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Designing and Implementing Your Own 
Culturally-Responsive Study 
 
The following questions are for your consideration as you design and/or implement your own 
culturally-responsive research studies in international contexts.  
 

Design Considerations 
 
Positionality & Assumptions 
 

●​ Who are you in relation to the community or issue you intend to study? What power do 
you carry into this research context? 

●​ What assumptions are you bringing about what counts as valid knowledge, rigorous 
methodology, or meaningful findings? 

●​ How has your own cultural, educational, and professional formation shaped the 
questions you are asking? The questions you are not asking? 

●​ Whose framework(s) are you using to define the problem? Is that framework appropriate 
for this context? 

 
Research Questions & Purpose 
 

●​ Who identified this research problem—you, or the community? If you did, how do you 
know it matters to them? 

●​ Who benefits from this research, and in what ways? Who might be harmed or 
marginalized by it? 

●​ Are your research questions open enough to allow the community's own priorities and 
ways of knowing to surface? 

●​ Would the people you are studying recognize themselves and their experiences in the 
way you have framed your inquiry? 

 
Methodology & Design 
 

●​ Is the methodology you have chosen appropriate for this cultural context? 
●​ Have you consulted with community members, local scholars, or other cultural insiders in 

designing your study? 
●​ What local knowledge traditions, ways of storytelling, or meaning-making practices might 

inform or enrich your methodological choices? 
●​ How will you handle translation—not just linguistically, but conceptually? Are there ideas 

or experiences in this context that resist direct translation? 
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Partnership & Ethics 
 

●​ Do you have genuine relationships with this community, or are you entering as a 
stranger with their own research agenda? 

●​ How are local researchers, community members, or cultural liaisons involved in the 
design of the study—not just as gatekeepers or data sources, but as collaborators? 

●​ What reciprocal obligations are you taking on by entering this community? What will you 
give back? 

●​ How will you handle findings that are sensitive, potentially harmful, or that the community 
may not want shared publicly? 

●​ What does informed consent look like in this community? Does your consent process  
reflect local norms and values, or does it simply satisfy your institution's requirements? 

●​ What other ethical review processes exist locally, and have you engaged with them in 
addition to your home institution's IRB? 

 

Implementation Considerations 
 
Entering the Field 
 

●​ How are you introducing yourself and your research to community members? What are 
you emphasizing, and what might you be leaving out? 

●​ How are you building trust, and how much time are you allowing for that process before 
beginning data collection? 

●​ Are you paying attention to what is (not) being said, what spaces or people you are (not) 
being given access to, and what that might mean? 

●​ How are you showing up as a person, not just as a researcher? Are you investing in 
relationships beyond the boundaries of your data collection? 

 
Data Collection 
 

●​ Are your data collection instruments—such as interview protocols, observation 
checklists, and surveys—culturally appropriate? Have they been reviewed by someone 
with deep knowledge of this context? 

●​ How are participants experiencing the data collection process? Are there any signs of 
discomfort? 

●​ Are you collecting data in ways that feel extractive, or in ways that feel like genuine 
exchange? 

●​ How are you navigating language in data collection and more informal interactions? 
What is being lost or distorted in translation, and how are you accounting for that? 

●​ How are you documenting your own reactions, assumptions, and emotional responses in 
the field? 

 



5 

Relationships & Power 
 

●​ How are power dynamics showing up in your data collection interactions? Are 
participants able to decline, redirect, or push back? 

●​ Are there community members who are being centered in your data collection and 
others who are being left out? Why? 

●​ How are you compensating participants, and is that compensation appropriate and fair 
by local standards? 

●​ Are local research assistants or collaborators being credited, compensated, and treated 
as genuine partners? 

 
Reflexivity in the Field 
 

●​ When do you notice your assumptions surfacing? What do you do with that discomfort? 
●​ How are you checking your interpretations with community members? 
●​ Are there moments when the community's reality is challenging your theoretical 

framework? How are you sitting with that tension? 
●​ What are you learning about yourself as a researcher and as a person in this process? 

 
Unexpected Challenges 
 

●​ How are you responding when things do not go as planned, such as when access is 
denied, when participants redirect you, or when your methodology doesn't fit the context 
as well as you expected? 

●​ How are you making decisions in the field when ethical dilemmas arise that your IRB 
approval did not anticipate? 

●​ Who are you consulting when you are uncertain, and are those people truly positioned to 
help you navigate this context?  
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Potential Funding Sources 
First, sign up for Pivot-RP from ProQuest.  
 

Internal Funding 
Many larger-scale international research projects begin with small amounts of “seed” funding 
from researchers’ own institutions.  
 
 

External Funding 
Depending on your research focus, geographic location, and other contextual considerations, 
additional prospective funders may include:  

●​ Spencer Foundation 
●​ Fulbright Program  
●​ Lumina Foundation  
●​ William T. Grant Foundation  
●​ Russell Sage Foundation Pipeline Grants Competition 
●​ Clare Boothe Luce Women in STEM Program, Henry Luce Foundation 
●​ State Farm Good Neighbor Citizenship Company Grants 
●​ Brady Education Foundation 
●​ Ralph E. Powe Junior Faculty Enhancement Awards 
●​ Nathan Cummings Foundation 
●​ Abdulla Al Ghurair Foundation for Education 
●​ Sheikh Saud bin Saqr Al Qasimi Foundation for Policy Research 
●​ Dudley T. Dougherty Foundation Grant  

https://pivot.proquest.com/
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Recommended Readings 

On Cultural Responsivity in International Research Settings 
 
Ball, J., & Janyst, P. (2008). Enacting research ethics in partnerships with Indigenous 

communities in Canada:“Do it in a good way”. Journal of Empirical Research on Human 
Research Ethics, 3(2), 33-51. 

 
Berryman, M., SooHoo, S., & Nevin, A. (Eds.). (2013). Culturally responsive methodologies. 

Emerald Group Publishing. 
 
Dwyer, S. C., & Buckle, J. L. (2009). The space between: On being an insider-outsider in 

qualitative research. International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 8(1), 54-63. 
 
Hett, G., & Hett, J. (2013). Ethics in intercultural research: Reflections on the challenges of 

conducting field research in a Syrian context. Compare: A Journal of Comparative and 
International Education, 43(4), 496-515. 

 
Levitan, J. (2019). Ethical relationship building in action research: Getting out of Western norms 

to foster equitable collaboration. The Canadian Journal of Action Research, 20(1), 
10-29. 

 
Levitan, J. (2018). The danger of a single theory: Understanding students’ voices and social 

justice in the Peruvian Andes. Teachers College Record, 120(2), 1-36. 
 
Pasque, P. A., & Alexander, E. (Eds.). (2022). Advancing culturally responsive research and 

researchers: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods. Routledge. 
 
Sherwood, J., & Anthony, T. (2020). Ethical conduct in Indigenous research: It’s just good 

manners. In, Indigenous Research Ethics: Claiming Research Sovereignty Beyond 
Deficit and the Colonial Legacy, Vol. 6 (pp. 19-40). Emerald Publishing Limited. 

 
Spector, P. E., Liu, C., & Sanchez, J. I. (2015). Methodological and substantive issues in 

conducting multinational and cross-cultural research. Annu. Rev. Organ. Psychol. Organ. 
Behav., 2(1), 101-131. 

 
Tillman, L. C. (2002). Culturally sensitive research approaches: An African-American 

perspective. Educational Researcher, 31(9), 3-12. 
 
Weis, L., & Fine, M. (2012). Critical bifocality and circuits of privilege: Expanding critical 

ethnographic theory and design. Harvard Educational Review, 2, 173. 
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Zhang, J. J. (2017). Research ethics and ethical research: some observations from the Global 
South. Journal of Geography in Higher Education, 41(1), 147-154. 

 

Examples from Our Research 
 
Hailu, M. F. (2022). “I Don’t Think It Makes the Difference”: An Intersectional Analysis of How 

Women Negotiate Gender While Navigating STEM Higher Education in Ethiopia. 
Comparative Education Review, 66(2), 321-341. 

 
Hailu, M. F. (2019). Examining the role of Girl Effect in contributing to positive education 

ideologies for girls in Ethiopia. Gender and Education, 31(8), 986-999. 
 
Hailu, M. F., Lee, E. E., Halkiyo, A., Tsotniashvili, K., & Tewari, N. R. (2023). Gender and Higher 

Education in African Universities: A Critical Discourse Analysis of Key Policy Mandates 
in Kenya, Rwanda, and Uganda. Education Policy Analysis Archives, 31(23), n23. 

 
Hailu, M. F., Molla, T., & Johnson, A. T. (2022). Researching experiences of African refugee 

youth in high-income countries: Reflections on conceptual challenges and possibilities. 
International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 90, 168-176. 

 
Johnson, K. M., & Levitan, J. (2023). Oppositionally-intertwined ecologies: A single-system, 

multi-theory mapping of marginalized students’ experiences. New Directions for Higher 
Education, 2023(Winter), 71-82. 

 
Johnson, K. M., & Levitan, J. (2021). Learning on the mountain: COVID-19, educational 

inequities, and community-informed policy in Peru. NORRAG, Special Issue 06 [States 
of Emergency: Education in the Time of Covid-19], 22-25. 

 
Johnson, K. M., & Levitan, J. (2021). Exploring the identities and experiences of rural 

first-generation Indigenous students using photo-cued interviewing. SAGE Research 
Methods Cases, Part 1. 

 
Levitan, J., & Johnson, K. M. (2020). Salir adelante: Collaboratively developing 

culturally-grounded curriculum with marginalized communities. American Journal of 
Education, 126(2), 195-230. 

 
Levitan, J., Perez, J., Velasquez, A., Bello, S., Loayza, J., Espinoza, R., Zuñiga, D., Cadena, G., 

Huertas, J., Cáceras, C., Torres, C., & Johnson, K. M. (2025). Contextualizing e-learning 
experiences with Indigenous communities: A practical, research-based approach. The 
International Review of Research in Open and Distributed Learning, 26(2), 268-285. 



9 

 
Morrison, J. E., & Hailu, M. F. (2023). Black women abroad: Constructions of gender, race, 

language, and culture. Journal of Women and Gender in Higher Education, 16(2), 
137-157.  
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