedwilliamsphd/videos
https://twitter.com/DwayneDWilliams
https://www.facebook.com/Tier1services
https://www.facebook.com/groups/2252938794990392
https://www.facebook.com/groups/333913430986039


group, where educators who read Dr. Williams’s resources discuss 
and process the materials as a collective.  
www.facebook.com/groups/RedesignAnSELToolkit 
 

Instagram: Click here to check out Dr. Williams on Instagram 
@dwaynedwilliamsphd 
 

TikTok—@dwaynedwilliamsphd: Click here to access Dr. Wil-
liams’s TikTok videos @dwaynedwilliamsphd 
 
  

https://www.instagram.com/dwaynedwilliamsphd/
https://www.tiktok.com/@dwaynedwilliamsphd?lang=en


 

Table of Contents 
 
 

About the Author ..................................................................... 1 

A Note to the Reader ............................................................... 4 

1 - The Hero’s Journey ............................................................ 8 

2 - Getting Unstuck and Untangled! ................................... 27 

3 - Self-Awareness Activities: Review and Reflection ...... 42 

4 - Bestowing Boons ............................................................. 57 

References............................................................................... 63 

 
 



1 | Dwayne D. Williams 

About the Author 
 
 

 
 
 
Dwayne D. Williams, PhD, is a school psychologist, in-
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liams helps organizations design and redesign educational 
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meaningful, inclusive, and equitable programming that in-
tegrates instruction with students' cultural assets and lived 
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culture, and equity with instruction. He is the author of the 
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in culturally meaningful ways.  

Dr. Williams lived in housing projects as a child in 
Springfield, Illinois, and often speaks on the need to con-
nect with students, parents, and community leaders from 
underrepresented backgrounds to improve educational 
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A Note to the Reader 
 
 

ear Reader: 
Thanks for your interest in this booklet. When I 
first thought about the ideas that fill these pages, 

I wanted to create a short document describing Joseph 
Campbell's (1941) Hero's Journey concept. I wanted to 
share how his concept applies to designing culturally re-
sponsive practices. Using his idea, I wanted to describe how 
seven educators in my PhD research study experienced a 
heroic journey.  

Days later, I thought about publishing booklets related 
to my research and giving them away. Yes, that’s right—
publishing booklets and giving them away. Free! I'd pro-
duce booklets on my research on designing culturally mean-
ingful practices using culturally meaningful tools. I'd then 
give them to you and your team members to guide your 
work. This would be my way of giving back to the commu-
nity and helping stakeholders pull themselves out of the pits 
and ditches they've fallen into trying to design culturally re-
sponsive practices.  

When I thought about giving away free booklets, I 
stopped what I was doing. I searched Google, YouTube, 
and Amazon to find out the least amount of pages Amazon 
would publish for print books. Although I wanted to keep 
this resource between 2–5 pages, Amazon only publishes 
books with a minimum of 24 pages.  

D 



A Note to the Reader 

5 | Dwayne D. Williams 

 

Therefore, I happily filled the booklet with additional 
tips and strategies related to culturally responsive teaching 
to meet the page count, particularly how you can follow the 
exact approach that practitioners and I used to unpack cul-
turally responsive teaching and design culturally responsive 
practices. By the end of this booklet, you will be able to: 
 

• recognize Joseph Campbell’s 3 basic stages of the 
hero’s journey, 

• describe the relationship between the hero’s journey 
and culturally responsive teaching,  

• describe The 3-Step Problem Transformation Pro-
cess and how you will use it in your practice, 

• describe the 5-Phase Heroic Journey Framework 
that you can use to reflect on your history with cul-
turally responsive teaching, 

• articulate where you are on your journey and how 
you have gotten there. 

 

Throughout the book, I discuss the relationship be-
tween the hero's journey (Campbell, 1941) and designing 
culturally responsive activities (Williams, 2022). I provide 
narratives, visuals, and activities to support my argument 
that developing culturally responsive practices is a hero's 
journey, having various phases. I wrote this book to create 
opportunities for you to reflect on your journey concerning 
the 5 phases that practitioners in my research experienced, 
leading to designing culturally meaningful activities.   
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By the end of my PhD research study, all seven educa-
tors used four specific tools to design culturally meaningful 
practices, including: 
 

1. a magazine on the history of culturally responsive 
education 

2. a survey to gather students’ community practices 
and cultural interests 

3. a culturally meaningful design template  
4. The Culturally Meaningful Comparison Table  

 

When the study ended, I analyzed these four tools. 
Then, I included them in The LEARN Framework for 
Practice (Williams, 2023), a 5-step framework that practi-
tioners and I co-designed and employed to unpack cultur-
ally responsive teaching and design culturally meaningful 
activities. You can access the free magazine Demystifying 
Culturally Responsive Teaching: In the Beginning was . . . 
Racism (Williams, 2022) at our website: www.tier1educa-
tion.com. We used this magazine to understand the history 
of culturally responsive teaching. Practitioners explained 
that the magazine helped them identify their “why” and en-
hanced their knowledge of culturally responsive education.  

LEARN: A 5-Step Framework for Designing Cul-
turally Meaningful Practices  

I do not discuss the LEARN framework in this booklet. 
However, my book LEARN: A 5-Step Framework for De-
signing Culturally Meaningful Practices describes the frame-
work in detail, including:   
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• detailed experiences of the seven-week heroic jour-
ney practitioners experienced in my research, 

• each element of the 5-Step LEARN Framework for 
Practice practitioners used to design culturally 
meaningful activities,  

• how you can use The LEARN Framework to re-
imagine your practices and design culturally mean-
ingful activities, 

• four tools practitioners found most useful for un-
packing culturally meaningful teaching and design-
ing culturally meaningful activities—and more!   

This booklet's primary goal is to help you and your 
team members understand the relationship between the 
hero's journey and culturally responsive teaching—and to 
inspire you to think about your journey. By the end of this 
booklet, you will reflect on your journey to understand your 
current mindset regarding culturally responsive teaching 
and designing equitable practices. This book will guide you 
as you reflect on and explore your journey with culturally 
responsive teaching, including challenges you experience 
that prevent you from designing culturally responsive prac-
tices. This book emphasizes the importance of identifying, 
exploring, and transforming problems that prevent you 
from designing culturally meaningful practices. My other 
book that describes my research—LEARN—unpacks the 
LEARN framework that practitioners and I co-designed 
and then used to design culturally meaningful practices. 
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1 
The Hero’s Journey 

 

 
 
 
 

A hero ventures forth from the world of the common day 
into a region of supernatural wonder: fabulous forces are 
there encountered, and a decisive victory is won: the hero 
comes back from this mysterious adventure with the 
power to bestow boons on his fellow man.     
  

—Joseph Campbell 

ave you ever heard of The Hero’s Journey? When 
you hear the phrase, what comes to your mind? 
How does The Hero’s Journey relate to designing 

culturally responsive teaching and equitable practices in the 
classroom?  

In this booklet, I share how seven school-based prac-
titioners experienced the hero’s journey (I define this con-
cept later in this chapter), leaving the familiar and venturing 
into the unknown, unpacking culturally responsive 

H 
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teaching, and designing culturally meaningful practices. 
Throughout their journey, they experienced problems, co-
designed tools to resolve those problems, transformed 
themselves and re-imagined their practices. From their jour-
ney, they became more knowledgeable, skillful, and confi-
dent in designing culturally responsive practices, and they 
acquired four useful tools to transform old, traditional prac-
tices. I provide a visual of their experience in Figure 1, draw-
ing from what Joseph Campbell (1941) describes as the 
hero’s journey. 

I show the relationship between the hero’s journey and 
culturally responsive teaching in five phases, and I provide 
three sets of self-awareness activities so you can reflect on 
your journey with culturally responsive teaching. I share, 
what I call, The 3-Step Problem Transformation Process, a 
practical approach that educators and I used during my 
PhD research study to (1) identify problems that prevented 
us from unpacking culturally responsive teaching and (2) 
design culturally responsive activities, using specific tools. I 
share tips on using this booklet with your departments and 
team members to reflect on your journey with culturally re-
sponsive teaching as a collective, including how to get un-
stuck, untangled, and back to work—so you can continue 
your journey unpacking culturally responsive teaching and 
designing culturally responsive activities.  
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Exploring and Resolving Challenges to Design-
ing Culturally Responsive SEL Practices 

On May 5, 2022 (Cinco de Mayo), I defended my disserta-
tion titled Exploring and Resolving Challenges to Design-
ing Culturally Responsive SEL Practices. School-based 
practitioners in my PhD research study experienced the 
hero’s journey (Campbell, 1941), unpacking culturally re-
sponsive teaching and designing culturally responsive prac-
tices. We met one hour per week via Zoom for seven weeks.  

Throughout their journey, practitioners identified 
problems, explored which obstacles to transform first, co-
designed tools to transform those obstacles, and used cul-
turally meaningful resources to develop activities. In what 
follows, I introduce The Hero’s Journey concept (Camp-
bell, 1941). As you engage with the booklet, consider how 
The Hero’s Journey applies to your experiences; determine 
which phase of the journey represents your reality with cul-
turally responsive teaching and designing equitable prac-
tices.  

The Hero’s Journey 

Joseph Campbell captures the essence of The Hero's Journey 
with this quote: 
 

A hero ventures forth from the world of the common 
day into a region of supernatural wonder: fabulous 
forces are there encountered, and a decisive victory is 
won: the hero comes back from this mysterious 
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adventure with the power to bestow boons on his fel-
low man. 
 
Anthropologist Joseph Campbell initiated the phrase 

The Hero’s Journey in his best-known work, The Hero With a 
Thousand Faces (Campbell, 1941). Campbell studied stories 
and noticed that all heroes experienced a similar journey 
that led to transformation. He noted that, although heroes 
experienced different problems and obstacles during their 
journey, they experienced similar stages that led to transfor-
mation. Campbell (1941) argues that the journey consists of 
three basic stages: departure, initiation, and return.  

In the departure stage, the hero lives an everyday life 
and receives a call or invitation to do something extraordi-
nary. Initially, the hero is reluctant to accept the call, but 
with the help of a mentor or more capable person, accepts 
and ventures from the familiar, everyday way of life to a 
more thought-provoking wonder or adventure. In the initi-
ation stage, the hero enters the new world and experiences 
tremendous obstacles; the hero overcomes the challenges, 
which leads to transformation. In the return phase, the hero 
returns to the ordinary world. However, because the jour-
ney transforms the hero, she is wiser, stronger, and more 
capable than before the transformation journey. Even 
more, the hero acquires powerful tools to transform prob-
lems in the ordinary world.  

Campbell (1941) argues that stories across literature 
follow the hero’s journey. Popular movies include: 
 

• Spider-Man 
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• Harry Potter 
• Shrek  
• Star Wars 
• The Lion King 
• The Matrix 
• The Wizard of Oz 

 

Using Campbell’s (1941) concept of The Hero’s Jour-
ney, I describe the experiences of seven school-based prac-
titioners who participated in my PhD research study. I ex-
plain how they went from the everyday, common world 
(implementing prescriptive, preplanned, and prepackaged 
curricula in the classroom) and ventured into the unknown 
world—the world of culturally responsive teaching. I illus-
trate how they experienced problems in the new world, and 
how they worked as a collective, co-designing culturally 
meaningful tools to transform their problems. Using co-de-
signed tools, they designed culturally meaningful practices. 
I describe their journey in five phases: 
 

1. The Status Quo Phase 
2. The Call Phase 
3. The Exploration Phase 
4. The Departure Phase 
5. The Return Phase 

 

The five phases encompass Campbell’s (1941) three 
basic stages. In what follows, I illustrate their journey of un-
packing culturally responsive teaching and designing cultur-
ally responsive activities. Prior to participating in the study, 
practitioners centered Whiteness in the classroom, ignoring 
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the cultural values, lived experiences, and community prac-
tices of culturally diverse learners (The Status Quo). They 
received a call to leave the common world of Whiteness and 
venture into the world of culturally responsive teaching 
(The Call).  

Practitioners accepted the call and explored culturally 
responsive education (The Exploration), worked as a col-
lective to re-imagine their practices and design culturally 
meaningful activities (The Departure), and returned to the 
classroom (The Return) transformed—more knowledgea-
ble, capable, and skillful. From overcoming obstacles, set-
backs, and fears in the unknown world, they developed a 
new mindset and acquired culturally meaningful tools, al-
lowing them to adapt traditional practices and design equi-
table instructional supports for all students. Figure 1 illus-
trates their heroic journey.  
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Figure 1: The Hero’s Journey Designing Culturally 
Meaningful Practices  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
 
 
 

 
The Common World: 
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The Hero’s Journey into 
the Unknown World: 

Culturally Meaningful Teaching 
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4. The Departure 

5. The Return: 
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Understanding The Common World 

The everyday world in Figure 1 represents traditional prac-
tices whereby practitioners center Eurocentric, mainstream 
values and norms while ignoring culturally diverse learners’ 
values, experiences, and community practices. While 
providing instruction in the common world, practitioners 
employ prescriptive, preplanned, and prepackaged curricula 
that do not address the realities of students of color, such 
as racial trauma, discrimination, and injustice. In this world, 
practitioners perceive “best practice” as following curricula 
with fidelity, even at the expense of disengaging students 
during instructional time.  

When students disengage during instructional time, the 
common tendency is to blame students, their parents, their 
communities, or their cultures. In this world, practitioners 
often argue that students do not have the motivation, skills, 
or ability needed to perform at a high level in the classroom; 
consistent with this belief, practitioners establish substand-
ard goals for students. In the common world, practitioners 
employ tools—including theories, cultural interests, 
knowledge, and so on—rooted in Eurocentric values and 
norms.  

Students who do not embrace these resources lose 
hours of instruction, disengaging during the learning expe-
rience and skipping intervention support groups through-
out the week. Culturally diverse learners complain that in-
structional materials are “boring” and ignore their lived ex-
periences, cultural interests, and community practices. Stu-
dents who disconnect from instruction, because of cultural 
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clashes, spend school hours protesting by disengaging in the 
learning experience. 

The Hero’s Journey into the Unknown World—
a World of Culturally Meaningful Teaching  

Practitioners do not suddenly make the decision to leave the 
common world. Rather, they read books and attend profes-
sional development training that offers alternative ap-
proaches to teaching and learning. These resources call 
practitioners to enter the new, unfamiliar world—the world 
of culturally responsive teaching. The hero’s journey into 
the unknown world, unpacking culturally responsive teach-
ing and learning to design culturally meaningful activities, is 
warped with obstacles that practitioners experience as they 
leave the common world and enter the new one. 

For example, during my PhD study, practitioners ex-
perienced a host of problems as they navigated the un-
known. Practitioners and I worked as a group, co-designed 
tools to transform problems, and used those tools to design 
culturally meaningful activities. We experienced obstacles 
and supported each other. Throughout this process, we ex-
perienced cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1957)—psycho-
logical and emotional tension—in response to receiving in-
formation that challenged our beliefs, values, and practices, 
perspectives that govern the common world.  

In what follows, I describe the heroic journey seven 
school-based practitioners experienced. I begin by describ-
ing the cultural climate of the high school where the study 
occurred, and I share why the school principal requested 
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that I train her staff. Practitioners and I worked for seven 
consecutive weeks, identifying, exploring, and transforming 
problems that prevented them from designing culturally re-
sponsive practices. By the seventh week, all practitioners re-
imagined their practices, leaving the common world and de-
signing culturally meaningful SEL activities to implement 
with students in the classroom. The five phases that follow 
align with Figure 1. 

The 5-Phase Heroic Journey Framework 

Drawing from the experiences of educators in my study, I 
offer The 5-Phase Heroic Journey Framework for reflecting 
on your journey with culturally responsive teaching. I de-
signed the framework as a tool to guide you as you reflect 
on your journey with culturally responsive teaching. Use the 
framework to reflect on your history and engagement with 
culturally responsive education to understand how events 
during the five phases have shaped your current mindset 
about culturally responsive teaching.  
 
Phase 1: The Status Quo  

The Status Quo Phase refers to providing instruction in 
the classroom that is not culturally responsive—instruction 
that ignores the lived experiences, community practices, 
and cultural values of culturally diverse learners. 
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Before the PhD study, practitioners practiced consist-
ently with the status quo, implementing preplanned, pre-
scriptive, and prepackaged curricula when working with 
students. They all read popular books on culturally respon-
sive teaching and attended hours of PD training, but lacked 
knowledge concerning culturally responsive frameworks, 
including how to design culturally responsive activities. 
Therefore, they practiced consistently with how institutions 
trained them, ignoring the cultural values, lived experiences, 
and community practices of culturally diverse learners.  
 

Phase 2: The Call  

The Call Phase refers to receiving a call to leave the com-
mon world to enter a new one—a world of culturally re-
sponsive teaching. Practitioners receive the call from books, 
articles, colleagues, and professional development (PD). 
Practitioners in my PhD study received the call during PD 
training on culturally responsive teaching.  

A principal at a high school in the Midwest USA con-
tacted me to provide training on culturally responsive teach-
ing. I’ll call her Barb the Principal. Barb commented that 
her building had been having courageous conversations 
about race and discussing culturally responsive teaching for 
five years. The problem, she lamented, was although they 
had been training for five years, teachers did not know how 
to design culturally responsive practices. Teachers were 
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upset that they had invested years into PD training yet could 
not design culturally responsive activities.   

Barb was aware of my work with culturally responsive 
teaching and requested I provide training on culturally re-
sponsive practices for any teacher who would participate. 
She commented that educators in her building stopped at-
tending equity training, stating they were tired of being a 
part of meetings where they spent hours talking about the-
ories, race, and White privilege. She requested I present on 
culturally responsive teaching, and since teachers refused to 
attend equity training sessions, she made attendance volun-
tary.  

To our surprise, approximately one hundred teachers 
attended the training, including teachers who refused to 
participate in equity discussions. During the training, I de-
fined culturally responsive education, cultural values, and 
community practices. I discussed cultural clashes and illus-
trated how clashes lead to disciplining and referring stu-
dents of color for special education services at alarming 
rates. I also illustrated how cultural clashes lead to referring 
and qualifying students of color for special education ser-
vices disproportionately when compared with other racial 
groups.  

Teachers were engaged, blowing the chat box up and 
smashing the like button. They were asking questions and 
sharing stories. By the end, teachers shared "aha" moments, 
and administrators requested that I coach their depart-
ments. They were on fire and ready to take on the world! 
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The presentation was a call to practitioners, calling 
them to examine how their practices contribute to disciplin-
ing culturally diverse learners and referring them for special 
education services at disproportionate rates. My presenta-
tion was a call to leave the common world and explore the 
world of culturally responsive teaching. 
 

Phase 3: The Exploration 

The Exploration Phase refers to exploring the un-
known—culturally responsive teaching. During this phase, 
practitioners did not intend to break away from status quo 
teaching; rather, they explored what culturally responsive 
teaching meant for them, based on their areas of work. 

I received several emails from teachers about the 
presentation. Teachers requested personal coaching, while 
administrators requested department training. I worked 
with a host of administrators periodically throughout the 
year to help them process the content I shared during the 
training. They wanted a deeper understanding of the con-
cepts; they needed to explore the principles in relation to 
their practices. 

The director of special education, whom I will call Di-
rector Pam, had a different interest and request than all 
other administrators. In an email, Pam expressed it was her 
first time learning the content I shared. She said the infor-
mation made her question how she and her teams offered 
special education services and provisions. Pam wanted to 
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examine special education services from a culturally respon-
sive lens. She requested I work with her department twice a 
month to explore “culturally responsive special education 
services.”  

Exploring culturally responsive teaching within the 
special education department inspired team members; by 
the third meeting, they shifted their interest from discussing 
culturally responsive special education services to designing 
culturally meaningful SEL community-building activities. 
During this time, students worked remotely, and educators 
planned for students to return in the fall. They knew stu-
dents would be anxious upon returning to the building; they 
knew it was important for students to engage in commu-
nity-building activities to re-acclimate to school and learn 
around physical bodies instead of virtual ones. As they ex-
plored, practitioners suggested meeting weekly to break 
away or depart from traditional practices and design “cul-
turally responsive community-building SEL activities.”   
 

Phase 4: The Departure 

The Departure Phase refers to departing from the status 
quo and entering a new, unfamiliar world filled with prob-
lems that prevent educators from designing culturally re-
sponsive practices. To experience transformation and de-
sign culturally responsive practices, practitioners needed 
new tools to overcome specific problems and to design cul-
turally meaningful activities. 
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Practitioners and I met for seven consecutive weeks via 
Zoom. Each meeting lasted one hour. During this phase, 
practitioners departed from their usual ways of teaching by 
unpacking culturally responsive teaching and designing cul-
turally responsive practices. Their goal was to reimagine 
their practices in culturally responsive ways, which is exactly 
what we did, and here is how we did it. We—  
 

• conducted a focus group to identify problems   
• explored problems as a collective 
• co-designed tools associated with problems 
• employed co-designed tools to transform problems  
• employed co-designed tools to develop culturally 

meaningful SEL activities  
 

First, we identified problems that prevented us from 
designing culturally responsive practices. Second, we ex-
plored which problems to transform first. Third, we co-de-
signed tools specifically related to problems we experi-
enced—problems that prevented us from designing cultur-
ally responsive practices. Fourth, we used co-designed tools 
to transform problems. Finally, we employed the co-de-
signed tools to develop culturally responsive activities. I call 
this The 3-Step Problem Transformation Process: (1) Problem 
Identification, (2) Problem Exploration, and (3) Problem 
Transformation.  
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The 3-Step Problem Transformation Process to De-
signing Culturally Meaningful Practices  

The activities I described above fit within the 3-Step Problem 
Transformation Process for designing culturally meaningful 
practices. Here’s how. 
 

1. Problem Identification:  
• convening a focus group to identify problems 

that prevent you and your team members from 
designing culturally responsive practices  
 

2. Problem Exploration:  
• exploring the list of identified problems as a col-

lective (in teams) to determine which barriers to 
transform first  
 

3. Problem Transformation: 
• finding and co-designing tools related specifi-

cally to identified problems  
• employing co-designed tools to transform those 

problems  
• employing co-designed tools to design cultur-

ally meaningful activities  
 

After learning to design culturally responsive practices, 
practitioners in my study returned to their classrooms, 
where they applied the knowledge gained from their jour-
ney. 
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Phase 5: The Return 

The Return Phase refers to returning to the common 
world, the classroom, with new tools, knowledge, and ap-
proaches to engage with culturally meaningful teaching.  

Practitioners completed the study at the end of the 
2020–2021 school year. We had our last meeting weeks be-
fore graduation. Therefore, practitioners could not return 
to the classroom and apply their knowledge, skills, and tools 
to design culturally responsive practices. However, practi-
tioners used their tools during the 2022–2023 school year. 
I have kept in contact with three practitioners from the 
study. I have questioned how they employ culturally re-
sponsive teaching principles and design culturally respon-
sive practices. 

Karly, a White 35-year-old social worker, was designing 
culturally responsive community-building activities, includ-
ing culturally responsive restorative justice practices, 
trauma-informed support, and SEL activities. She was also 
training equity team members in the building on principles 
she learned from the 7-week journey. She and I co-planned 
a presentation for her daughter's elementary school on cul-
turally responsive teaching, and she delivered the presenta-
tion, helping them unpack culturally responsive education.  

Lamont, a Black 36-year-old social worker, was em-
ploying principles he learned during the study to design cul-
turally responsive Tier 2 groups, including culturally re-
sponsive and transformative SEL programming and 
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trauma-informed supports. He also established the Black 
Student Union (BSU) at the high school where they worked. 
He used principles from the study to develop a BSU rooted 
in culturally responsive principles. Both Karly and Lamont 
were leaders in their buildings on culturally responsive 
teaching and provided consultation and coaching for teach-
ers on culturally responsive education.  

Susan, a White 37-year-old school psychologist, co-led 
social and emotional learning (SEL) support groups with 
Karly that placed students’ cultural values and community 
practices at the center of instruction. She and Karly paired 
drawing, trauma-informed principles, and CASEL’s 5 SEL 
competencies to help students process stress in culturally 
meaningful ways. This was a re-imagined practice; before 
the study, Susan and Karly employed prescriptive curricula 
when providing trauma-informed supports and SEL pro-
gramming. Now, they begin with their students’ cultures, 
creating opportunities to learn about their students’ values 
and placing those values at the center of instruction.  

In my book, LEARN: A 5-Step Framework for De-
signing Culturally Meaningful Practices, I go into detail on 
using The 3-Step Problem Transformation Process I de-
scribed above, and I teach you how to use the 5-step Learn 
framework to guide you through designing culturally mean-
ingful practices. Be sure to get the book if you want to learn 
how to design culturally meaningful practices in five practi-
cal steps.  

In this chapter, I discussed how practitioners in my 
PhD research study experienced the hero’s journey, 
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unpacking culturally responsive teaching and designing cul-
turally responsive practices in seven consecutive weeks. In 
what follows, I provide recommendations you and your 
teams can use to get unstuck and untangled, so you can pre-
pare to design culturally responsive practices in your areas 
of work. 
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2 
Getting Unstuck 
and Untangled!  

 

 
 
 
 

When nothing goes right, go left. 
 

—Unknown 

f you’ve fallen into a ditch in your journey with cultur-
ally responsive teaching or theories have tangled you, 
use the following four recommendations to pull your-

self out and get untangled.  
 

1. Don’t play the blame game: Know that we have all 
been duped! 

2. Form teams.  

I 



The Hero’s Journey 

28 | Dwayne D. Williams 

3. Don’t offer “quick tip” technical solutions to imple-
ment in the classroom. (These create more prob-
lems to transform.) 

4. Follow The 3-Step Problem Transformation Pro-
cess to designing culturally meaningful practices. 

Don't Play the Blame Game: Know That We 
Have All Been Duped! 

If you want to get unstuck with culturally responsive teach-
ing and bring your teams together, understand that we have 
all been duped: Teacher training programs have trained us 
from a Eurocentric perspective, ignoring the cultural values, 
lived experiences, and community practices of culturally di-
verse learners. Consequently, we experience a host of prob-
lems that prevent us from designing culturally responsive 
practices. The goal, then, is to identify (or co-design) useful 
tools to transform problems. Then, use those tools to de-
velop culturally meaningful activities.   

As Karly in my PhD study professed, we must "re-
learn" how to provide effective practices since our training 
was one-sided. Knowing that we have all been duped helps 
us stop blaming each other for the challenges we experience 
with culturally responsive teaching; it helps us understand 
how racist systems failed to prepare us to center the experi-
ences of culturally diverse learners in the classroom. There-
fore, when we play the blame game with colleagues, we ab-
solve racist systems that duped us. We point fingers, frown, 
and scream at each other, believing the problem lies in the 
team members.  
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Form Teams  

Be sure to go at culturally responsive teaching with others—
in teams. You will have the best journey working as a col-
lective. During my PhD study, practitioners commented 
that they made progress with culturally responsive teaching 
quickly because they processed principles as a collective.  

As a group, we studied, co-presented, co-designed 
tools, shared narratives, critiqued and problematized prac-
tices, challenged each other's perspectives, and supported 
each other along the journey. During the training, when 
practitioners shared narratives, their narratives triggered 
ideas from other practitioners. This created what I call a 
chain reactive response (CRR), in which practitioners lis-
tened to and processed narratives, then affirmed their col-
leagues’ experiences by sharing narratives similar to and dif-
ferent from their colleagues’ realities.  

Practitioners used narratives as tools to think deeply 
about problems they experienced that prevented them from 
designing culturally responsive practices. Practitioners 
would have had different journeys if I had required them to 
work alone. The community—where practitioners shared 
narratives—played a vital role in processing culturally re-
sponsive teaching and designing culturally responsive prac-
tices.   
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Don’t Offer Quick Tip “Technical Solutions” to 
Implement in the Classroom  

When you read "don't offer quick tip technical solutions," 
did you place your hand over your heart like Fred Sanford 
did, claiming "a big one" was coming? Resist the urge to rely 
on technical quick-tip solutions. In my book, LEARN: A 5-
Step Framework for Designing Culturally Meaningful Prac-
tices, I describe in detail the problem with giving quick tip 
technical solutions when training practitioners on culturally 
responsive teaching and equity. If you are currently stuck in 
a ditch, quick tips drove you there. I will share three reasons 
why quick tips will drive you and your staff off course fast. 
 

1. Quick tip solutions may not align with your stu-
dents’ lived experiences, community practices, or 
cultural values; they may create cultural clashes. 
Therefore, implementing them might cause your 
students to disengage, making you and your col-
leagues believe culturally responsive teaching 
"doesn't work”—a comment one colleague made 
when she experienced this phenomenon. Culturally 
responsive teaching is much more than simply im-
plementing quick-tip solutions. It is a mindset and 
requires an understanding of the design process. 
 

2. Culturally responsive teaching is applying culturally 
responsive frameworks in meaningful ways. When 
we offer quick tip solutions, we focus on technical 
solutions rather than analyzing, critiquing, and 
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problematizing culturally insensitive practices. We 
focus on quick solutions instead of inquiring how 
frameworks can guide our designs. The goal during 
the heroic journey is to transform problems; imple-
menting quick tip solutions creates additional, un-
necessary problems that create several ditches. 
 

3. Focusing on quick tip technical solutions demeans 
culturally responsive teaching. It is a "subtractive 
practice," taking away essential elements of cultur-
ally responsive teaching, including the history of 
culturally responsive teaching, the importance of 
understanding deficit-based thinking, the im-
portance of employing frameworks and principles 
as guides when designing culturally responsive prac-
tices, and the importance of exploring students’ cul-
tural values, lived experiences, and community 
practices.  

These are only a few problems related to implementing 
quick tip technical solutions without understanding the es-
sence of culturally responsive teaching and designing cul-
turally responsive activities. In what follows, I will share 
what you can do to pull yourself and your colleagues from 
the ditches you may have fallen into. 

Start with Problems 

Start with problems that prevent you from designing cultur-
ally responsive practices. Specifically, employ The 3-Step 
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Problem Transformation Process I used with practitioners 
in my study which led to designing culturally responsive 
practices. Here is how you can do it: 

 
1. Problem Identification  

• Identify problems that prevent you from de-
signing culturally responsive practices 

 
2. Problem Exploration 

• Explore those problems and determine which 
one to attack first  

 
3. Problem Transformation  

• Identify and co-design tools for those problems  
• Use tools to transform those problems 
• Use tools to design culturally meaningful activ-

ities  

Figure 2 illustrates activities that comprise the 3-Step Prob-
lem Transformation Process. 
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Figure 2: Problem Transformation Activities  
 
 

 
Step 1: Identify Problems. Host a focus group to iden-

tify problems that currently prevent you and your team 
members from designing culturally responsive practices. 
Don’t take turns complaining. Instead, tell stories; share 
lived experiences. Describe problems that prevent you from 
designing culturally responsive practices, and reflect on the 
history of those problems, from your understanding. Con-
sider how they evolved into their current state. I share ideas 
on conducting focus groups and strategies for identifying 
problems in our private Facebook group, Redesign: An 

1. Identify  
Problems   

2. Explore 
Problems 

3. Find/Co-
design Tools

4. Employ 
Tools

5. Use Tools to 
Design Activities 
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SEL Toolkit for Designing Culturally Meaningful Practices. 
This group is designed for individuals who use my resources 
to redesign their work in culturally meaningful ways. Check 
us out if you want to learn with us. 

Identifying problems is a self and social awareness ac-
tivity. It is a self-awareness activity because you explore spe-
cific problems and how problems affect your thoughts, feel-
ings, and practices concerning culturally responsive teach-
ing; it is a social awareness activity because you explore so-
cial spaces and obstacles that prevent you from achieving 
culturally responsive teaching goals. 

Step 2: Explore Problems. Explore the list of prob-
lems and focus on the ones you and your team members 
can transform quickly. In my study, we focused on "lacking 
knowledge" to transform first. I felt we could work together 
to find or co-design tools to transform this problem rela-
tively quickly. We transformed an array of problems related 
to lacking knowledge. Exploring problems is also a self and 
social awareness activity, becoming aware of problems you 
and your team members can transform and knowing which 
problems present as barriers to designing culturally respon-
sive teaching. 

Step 3: Find Tools to Transform Problems. Find tools 
related to problems you and your colleagues described dur-
ing the focus group; search for and co-design tools related 
to problems you will transform first. I recommend that you 
start with lacking knowledge, as it is an easy problem to 
transform. Practitioners and I used The LEARN Frame-
work to transform the problem of lacking knowledge of 
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culturally responsive teaching during my PhD study. We 
used The LEARN Framework to unpack culturally respon-
sive teaching and design culturally responsive practices. 
Each letter in the framework LEARN is an action step to 
unpacking culturally responsive teaching and designing cul-
turally meaningful practices. 

This component of the transformation process is also 
a social awareness activity, becoming aware of resources 
within your community that you can use to transform prob-
lems and design culturally responsive and transformative 
activities, just as we did in my study.  

Step 4: Use Designed Tools to Transform Problems. 
Employ tools (including co-designed tools) to transform 
problems that prevent you from designing culturally re-
sponsive practices. In my PhD study, practitioners and I co-
designed tools, including The LEARN Framework for 
Practice, to transform the problem of lacking knowledge of 
culturally responsive teaching.  

Using tools is a social awareness activity and requires 
that we learn which resources to use based on our instruc-
tional goals. Joining the Redesign private Facebook group is 
related to relationship skills, among other competencies, as 
you enter a community of practice (a Facebook group) and 
interact with stakeholders across races, cultures, gender, and 
socioeconomic status to achieve goals. 

Step 5: Use Tools to Design Prototype Activities. Use 
co-designed tools to develop culturally responsive "design 
maps." These are prototype designs of activities you can ne-
gotiate with your students and iterate as a group. I share 
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examples of prototype designs in the Redesign Facebook 
group. 

As stated, during my PhD study, practitioners used a 
host of tools throughout our seven-week journey, four of 
which they found most useful. We used The LEARN 
Framework for Practice (Williams, 2023) to guide us 
throughout the seven-week journey, and practitioners used 
it to design culturally responsive practices. Using tools to 
design activities requires all five of CASEL’s SEL compe-
tencies, which I address in our Redesign private Facebook 
group. 

Now that you understand the 3-Step Problem Trans-
formation Process, reflect on how you will use this process, 
or how you will introduce it to your teams. In the space 
below, document how you will use the 3-Step Problem 
Transformation Process during your journey with culturally 
responsive teaching and educational equity. 

How Will You Employ the 3-Step Problem 
Transformation Process?  

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 
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____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 
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How Will You Introduce The 3-Step Problem 
Transformation Process to Your Teams?  

What is your recommendation for using The 3-Step Prob-
lem Transformation Process as you and your team mem-
bers unpack culturally responsive teaching and design cul-
turally meaningful practices? 
____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 
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____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 
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Now that you’ve documented your thoughts on how you 
will use the 3-Step Problem Transformation Process to un-
pack culturally responsive teaching, determine how you will 
articulate your plan with your team. Consider how your 
team can employ your ideas moving forward.  
____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 
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____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 



 

42 | Dwayne D. Williams 

3 
Self-Awareness Activities:  

Review and Reflection 
 

 
 
 
 

The most important conversation is the one you have with 
yourself.  

—David Goggins 

hat are your thoughts about the hero’s journey? 
Can you see how the journey relates to unpack-
ing culturally responsive teaching and designing 

culturally responsive practices? Do you feel more knowl-
edgeable about the hero’s journey and its relationship to 
culturally responsive teaching than you were before reading 
this book?  

In this chapter, you will review the content you’ve read 
and reflect on it in writing. One of my favorite parts of 
learning is reflecting. I have written several books and 

W 
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designed a host of community-building activities related to 
social and emotional learning and trauma, and reflection in-
spired them all. Something magical happens when we re-
view information to gain a deeper understanding and reflect 
on ideas that emerge from processing.  

Reviewing and reflecting helps us pause, analyze, cri-
tique, problematize, and re-imagine our ways of being and 
practicing. This process creates opportunities to sit with 
tension, and transform, using available resources. We be-
come more capable, knowledgeable, and effective in our 
practice from reflection. Therefore, in this chapter, I share 
three sets of reflection activities associated with self-aware-
ness. I encourage you to engage with these activities with 
team members or as a department. I suggest this based on 
the chain reactive response (CRR) phenomenon I men-
tioned in the previous chapter. Practitioners in my PhD 
study attributed their success to learning and processing as 
a collective. Find your tribe, process the activities that fol-
low, experience tension, and transform in the process. 

The Hero’s Journey 

Activity #1:  

List Campbell’s (1941) 3 basic stages of the hero’s journey 
and describe what each stage represents. Review this chap-
ter and reflect on these stages. 
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Stage 1:  
____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

Stage 2: 
____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

Stage 3: 
____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 
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1b: Document thoughts or insights that emerged as you re-
flected on the three stages:  
____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 
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____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 
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Activity #2: 

In the space below, list the 3-Step Problem Transformation 
Process I used with practitioners in my research that led to 
designing culturally responsive practices, and include what 
each stage represents. 
 

Step 1: 
____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

 

Step 2: 
____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

 

Step 3: 
____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 
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2b: Explain how the five phases that practitioners experi-
enced in my PhD study relate to Campbell’s (1941) three 
basic stages of the Hero’s Journey. 
 

Phase 1:  
____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

 

Phase 2: 
____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 
 

Phase 3: 
____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 
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____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

 

Phase 4: 
____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

 

Phase 5: 
____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 
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Activity #3:  Where are You on Your Journey? 
In chapter 1, I used Campbell’s (1941) three basic stages of 
the hero’s journey to describe seven school-based practi-
tioners’ experiences venturing into the world of the un-
known, unpacking culturally responsive teaching and de-
signing culturally responsive practices. Instead of following 
Campbell’s (1941) stages exactly, I described their journey 
with culturally responsive teaching in five phases (see Fig-
ure 1). I documented their experiences through the seven-
week study, illustrating how they departed from the status 
quo and designed culturally responsive activities using co-
designed tools. 

Now that you understand culturally responsive teach-
ing is a heroic journey, leaving the familiar and venturing 
into the unknown, reflect on your experiences—your jour-
ney. Use the following questions to guide your reflection, 
then write freely about your experiences with culturally re-
sponsive teaching. 
 

1. When did you first receive “the call” to venture into 
the unknown—and what was that experience like? 

2. What phase are you currently experiencing (i.e., the 
status quo, the call, the exploration, the departure, 
or the return)?  

3. How would you describe your Exploration experi-
ence? 

4. Did you attempt to break away from the Status 
Quo?  
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5. How would you describe your Departure—your 
breakaway—experience? 

6. What kinds of problems and obstacles did you ex-
perience in your Departure? 

7. What kinds of problems and obstacles do you still 
experience? 

8. Are you stuck in a ditch and tangled? 
9. How did you get stuck? 
10. What needs to happen to pull yourself out and get 

untangled? 
11. Did you return transformed? 
12. How do you employ adult SEL to transform prob-

lems that prevent you from designing culturally 
meaningful practices? 

13. How do you currently feel about culturally respon-
sive teaching? 

 

I included the questions to get you to reflect on your 
journey with culturally responsive teaching, using the five 
phases practitioners in my study experienced. However, it 
is not necessary to answer all 13 questions. Rather, use the 
questions and Figure 3 to reflect on your journey. 
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Figure 3: The Hero’s Journey Designing Culturally 
Meaningful Practices  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
 
 

 
The Common World: 

Whiteness & Traditional Practices  

The Hero’s Journey into 
the Unknown World: 

Culturally Meaningful Teaching 

1. The Status Quo 

2. The Call 

3. The Exploration 

4. The Departure 

5. The Return: 
 

The Pit of Problems and Obstacles 
Copyright © 2023 by Dwayne D. Williams, PhD 
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Reflect on Your Journey: Which phase represents your 
current reality with culturally responsive teaching? Reflect 
on each phase and how you have experienced the phase. 
Reflect on how your journey has shaped your current atti-
tude and perspective about culturally responsive teaching.  
____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 
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____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 
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____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 
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____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 
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4 
Bestowing Boons 

 

 
 
 
 

. . . [T]he hero comes back from this mysterious adventure 
with the power to bestow boons on his fellow man [and 
woman].   

—Joseph Campbell 

oseph Campbell contended that, when heroes accept the 
call to leave the common world, venture into the un-
known, and overcome obstacles and problems—they “. 

. . come back from this mysterious adventure with the 
power to bestow boons on his fellow man [and woman]. 
What do you think he means when he said the hero will 
return with the power to bestow boons onto others? He 
meant that, from going through the wilderness, encounter-
ing and overcoming obstacles, we return better, stronger, 
and wiser than we left; we return with wisdom and tools to 
share with others to help them overcome similar obstacles. 

J 



The Hero’s Journey 

58 | Dwayne D. Williams 

From this perspective, the journey is not a mere walk in the 
park. Rather, it is a learning adventure that prepares us and 
equips us to function at a higher level. During the adven-
ture, we gain awareness, a mindset, and tools that we did 
not have before the journey.  

When practitioners started the research study, they 
were unable to design culturally responsive practices be-
cause of a host of problems; they lacked knowledge of cul-
turally responsive teaching and tools to design culturally re-
sponsive practices, among other challenges. However, by 
the end of the study—after transforming problems—they 
were coaching each other on culturally responsive princi-
ples and using tools to re-imagine their instructional prac-
tices in culturally meaningful ways.  

When they returned to the classroom after the study, 
they designed culturally meaningful activities and bestowed 
boons (Campbell, 1941) or knowledge onto their col-
leagues: They led professional development training for de-
partments on culturally responsive teaching, they coached 
colleagues on how to adapt curricula in culturally meaning-
ful ways, and they gave their colleagues tools to design com-
munity building activities that placed students’ community 
practices at the center of instruction.  

Like the practitioners in my study, the goal of this 
booklet was to bestow the boons I gained from my journey. 
To— 

• share Joseph Campbell’s 3 basic stages of the hero’s 
journey,  
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• illustrate how unpacking culturally responsive 
teaching and designing culturally responsive activi-
ties is a hero’s journey, 

• articulate the 3-Step Problem Transformation Pro-
cess I employed to guide practitioners through de-
signing culturally responsive activities, and 

• create an opportunity for you to reflect on your 
journey. 

 

My main goal for this book was to share with you what 
I have learned from my journey of collaborating with prac-
titioners, joining them as they left the common world, 
working to transform obstacles that prevented them from 
designing culturally responsive teaching, and co-designing 
tools to transform problems. Now that we have returned 
from this process, I will offer a host of free resources 
(boons) you can use while on your journey to assist you with 
transforming problems.  

I have created free resources, including short booklets 
like this one, to guide you through designing:  

  
• transformative and culturally responsive social and 

emotional learning supports, 
• culturally meaningful multi-tiered supports, 
• culturally meaningful trauma-informed supports, 
• culturally meaningful restorative practices, 
• culturally responsive problem-solving models—and 

more. 
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To access these free resources, simply sign up for my 
newsletter at www.tier1education.com. When you sign up 
for my resources and connect with me via social media, you 
will receive coaching from me via resources. As a newsletter 
subscriber, you can participate in Ask Dr. Williams, in 
which you email me questions that you and your teams are 
struggling with, and I will respond to your questions directly 
by email, or I will create articles, webinars, or short videos 
addressing your questions, so you can get unstuck and un-
tangled while on your journey. Sign up for my newsletters 
and connect with me via social media to access free re-
sources, including personal coaching.  

LEARN: A 5-Step Framework for Designing Cul-
turally Meaningful Practices 

The most useful tool that emerged from my PhD research 
was The 5-Step LEARN Framework for Practice that prac-
titioners and I used to unpack culturally responsive teaching 
and design culturally responsive activities. After practition-
ers identified problems, we explored them and noticed that 
“lacking knowledge of culturally responsive teaching” was 
the greatest obstacle to designing culturally responsive ac-
tivities. We transformed this problem by co-designing tools 
to enhance our knowledge of culturally responsive teaching 
and sought tools that would guide us in the design process.  

In my book, LEARN: A 5-Step Framework for De-
signing Culturally Meaningful Practices, I share five practi-
cal steps you must take to unpack culturally responsive 
teaching and design culturally meaningful activities. I share 
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four things you must know and do to design effective cul-
turally meaningful practices. I call these four things The Big 
Four. I argue that it is impossible to design culturally re-
sponsive practices without knowing these. If you are strug-
gling with culturally responsive teaching, my prediction is 
that your challenge is related to lacking knowledge of The 
Big Four. 

I call The LEARN Framework "a framework for prac-
tice" because practitioners and I co-designed it specifically 
for practice. We co-designed it to guide stakeholders 
through applying theories and principles in the classroom 
to develop culturally meaningful activities. It includes tools 
to construct culturally meaningful designs with students. 
Key features of the framework include:  
 

• culturally meaningful frameworks you can use as 
guides to design or redesign your practices; 

• a community practice survey you can use to identify 
the cultural values, community practices, and lived 
experiences of your students; 

• a tool to analyze your current practices to determine 
if your lessons are responsive or insensitive to your 
students’ cultures; and  

• a design template to redesign current practices in 
culturally meaningful ways. 

 

Thank you for accessing this booklet. I am stoked to 
share useful tools and information that emerged from my 
research—tools that helped practitioners unpack culturally 
responsive teaching and design culturally meaningful 
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practices. Contact me today if you have questions about the 
content in this booklet or want fresh ideas on designing cul-
turally responsive practices. If you found this booklet useful 
for reflecting on your journey, please write a review on Am-
azon to share your thoughts. You can write a review on 
Amazon even if you did not purchase the book from there. 
I look forward to hearing from you! 
 

        Your brother in the work, 
Dwayne D. Williams, PhD 
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