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The formidable challenge for teachers in 21st century classrooms is to create learning 

environments that attend to the needs and perspectives of an increasingly diverse student 

body. This is particularly true of students who enroll in psychology classes. When 

students feel they belong and can be successful, what is referred to as identity safety, they 

are more motivated and perform better academically. One prominent feature of identity 

safe learning environments is cultural matching, which is when the culture of the learning 

environment matches the individual’s cultural understanding of self. One reason low-

income and racial-ethnic minority students experience a lack of identity safety in 

mainstream learning environments, such as American universities and schools, is that 

these environments are characterized by independent models of self, which are 

experienced by low-income and racial-ethnic minority students as a cultural mismatch. 

To highlight the power of identity safe spaces, the first set of studies will examine how 

the sources and consequences of student success are associated with a cultural match or 

mismatch between the students’ model of self and the dominant learning environment. 

The second set of studies will examine how culturally grounded interventions, by way of 

reframing the dominant learning environment, positively influences motivation and 

performance. Together our research highlights the need to address the role that existing 

dominant cultural norms and practices play in contributing to educational disparities for 

diverse students, and the need to reframe these practices in ways that acknowledge and 

honor the cultural strengths of these students. Specific practices for creating identity safe 

classrooms will be discussed. 
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