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ABSTRACT 

Across the United States students of color make up approximately 69% of the urban 

school population. More than 85% of the classroom teachers are White and predominantly 

females and 40% of the urban schools do not have teachers of color in their classrooms. 

Educational systems often struggle in their efforts to support the needs of racially and culturally 

diverse students; students‟ educational success is usually not regarded as a function of students‟ 

culture. The study comprises a narrative inquiry, captured in the stories of five White teachers, 

and analyzed through the lenses of critical social theory, critical pedagogy and socio-cultural 

theory. Teachers shared their stories regarding their awareness of racial and cultural differences 

and the effects these differences have on teaching practices and engaging students of color in 

learning. They articulated how their personal and professional life experiences may have 

changed their understanding of racial and cultural differences as well as challenged them to 

change their teaching practices in order to provide culturally relevant instruction and elicit 

engaged interactions from their students of color.  

 





 

 

x 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS (cont.) 

Chapter              Page 

Perspectives and Transformative Learning .............................................................. 23 

Perspective Sharing, Taking and Shift .................................................................. 23 

Transformative Learning ...................................................................................... 24 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK .......................................................................................... 27 

Critical Social Theory ........................................................................................... 27 

Sociocultural Theory ............................................................................................. 28 

Critical Pedagogy .................................................................................................. 30 

Making the Connections ....................................................................................... 31 

3. RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY .................................................... 33 

Narrative Inquiry ................................................................................................... 34 

Researcher‟s Worldview ....................................................................................... 35 

Research Site ......................................................................................................... 36 

Participants and Selection Criteria ........................................................................ 38 

Data Collection Strategies ........................................................................................ 40 

Classroom Observations ....................................................................................... 40 

Interviews .............................................................................................................. 41 

Focus Group .......................................................................................................... 42 



 

 

xi 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS (cont.) 

Chapter              Page 

My Inspiration to Teach ........................................................................................ 45 

Face to Face with Diversity and Race................................................................... 46 

My Return to Whiteville: Bound for Urban Education ........................................ 47 

Building Relationships Establishing High Expectations It‟s the Key .................. 48 

Learning from My Challenges: It‟s Not All Roses ............................................... 50 

LISA ............................................................................................................................... 51 

I Was Born to Teach ............................................................................................. 51 

Race and Culture: My Experiences....................................................................... 51 

Inspired by my Granddad...................................................................................... 53 

Urban Education Is a Perfect Fit ........................................................................... 54 

How Will They Learn If I Don‟t Connect ............................................................ 54 

Making Their Learning Relevant .......................................................................... 56 

SUSAN ............................................................................................................................ 56 

My Educational Life Journey................................................................................ 56 

Returning to the Classroom and Connecting with Students ................................. 58 

My Encounter with Race ...................................................................................... 59 

The Essence of Me ................................................................................................ 61 

DIANE ............................................................................................................................ 61 

Becoming a Teacher: My Calling ......................................................................... 62 

Not Fitting In......................................................................................................... 62 

An Urban Educator: My Passion My Purpose ...................................................... 64 

Building Trust and Connecting with My Students ............................................... 65 



 

 

xii 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS (cont.) 

Chapter              Page 

Connecting Learning to My Students‟ Experiences ............................................. 66 

JAIME ............................................................................................................................. 66 

A Cultural Experience........................................................................................... 66 

To Teach or Not to Teach: It Was Never a Question ........................................... 68 

Making the Connections with Students and Parents ............................................. 69 

5. FINDINGS ................................................................................................................ 70 

No Two Experiences are Alike: Paths to Understanding Racial and Cultural 

Differences ........................................................................................................................ 71 

Classroom Culture: Engaged Interactions ............................................................ 75 

Disorientating Dilemma: What is My Students‟ Worldview ................................ 80 

�5�H�V�H�D�U�F�K�H�U�¶�V���5�H�I�O�H�F�W�L�R�Q�V ........................................................................................... 84 

Image in the Mirror: My story .............................................................................. 85 

A Journey of Reflective Shift ............................................................................... 86 

Connecting My Reflective Thoughts .................................................................... 95 

6. DISCUSSION ........................................................................................................... 96 

Understanding the Differences ............................................................................. 97 

Do We Really Know Our Students: Teachers Connect through Engaged 

Interactions ........................................................................................................................ 99 

“A Cosmic Shift”: From Disorienting Dilemma to Perspective Transformation?

......................................................................................................................................... 100 

7. SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS ..................................................................... 103 





 

 



 

 

2 

 



 

 

3 

 

Organization of the Dissertation 

Chapter One includes the research topic and the background of the research project.  It 

further contains the purpose of the study, the research questions and the limitations and 

delimitations of the research. Chapter Two consist of literature reviews and the theoretical 

perspectives supporting and framing this research. Chapter Three outlines the research design 

and methodology including details about data collection and analysis.  Chapter Four comprises 

the life stories of five participants, their childhood, educational and professional experiences. 

Research findings and my reflections regarding this project are included in Chapter Five. Finally, 

Chapter Six provides summary and potential implications for teaching practices in urban school 

environments. 
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studies, shared throughout this research, investigated the life experiences of White teachers‟ 

attitude about cultural and racial differences, and how their attitudes affected instructional 

practices. However, this research study added a component, focusing on teachers‟ transformative 

learning related to race and culture and shifting teaching practices. Inasmuch, I did become 

aware of the limitations and delimitations during this study. 

Limitations 

Limitations in research identify weak areas in the research study that are not possible to 

avoid or minimize (Creswell, 2007). Some of the dynamics that may have affected this research, 

and may have affected the participants‟ level of comfort, hindering the possibility of an open 

honest dialogue during interviews were: keeping all six participants engaged in the study. One 

teacher dropped prior to beginning the study due to personal scheduling commitments. It was 

difficult find a replacement, therefore I started my research maintaining five participants. I also 

remained cognizant of what I believed to be the imbalance of power as the researcher and 

administrator in the same school district. In addition being an African American interviewing 

and collecting data regarding race and culture differences from White participants may have 

imposed some inherent limitations. These dynamics potentially affected the teachers‟ comfort 

level in sharing their stories and hindered the possibility of an open honest dialogue. At times 

throughout the interview process, some participants would check with me to ensure their 

comments were not perceived as offensive by me.   

Delimitations 

Delimitations explains how and why the focus of the study was narrowed and why  In 

this study, I focused only on White teachers and students of color identified as African 

American, Hispanic, Native American and Multiracial. Research suggested that those entering 

the teaching career are predominately White females. Urban schools‟ student enrollment 
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population is increasingly becoming majority minority (students of color). There is evidence that 

White teachers struggle teaching students who are racially and culturally different (Creswell, 

2007; Delpit, 1995; Johnson, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 2001; Sleeter, 2001).  

According to the Washington State School Directors‟ Association; Policy Action Guide, 

data has shown a clear pattern of achievement based on socio-economic status of students living 

in poverty. Trend data has shown that  poor African American, Hispanic, Native American, and 

Multiracial students score lower on national and state assessments; experience higher dropout 

rates, are overrepresented in special education, underrepresented in gifted and advanced 

placement classes and are suspended or expelled at a disproportionately higher number when 

compared  with  their White peers from poor families. The data suggests that even in poverty 

these student groups continue to experience poorer educational outcomes related to race and 

culture. Given these statistics, recognizing that socio-economic status is an overarching layer in 

the conundrum of culture and in an effort to genuinely focus on the educational outcomes related 

to culture and race and its effects on teaching and learning, socioeconomic status was not a factor 

considered in this research (Gay, 2000; Hyland, 2005; Maddox, 1998; Noguera, 2003; Saffold & 

Longwell-Grice, 2008; Wolf, 1978).  

Narrative inquiry was the methodological approach selected for this research (Clandinin 

& Connelly, 2000) . This 8.33 Tm
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1.  How do White teachers understand the manner in which their own culture differs from 

that of their students‟ of color and how this shapes students learning? 

2. How do White teachers see themselves and their relationship with students of color? 

3. Why and how do racial and cultural differences between teachers and students might 

provoke/stimulate the teacher‟s transformative learning? 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  

The literature review was structured around two main themes: Race and Culture in 

Education, and Perspectives and Transformative Learning. Race and Culture in Education is 

organized according to the following topics: A Historical Perspective: Brown vs. Board of 

Education, Culture and Race, Racial and Cultural Attitudes in Education, The Colorblindness 

Effect, White Privilege and Power in Education, Culturally Relevant Instruction, Building 

Relationships Across Racial and Cultural Differences. The theme Perspectives and 

Transformative Learning consist of: Perspective Sharing, Taking and Shift; and Transformative 

Learning. The theoretical framework comprises relevant aspects of Critical Social Theory, 

Sociocultural Theory and Critical Pedagogy. 

Race and Culture in Education 

Throughout the course of history, terminology used to identify racial and ethnic groups 

have been changing. For 
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education in America was only available to the wealthy. Citizen reformers fought for all children 

to benefit from education. Their efforts resulted in access to public education for all children, 

except Blacks and Native Americans. The only education given to Blacks and Native Americans 

was by missionaries who attempted to convert them to Christianity (Jackson, 2008; Lynn, 2006). 

Prior to the Civil War, Blacks and Native Americans were not given access to public 

education. Blacks were enslaved and Native Americans were imprisoned on reservations; neither 

were considered citizens and therefore they were not granted rights or access to public education 

(Lynn, 2006; O'connor, et al., 2007; Vergon, 1990).  After President Lincoln signed the 

Emancipation Proclamation in 1863 access to public education remained beyond reach for many 

Blacks and Native Americans through much of the 1870s and 1880s. Although slavery was 

abolished, policies, practices and laws continued to deny equal access to education for all in the 

United States (Lynn, 2006; Palmer & Little, 1993; Vergon, 1990).  

In 1896 Laws such as Plessy vs. Fergerson declared it legal to racially separate and 

mandated equality for all. This “separate but equal” (Atwater
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desegregate, which would guarantee that students of color and White students attend the same 

schools with equal access to education. If education was the road to equal opportunity, school 

desegregation would allow equal access to all children. Five decades later the courts reversed the 

desegregation order when the Supreme Court ruled school districts could no longer use race as a 

factor to integrate therefore resegregating schools. Today the education system is comprised of 

predominately White female teachers. These teachers continue to struggle with challenges to 

educate students of color (Orfield & Chungmei, 2007; Palmer & Little, 1993; V . 
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substandard facilities for Black schools. Eradication of school segregation was the fundamental 

goal. Equitable opportunities through education were essential for the sake of all Americans. The 

court ruling was greeted by some with excitement and celebration, but by others with anguish 

and disappointment. This educational reform aimed to alleviate the burdens of social 

marginalization and injustice on African American children. However, African American parents 

expressed concern that their children would be forced to assimilate into the dominant culture and 

lose their own heritage and culture. They believed that White teachers would not understand the 

culture of their children and not be able to teach them (Chapman, 2007). 

 Although the 1954 ruling was left to the interpretation of each state, school districts 

across the country continued their practice of segregated schools until they were faced with 

lawsuits filed by National Association of Advancement for Colored People (NAACP), or 

sanctioned by the Office of Civil Rights to desegregate schools. These lawsuits and sanctions 

energized desegregation across the nation. In the early 1970‟s as courts ordered immediate 

integration, school districts moved forward and became the avenue to learn tolerance and 

acceptance of differences. This mandate was believed to be the catalyst that would bring youth 

together to have different experiences and eliminate myths and stereotypes that endorsed fears 

related to cultural and racial differences (Orfield & Chungmei, 2007; Palmer & Little, 1993). 

Some White parents were incensed with the thought of their children attending schools 

with Black children and some even expressed fear regarding the safety of their children
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focused on school desegregation and equal access to education for all students, many societal 

issues related to segregation surfaced. Civil rights activists began to develop strategies to remove 

barriers that supported segregation. Boycotts, marches, sit-ins and other forms of protest were 

organized and conducted for years in an effort to fight for the equal rights of all U.S. citizens.  

The Brown vs. Board of Education desegregating court ruling that deemed Black and White 

racially segregated schools unconstitutional remained in effect for more than 50 years (Carr & 

Zeigler, 1990; Vergon, 1990).  

On June 28, 2007 the Supreme Court rul. 
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metaphor (Maddox, 1998; Ting-
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researchers have constructed a newer theory about race. Race is defined as a social construct that 

gives different groups power and privilege in relation to opportunities and resources. Federal, 

state and local governments and institutions have created or reserved disproportionately more 

opportunities for wealth, and resources for White people than people of color (Campbell-Jones, 

Campbell-Jones, & Lindsey, 2010). A theory which supports this claim is known as the deficit 

theory(Gorski, 2008). Gorski argued that deficit theory has existed all through history and has 

shaped the stereotypes and negative beliefs of groups such as, Native Americans, African 

Americans, and Hispanics, to name a few. He further indicated that this theory and mode of 

thinking is used to transfer power to the dominant culture. For example Gorski stated, “European 

colonialist justified Native American genocide and slavery in the US by painting native people 

and African slaves as „savages‟ who require civilizing…” (p. 518). Peggy McIntosh (1988) 

shared her ideas that the dominant culture is taught not to recognize their oppressive behaviors 

and have benefitted from the culture of power based on their whiteness. “Obliviousness,” as she 

identified this behavior, unable to see or choosing not to see the oppression, perpetuated the 

oppressiveness and dominance (McIntosh, 1989, p. 97).     

In a 3-year ethnographic research study, Being a Good Teacher of Black Students? White 

Teachers and Unintentional Racism, Hyland (2005)used a critical-social perspective,  explored 

how four White elementary teachers unknowingly perpetuated racism. Data were collected from 

interviews, classroom observations, facilitated focus groups and participation in school events. 

The teachers believed themselves to be good teachers of students of color. They defined good 

teachers as being helpful, encouraging, having an ability to move students to assimilation being 

focused on similarities and not racial and cultural differences, and empowering students to move 

toward actions of social justice. However, Hyland discovered that the White teachers held lower 

expectations for their students of color vs. their White students. Each of these teachers lacked the 



 

 

13 

 

skills and knowledge to provide “culturally relevant instruction” (p. 455).The teachers‟ beliefs 

about students of color were at times judgmental and stereotypical. While these teachers 

recognized the system of education as perpetuating racism they were oblivious to the ways in 

which they supported this practice. They saw themselves as advocates for social justice and 

fighting against social injustice. Overall the study presented a resounding argument that culture 

and race permeates the teaching and learning of students of color (Hyland, 2005).  

Racial and Cultural Attitudes in Education 

Have times changed?  Have the years of segregation continued into the 21
st
 century?  

What effect did the 1896 dissent by Justice Harlan regarding Plessy vs. Ferguson have on 

teachers‟ attitudes 
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their families. McKenzie described the participa
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textbook to the teaching practices (Ladson-Billings, 1998, 2001; Ladson-Billings & Gillborn, 

2004). 

    Educational policies and instructional strategies are often initiated and created by those 

from the dominant culture, allowing for racial and cultural differences to be ignored by the 

educational system and educators (Freire, 1970). Colorblindness underestimates the importance 

of recognizing effects that racial and cultural background have on the teaching of students of 

color (Evans, 2007; Fiere, 1970). “Pretending race does not exist is not the same as creating 

equality” (Campbell-Jones, et al., p. 90). 

Many students from the dominant culture enter the educational system at an advantage 

compared to students of color.  The White “cultural capital” can shape the perspective and belief 

that teachers have toward students of color who enter the same educational system (Takei & 

Shouse, 2007). Understanding the complexities of race and culture is important in providing 

quality teaching that engages students in the learning process. The culture of education is a 

reflection of the dominant middle class White culture, structured to accommodate students who 

readily fit into so-called “cultural capital” (Takei & Shouse, 2007, p. 372). 

Takei and Shouse (2007) explored how Black and White teachers evaluated the academic 

work habits of Black students. They investigated whether school culture and content matter, 

beyond race and culture, affected teachers‟ relationships with Black students. Through a survey 

analysis Takei & Shouse found that the race of the teacher in concurrence with the race of the 

students, socioeconomic status of the students, and content of course did appear to affect the 

teachers‟ judgment and evaluation of the students. For example, White teachers in English and 

Social Studies rated the performance of their Black students more negatively than their White 

students, in a school with predominately Black students. It was suggested that the behaviors of 

the Black students in the predominately Black school could be viewed as intolerable by the 
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“. . .the path to a more perfect union means acknowledging that 

what ails the African-American community does not just exist in 

the minds of Black people; that the legacy of discrimination -- and 

current incidents of discrimination, while less overt than in the past 

-- 
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in the learning environment. If educators themselves are not aware of their own cultural 
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questioned whether this teacher would be able to provide culturally relevant
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process and provide culturally relevant instructions, changes may occur in their teaching 

practices (Bartlett, 2005; Delpit, 1995; Ladson-Billings, 1995b). 

Building Relationships across Racial and Cultural Differences 

Teachers influence the lives of their students and have an effect on students‟ learning. 

When students feel connected to their teachers, trust their teachers, and believe their teachers 

have a genuine interest in them, they are more likely to engage in the learning and experience 

success (Daniels & Arapostathis, 2005). Delpit (1995) argued that successful teaching starts with 

building genuine relationships between the teacher and students; relationships that allow students 

to feel valued and safe with their teachers. She speculated that some cultures, more so than the 

dominant culture, placed more importance on the emotional and social aspect of building 

relationships (i.e. hugging, smiling, friendly chit chat, etc.). These cultural groups need to 

physically experience such emotions to establish trust.     

Students of color may generally distrust their White teachers more so than their teachers 

of color unless they know that their White teachers are culturally sensitive and aware of their 

culture (Zirkel, 2004).  Chesler (1993) studied how students of color perceived their white 

college professors. The emerging themes after analyzing 15 focus groups found that students of 

color believed their professors had low expectations of them, did not care about them, did not 

reach out to support them, and stereotyped them and treated them all the same. In addition the 

students believed that their professors did not recognize them as culturally different from their 

white peers. While the students acknowledged their uncertainty regarding the professors‟ 

behavior toward them, they did report that the professors‟ behaviors affected them negatively. 

Nevertheless, the White professors reported that they could not pin



 

 

23 

 

White teachers often find it difficult to connect and build relationships with students of 

color. While some ignore that such challenges exist, many actively seek solutions to this 

challenge (Chesler, 1993; Cooper & Jackson, 2011). Through critical self reflection, courageous 

conversations, and a willingness to learn and share about racial and cultural differences, 

educators can begin to address their personal biases, stereotypes and beliefs about students of 

color. Such approach may garner change in White teachers‟ perspectives about students of color 

and provide an opportunity to build genuine relationships (Cooper & Jackson, 2011; Delpit, 

1988, 1995; Gay, 2000).   

Perspectives and Transformative Learning 

This section discusses perspective sharing, taking, and shift and transformative learning. 

The first part consists of operational definitions for perspective, perspective sharing, perspective 

taking and perspective shift as introduced by Mezirow (1995) in 1978 and elaborated on by his 

followers (e.g., Taylor, 1997, 2000)The second part introduces Mezirow‟s theory of 

transformative learning and illustrates the interconnectedness of perspective sharing, perspective 

taking, perspective shift and transformative learning through two research studies.  

Perspective Sharing, Taking and Shift  

Perspective is defined as an
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individual‟s capability to understand the perspective of another person, to see through their eyes 

or walk in their shoes. A certain period of perspective sharing may lead to mutual and self 

understanding of individual perspective. Perspective shift or Perspective transformation means 
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related to altering their perspectives about culture and cultural differences. This prompted the 

professors to study the value of the course and “efficacy of criticality in cultural context for 

transformative teacher education” (p. 245). The core of the course focused on culture and 

oppression related to race, class, gender, etc. The data consisted of class evaluations, review of 

course documents, informal discussions, observations and written personal narratives. The 

researchers concluded that the participants, who experienced perspective shift, encountered 

discomfort and emotional pain while changing their initial personal understanding to a new 

perspective. This explained, to some extent, the need to provide a safe environment in which 

participants may have had meaningful, honest and transparent dialogue which allowed them to 

express their feelings and discomfort. Research findings also indicated that participants, who 

experienced perspective shift, expressed a passion to confront social injustice issues and 

advocate for equity in education.  

Teachers and students are empowered when engaged in learning with and from one 

another. They may experience transformative learning and consequently become more critically 

aware of societal structures and injustices (Freire,1970). Freire suggested teachers deposit 

information into the students without consideration for students‟ prior knowledge, experiences, 

and maintain an expectation that students memorize and regurgitate the information. This 

approach does not encourage students to think critically and may question their existing 

relationships. Therefore the approach is not compatible with critical thinking and transformative 

learning. Students do have experiences and information to share in the learning environment and 

these experiences can promote and legitimize their knowledge, exploration, rediscovery and 

reflection. When empowered, the possibility of transformative learning  may occur (Freire, 1970; 
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have been studied (De Valenzuela, Connery, & Musanti, 2000). Vygotsky also believed that 

incorporating students‟ culture in teaching engages students in the learning process and further 

enhances life-long learning (Kozulin, et al., 2003). 

In a research study (Kozulin, et al., 2003) teachers in an education course became aware 

of some challenges associated with teaching concepts. They recognized that as practitioners they 

frequently taught concepts as outlined in the curriculum and teacher‟s manual. They rarely 

moved beyond the textbook to allow students‟ experiences to emerge in the learning. In this 

course, the teachers were encouraged to shift their approach to a model developed by Vygotsky‟s 

sociocultural theory and Galperin‟s (1982) mental action theory. Galperin expanded Vygotsky‟s 

framework to the Vygotsky-Galperin learning and teaching model. According to this model, the 

learning environment is shared by teacher and students. The teacher allows for the students‟ prior 

knowledge to become an integral part of the teaching and learning processes. Together teacher 

and students collaborate and construct meaning of their learning (Arievitch, 2005). Bransford, 

Brown & Cocking (2000) summarizes “There is a good deal ofx怀ti
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sequentially, mirrored cultural values and norms for appropriate behavior. 
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supported by the commonality of the culture, knowledge is developed and cultivated. 

Transformative learning is more likely to occur when the learner engages in a critical analysis of 

the beliefs, values and shared ideas of a culture/community 
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study. Further explanation of Narrative Inquiry along with my, Researcher‟s World View, 

Research Site, Participants and Selection Criteria, and Data Collection Strategies are outlined in 

the following sections (Erlandson, 1993; Merriam, 1998). 

Narrative Inquiry   

A research method of narrative inquiry was utilized to capture feelings, hopes, dreams 

and event interpretation of the participants‟ stories. It supported the exploration of participants‟ 

thinking and their stories beyond their external behaviors. Narratives conveyed ideas about the 

nature of events as reflected in the life experiences of the teachers (Clandinin, Pusher, & Orr, 

2007). The specific nature of the narrative inquiry used in this study is both biographical and 
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believed it was important to explore how cultural and racial differences between White teachers 

and students of color affected teaching practices and students learning (Ladson-Billings, 1995a).  

Throughout my experiences, I have become more aware of the educational inequities 

associated with students of color such as: the existing achievement gaps, disproportionate 

numbers of suspension and expulsion, overrepresentation of students placed in special education, 

and  a higher dropout rate (Maddox, 1998). These inequities have affected my perspective about 

urban education. Maintaining a belief that the institution of education perpetuated oppression and 

social inequities (Freire, 1970), in this research I explored the effects of racial and cultural 

differences between teachers and their students utilizing a critical perspective. However, to 

collect accurate data and respect the confidentiality of the district, school sites and participants, I 

have assigned them pseudonyms names. 

Research Site 

Usher County Public Schools (UCPS), located in the Midwest, is the largest school 

district in its state. UCPS educates approximately 50,000 students. According to the district‟s 

2010 student enrollment data, demographics reflect 35% Caucasian, 26% Hispanic, 23% African 

American, 6% Asian, 4% Native American, 6% multiracial and 2% other. The teaching staff was 

comprised of 89% Caucasian, 10% African American, and 1% Hispanic, 87 % female and 13% 

male. In the 2007-2008 school year, the Usher County School district implemented a 5-year 

Cultural Proficiency initiative as a method by which to embed culturally responsive practices in 

the culture of the organizations. The five year plan was designed based on five essential elements 

of cultural proficiency created by Randall Lindsey (2005) and his colleagues. All district 

educators participated in quarterly professional development learning sessions provided by a 

team of district Learning Coaches. The professional development for Cultural Proficiency was 

organized to support and provide strategies for educators as they instructed students in a racially 
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and culturally diverse environment (Freire, 1970; Lindsey, Roberts, & Campbell-Jones, 2005). 

During the first year of implementation, district employees focused on the first essential element, 

Assessing Cultural Knowledge. This element highlighted individual culture, understanding the 

culture of the organization and recognizing how each culture affected others who were different. 

In the second year of implementation, professional development sessions focused on the next 

essential element, Valuing Diversity. This focus challenged educators to acknowledge diversity 

as different as opposed to characterizing diversity as inappropriate. The intent for year three (the 

time when this research was conducted) was to concentrate on Managing the Dynamics of 

Differences. This focus offered strategies to resolve potential conflict with cultural differences. 

Year four, the district planned to focus on How to Adapt to Diversity and year five‟s learning on 

Institutionalizing Cultural Knowledge (Lindsey, Robins, & Terrell, 2003)  

School Sites 

Hill Grove High School was a historical landmark build in 1929, known as Grove High, 

home of the Braves. It was the second largest high school in the city located in mid-town, a 

lower income Hispanic dominated community. This Native American theme for which the 

building was designed and built was to pay homage to the Native Americans who founded the 

school. The school was populated by predominately Hispanic students. The student enrollment 

was 1,960 with 57% Hispanic, 25% Caucasian, 11% African American, 4% multiracial and 2% 

American Indian. Hill Grove was embraced by the neighboring community and Usher County 

Hill Grove alumni.  

Garden Grove K-8 School was one of the newly built schools in the district. Garden 

Grove was built as part of the district‟s elimination of busing for desegregation plan with a goal 

to design a school with a magnet theme that would promote integration and not perpetuate racial 

isolation. The magnet theme was International Baccalaureate. The school opened August 2008 
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with a student elementary enrollment of 271 and 71% African American. At the time of this 

research study the student elementary enrollment was 259 with 68% African American, 15% 

Caucasian, 8% multiracial, 9% Hispanic. The middle school level enrollment was 108 when the 

school first opened with 57% of these students being African American. Enrollment at the time 

of this research was 107 with 57% African American, 14% Hispanic, 15% Caucasian, 11% 

multiracial, 2% Asian, 1% American Indian. Garden Grove is located in the northeast quadrant 

of the city, an area dominated by lower income African Americans.  

Lyons Accelerated Magnet Elementary less than two miles from Garden Grove served 

the same population. A school named after an African American administrator who worked in 

the district for over forty-one years. Lyons had a student enrollment of 377 and 78% African 

American, 6% Caucasian, 9% multiracial, and 7% Hispanic.   

Participants and Selection Criteria 

For the purpose of this study I focused on identifying participants that taught in the Usher 

County Public Schools and schools that were identified as one race schools in the district. A one 

race schools was defined having 60% or more of any one race enrolled. Eight schools were 

identified, two high schools, two middle schools, one K-8 school and three elementary schools.  

Selection Process for Potential Candidates 

The school administrators at each of the schools were asked to assist the researcher by 

identifying teachers who they believed exemplified an authentic relationship with students of 

color. In an effort to avoid the administrator‟s personal preference, the administrators were given 

criteria to guide them in identifying each teacher. The teachers‟ reputation with students of color 

was based on past and present students‟ personal reports and beliefs about the teacher, 

colleagues‟ thoughts and beliefs about the potential candidate, administrator‟s assessment  of 

students‟ level of engagement and applied knowledge in the classroom activities, discussion, etc, 
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and the administrators‟ professional knowledge about the potential candidate‟s teacher-student 

relationships with students of color. A total of sixteen teachers from the eight schools were 

initially identified.  

Interviews of Potential Research Candidates 

I interviewed sixteen potential participants in order to identify six teachers for this 

research. Two teachers from elementary and high school and one from middle school were 

selected. The following criterion was used to select the participants:  participation in the district‟s 

Cultural Proficiency professional development, two or more years of teaching experience in 

Usher County, and a planned decision to become a teacher in an urban school district. I also 

asked each candidate to describe some of their interesting and challenging teaching experiences 

in their interactions with students of color. Based on those experiences they were asked how their 

teaching might have changed over time (Appendix A). How each candidate responded to these 

questions also weighed in on my final selection. Each interview was held individually at a 

convenient time for the potential participants in their classroom.  

Selection Process for Research Participants 

Selection of participants was based on the responses from the potential candidates‟ 

interview using a purposive sampling technique (Erlandson, 1993; Merriam, 1998). Based on the 

face to face conversation, meeting outlined criteria, responses to the questions, and availability of 

candidate, I selected six individuals, five White women and one White male. Prior to beginning 

the research the male participant eliminated himself from the research due to personal time 

constraints.  

Interview Process with Research Participants 

Interviews were scheduled with participants individually. Once selected, the participants‟ 

first research interview was scheduled, once again, in their classroom. All other interviews and 
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focus group discussion were conducted away from the schools and at mutual agreed locations 

such as: coffee shops, book stores, or restaurants. Each interview lasted 60 to 90 minutes. The 

interview questions (Appendix B) allowed me an opportunity to develop an initial understanding 

about each participant. The semi-structured interview questions were designed to prompt 

discussion, encourage reflection and recollection of critical events. The interviews were informal 

and gave me the opportunity to build rapport with each participant. Implementing reflective 

questioning during this initial interview, I utilized the participants‟ responses from their 

candidate selection interview. As I continued with rapport building I encouraged participants to 

elaborate on their initial responses from the candidate interview. This practice allowed each 

par
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to teach in diverse urban setting. A critical event narrative analysis was the second method used 

to analysis the data. Everyone has a life story and every life story has one or more critical events 

(Webster & Mertova, 2007). Additionally, critical events in the life of a person may evoke a 

change, perspective shift or transformation. From a critical theoretical perspective and taking 

into account the factors presented for critical event narrative, this method of analysis appeared to 

be ideal for this research.  

The third and final method of analysis for this research was creating plot lines (Appendix 

D). I used Inspirations software to create visual plot lines to help tell the story of each 

participant. The plot lines provided the opportunity to scaffold the stories, identify and highlight 

times and critical events in the participants‟ lives (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). I worked 

collaboratively with the participants to retell their stories and accurately describe their life 

experiences. Participants offered their input, feedback and made the necessary corrections to 

their stories. This data collection process and analysis provided opportunities for better 

understanding of the participants‟ experiences and how their stories shaped the findings of this 

research (Mertova & Webster, 2007). 

Research Quality 

Reliability and credibility are two quality factors I considered when designing this study. 

If the issues of reliability and credibility differentiate a 'good' from 'bad' research then testing and 

increasing the reliability and credibility in this research was important to me (Mertova et al., 

2007, Merriam, 1998). It was essential that I developed rapport with each participant so that they 

would feel comfortable in sharing their stories and trust that their shared story would provide 

value and respect in accordance to how they were told, as promised in the 
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challenges affected their instructional practices and students learning. This chapter consist of 

participants stories. Each section begins with a brief introduction about the teacher and it is 

followed by that teacher‟s story in her voice. Sections‟ subtitles are designed to reflect the 

emerging theme of the teachers‟ life experiences and reflect potential relationships with the 

research questions. For example, in the section Amy, the subtitles My Inspiration to Teach and 

Face to Face with Diversity and Race relate to the first research question - How do White 

teachers understand the manner in which their own culture differs from that of their students‟ of 

color and how this shapes students learning? 

Amy 

 Amy is a White female born in Idaho in a small rural predominantly White 

community that she identified as “Whiteville.”  Amy taught for eleven years, six years in 

suburban public high schools and five years in urban public high school. Currently Amy teaches 

Social Studies and Advance Via Individual Determination (AVID) at Hill Grove High School, 

the second largest high school in Usher County urban school district. She has been teaching at 

Hill Grove for five years. Hill Grove has 57% Hispanic students, 25% Caucasian, 11% African 

American, 4% multi-racial, and 2% Native American students.  

My Inspiration to Teach 

I had an eighth grade English Teacher, Mr. Jones, who taught in my middle school in 

Hathaway. He was the coolest teacher, and there was something different about him and the way 

he related to us that made it fun. Mr. Jones had high expectation of his students. I was a 

struggling reader, and did not like reading. I was always the student in the lower reading groups 

in elementary school. I remember I was in the blue birds reading group and we always sat in the 

back in the corner of the classroom. Mr. Jones was able to inspire me to love reading. I trusted 

him and he made me want to write essays. Later I began to love English. He said to me one day, 
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“Amy you need to figure out what you‟re going to do 
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along with I hope I make it.” Honestly I felt like I was in a survival mode. I wondered how I 

could come across to them, so they would know not to take me as a joke, but I did not want them 

to dislike me. I knew first impression meant everything, and I didn‟t want to lose them day one, 

it would be so hard to get them back.  

A lot of Spanish was spoken and that made me nervous. I wondered if they were talking 

about me. The first challenge was letting them know I wasn‟t going anywhere. The teacher 

before me was White and he walked out. I told them where I was from, they liked my accent. I 

shared with them my teaching style, what subjects I taught, and asked them what they‟d been 

learning. I didn‟t want to just throw the curriculum at them. It was important for me to take the 

time to relate to them, learn their names, find out what they liked to do, what sport they played 

and other information that would begin to connect me to them as a class and individually. I also 

shared information about myself. I felt it was important that they saw me outside of my role as a 

teacher. They needed to know that I was a mother, and that I too had life challenges. I was 

abused by my first husband, and lived out of my parent‟s basement while on welfare. I realized, 

they had a story, I had a story, and everybody had a story. A lot of my students just wanted to tell 

their stories so I listened.  

As I introduced the curriculum I would check to see what they‟d learned before my 

arrival. I shared what I expected and asked for their feedback and thoughts. I allowed them to 

guide their own learning, and take ownership regarding how they would learn the required 

materials. I would check in and continue to provide my input, knowledge and expectations. I 
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just a White teacher telling them how to raise their kid. I tend to get a little more respect from the 

fathers of my Black students. However I think the roles would be reversed for a Black teacher 

teaching in Hathaway, “Whiteville”. Hill Grove has changed me and I like the path it has put me 

on. 

Lisa 

Lisa is a twenty-eight year old born in Usher County, the largest urban city in the state, 

but as a young child, moved to Blue Skies, a very influential city and community within the 

state. Lisa graduated from Blue Skies High School but moved around frequently as a young girl. 

She has five years of teaching experience as a Language Arts teacher at Hill Grove High School. 

Hill Grove is located in Usher County. Usher County school district is the largest urban school 

district in the state. 

I Was Born to Teach 

I came from a long line of teachers in my family, so it‟s in my blood, I always wanted to 

be a teacher. I had really good teachers in elementary, middle and high school. “I always 

thought, how cool would it be if I could inspire somebody.” I felt like I could make a bigger 

difference in a school where they don‟t have as many role models at home as I had. I had such a 

different upbringing, I can l
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growing up. Even the school districts that I went to were not diverse. The very first memory I 

had of race was from the time we lived in New Jersey. I was very young. Our neighbors were 

African Americans. They had a boy named Tony who was my age and I had never seen anybody 

of color before; that I can remember. It was in the middle of the summer and we went outside to 

meet Tony and his family. After I met Tony I ran back into my house and I put on Black sweat 

pants and a Black turtle neck because I didn‟t want Tony to feel like he was the only person who 

had Black skin. I was always told that everybody is the same and should be treated equal, there 

was no difference no matter what color skin we have. “That was instilled in me since I was little. 

Yeah, let‟s just all be friends, hold hands and sing Kum Bah Yah.” 

We later moved to the suburbs of St Louis and then moved to the Blue Skies but still not 

a lot of diversity. While in high school in Blue Skies I dated a Black guy, he was a very nice guy 

and my mom liked him. But, when we started dating she had reservations. I remember her 

sharing her apprehension. I was flabbergasted that my mom would feel this way because my 

whole life I grew up thinking everyone is equal. What happened to the Kum Bah Yah 

philosophy? I became the defiant teenager and kept dating because I wanted to make her mad. 
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My high school was about sitting and taking notes with very little teacher student interaction or 

student to student interaction. As the student teacher I developed a relationship with the students 

and learned a lot about them, and
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I think the major challenge for me was I had nothing in common with them. I felt 

automatically disconnected. I thought they wouldn‟t like me because they would see me as this 

White teacher, trying to teach them and knowing nothing about them. I wanted to get beyond that 

uncertainty and think of ways I could connect. I started with journaling to learn about them. I 

could learn about them through their journaling. I also wanted them to get to know me so I told 

them about my life and life challenges. I was amazed how personal these students got and they 

only knew me for a couple of months. 

Really listening to my students and having that open communication, I think, was very 

important. I don‟t have a clue how they feel and I never tell them that I do. I think the biggest 

mistake people make is telling somebody, “I know exactly how you feel,” because you don‟t. I 

know students just want to get their story out but they don‟t know who to share it with and they 

don‟t know how to do it. So journaling was helpful. When I was growing up I would always 

write about my issues. I could express my thoughts and feelings and nobody would have to read 

it. I feel English and Language Arts provides that opportunity of expression. There are times 

when my students write and they know they can just rip up their writing and there are times 

when they know I‟m going to 
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Making Their Learning Relevant 

I think it is import to have students read books where they can find a connection and 

relate to the characters. As a student I didn‟t relate to the characters in the books I read. I‟m 

intrigued that the characters in today‟s literature are a lot deeper. I remember reading books 

about old dead White people. I don‟t want my class to be the sit down, listen to lecture, take 

notes, do an essay and everyone turn in their homework and have a nice day. We did a unit on 

intolerance. I think it was one of my students‟ favorites. They were able to talk openly about 

customs they have, their ancestors and history. There was a lot of researching, thinking back and 

having to talk to their parents and grandparents. It gave the students a sense of their culture. It‟s 

important to give students an opportunity to express who they are in whatever curricular they‟re 

studying.  

Susan 

Susan has been teaching in Usher County school district for over thirty years. She‟s had a 

number of educational experiences while in the district. She began her teaching experience as an 

Art teacher in the early 1970s and later became a school counselor and writer for the district‟s 

health curriculum. At the time of our interview Susan had just returned to the classroom as an 

Art teacher after her many years of counseling.  

My Educational Life Journey  

I started my teachers‟ education at the local university in the Cooperative Urban Teacher 

Education (CUTE) Program. The idea was working in urban schools and working with that 

population. I started my student teaching in the early 70s at Samuel Lewis Junior High School, 

which was the only racially integrated school in Usher County. That same year the district began 

busing for desegregation but Samuel Lewis was not affected by the plan because of the natural 

neighborhood integration. During that time a lot of things were happening, racial tension in the 
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school and received my counseling degree because I thought I could help more if I was a 

counselor. So in my fourth year at the alternative junior high school, I was the school‟s 

counselor. I always thought I would go into social work but I ended up teaching Art and then 



 

 

59 

 

kid is un-teachable. You just have to find what works with them. As I look back, my teaching 

philosophy has not changed, I teach art [education] the same way I used to teach, believing you 

teach by providing a framework to guide others in their learning and then allow them to do it 

their own way, using their self expression.  

My Encounter with Race 

My first year of teaching a family called the National Association of Advancement for 

Colored People (NAACP) on me because the family felt I was not being fair to the child. The 

Vice Principal at that time was an African American male and he supported me and stood in the 

gap for me when the NAACP came to visit me at the school. Through their investigation 

NAACP determined that the accusations were not warranted and discontinued the investigation. 

The first few years of desegregation there was a lot of turmoil. The district began to put together 

a Human Relations Program and I was part of that team. The purpose was to educate people on 

how to get along with different races. The team would offer workshops for staff, parents, and 

students. I was a group leader and would go out to different schools to offer workshops. It was a 

fascinating time. 

To take a step back, during that time I worked for a local university in the Upward Bound 

Program as a Student Counselor, with predominantly African American kids. That was a cultural 

experience for me. I lived that life, I was the minority. I really wanted to do that job; I wanted to 

be able to help. My father was a Methodist minister and I was taught that the Christian thing to 

do was to help people. When I worked at the program I loved it, I felt like I was a part of it, I 

didn‟t feel different I felt accepted. I immersed myself into the culture of these African American 

kids. I learned how they straightened their hair by pressing, I could smell it. I worked with that 

program for several years. Now I have a child who lives at my house and is in that program. So 

when I moved her into the Upward Bound Program dorms one summer, it was like déjà vu, same 
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dorm, same floor, all of those memories were wonderful. It was like coming home, it was like a 

full circle. It was a wonderful feeling. 

The girls in the Upward Bound Program would teach me how to dance. Some of the girls 

from the program would come over to my house and they would talk about me being the 

“White” person. Actually they told me I was g
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The Essence of Me 

While my upbringing was to help people and I worked in a very diverse school 

population and worked for Upward Bound with predominantly African American students, I 

lived in a very White world. I was the third child which I think makes a difference. My siblings 

disappointed my parents and I decided I was the one to do different. It was very important to me 

to keep an even keel and not do anything too extreme. I was very cautious and always aware of 

how my actions impacted others. Before my father was a minister he was in the insurance 

business. He would not sell insurance to someone who didn‟t need it, but if they needed it and 

could not afford it, he made sure there was some way they could pay for it. I remember we 

always adopted a family in need at Christmas. My parents were so compassionate. 

As I get closer to the end of my career and I look back I wonder if things have really 

changed. I don‟t believe things have changed much; I know it is better, I know that, but I guess I 

assumed that we‟d get beyond prejudice and discrimination. I guessed there would be total 

acceptance, and there is not. I can honestly say that I feel I‟ve made a change in some kids‟ lives. 

I do believe that. I think I‟ve educated some students to be more understanding and more 

accepting.  
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Building Trust and Connecting with My Students 

I‟m not the type of person to hold a grudge. The students know they can mess up and we 

will be okay the next day. It took some time to get to this point. I remember my first year at 

Lyons, I had a discipline folder with Think Sheets for student to reflect on the inappropriate 

behavior. The folder was mangled. When I thought the student was out of control, I would send 

them to the safe spot in the room to complete a Think Sheet. Many of the students sent to the 

safe spot would take their pencils, because they were so upset, tear holes in the folder, and 

scribble on the folder. I think this was a way for them to express their anger. By the second 

semester, I realized that things were getting better between me and the students. I‟d like to think 

they began to realize that they could trust th
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I try really hard to expose my students to lots of different things. Finding those things and 

making them relevant to my students, requires that I understand their backgrounds. For example 

we had a story on national parks, if my kids have never been to a national park I have to prepare 

to make the learning relevant to what they know. Relevant instruction does affect academics. If 

everything I talk about is irrelevant, their interest is not going to be there. Once, my students 

were taking a test and one of the boys in my class asked me what season was Thanksgiving. The 

question on the test asked about the setting of the story presenting options such as, spring, 

summer, autumn or winter. Not knowing his seasons just broke my heart. 
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encouraged to apply for a teaching position at Lyons Elementary, a predominantly African 

American populated school located in the inner city of the community. When I walked into the 

building on my first work day I was shocked to say the least. The building was the worst 

situation I‟d ever seen; a two story building with scratched paint on all walls, dead cockroaches 

littering the floors and much more. I began to wonder if I‟d made the right choice when looking 

around. To my amazement when the school doors opened in August the building looked good as 

new and the staff was ready to receive the students.  

I taught second grade my first year at Lyons. Coming from Simpson Hills, I was used to 

being in control of my classroom and I had well behaved children. Well, just let me say, within 

my first nine weeks at Lyons I left my classroom crying a few times and I had been called a 

White bitch a couple of times by parents because they were not happy with the way I was 

handling their children. But, I was not giving up on the kids, even in my frustration I was not 

giving up on the kids. I knew many of the kids were coming from an environment that was 

similar to mine growing up, an environment of chaos. That‟s what it was like in my home, 

chaotic, but somehow I learned how to behave at school, I guess by watching my peers. Given, 

there were no peer role models in the classroom where I taught, I had to model appropriate 

school behavior.  

Making the Connections with Students and Parents 

I remember one particular boy in my classroom that was having a very difficult time in 

school. This student really frustrated me because I could not connect with him, and his mother 

did not believe I could teach her son because I was a White female. I was intimidated by this 

particular parent. I had strong determination and belief that this child and all of my other students 

could learn. I just knew I would keep hitting a brick wall if I did not connect with my students 

and their parents. 
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As I learned more about my students, their way of learning, what they enjoyed, along 

with maintaining high expectations for all of my students, they bega
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Three major findings emerged from this study. Every participant‟s path to understanding 

racial and cultural differences was unique. Participants‟ connections with their students as well 

as amongst their students, reflected engaged interactions. Every participant experienced a 

disorienting dilemma of the following nature – my students of color do not see the world the way 

I do.  

No Two Experiences are Alike: Paths to Understanding Racial and Cultural Differences  

The analyzed data in this section explicates participants‟ unique experiences toward 

understanding racial and cultural differences. For each participant it also includes their 

reflections on those experiences as well as their follow-up actions related to those experiences.  

Amy recalled her experience teaching in Detroit inner city, “I couldn‟t relate, I didn‟t 

understand their culture and they didn‟t understand me.” When teaching a lesson to fifth grade 

African American students she talked about using language that was unfamiliar to the students 

and how shocked she was when they didn‟t know what (“appetizer”) she was talking about. 

Amy‟s lack of appreciation and awareness of racial and cultural differences at that time, affected 

her teaching. While this critical event could be related more so to socio-economic status, Amy 

continued to reflect and acknowledge, “I realized I needed to become aware of their culture, not 

necessarily as a child who came from a working class family that qualified for free and reduced 

lunches but as a person [who] grew up as a White girl.”  She shared a willingness and desire to 

understand the racial and cultural differences that existed between her and her students. To better 

comprehend the differences she sought to learn from colleagues with the same race and similar 

culture as her students. She learned through that experience, “race did matter” and her belief that 

it did not affect her teaching and the students‟ learning shifted. “It was learning how to relate to 

them, it was more of me adapting to them.”   
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 Lisa said, “I had such a different upbringing and I learned so much from my students, 

different perspectives from different cultures.” Lisa heard several stories from her grandfather, 

who she described as a social justice teacher, coach and public school superintendent. From 

Lisa‟s story, I learned that Lisa, at an early age, was aware of social injustices related to racial 

and cultural differences. Those stories gave her some insights about the injustices encountered by 

those whose culture and race were not White. She described her upbringing as upper middle 

class with limited exposure to diverse cultures. When she student taught, even with her prior 

knowledge and learning, she still believed that her White
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“As I get closer to the end of my career and I look back I wonder if 
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ones and ones 
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examples to help students‟ understand; she shared her personal experiences related to the topic. 

“I was once apprehended by police, mistaken identity for shoplifting.”  In turn the students 

shared their experiences. One African American student said, “I don‟t shoplift but if I knew 

someone who did, I would certainly have them get something for me.”   

Throughout the discussion Amy listened and encouraged students to reflect on the laws 

and consequences for their choices and behaviors. Amy‟s demeanor with her students was laid 

back, relaxed and engaging. What I saw during this two hour observations with two different 

classes brought Amy‟s interview to life. Her teaching style and practices solidified for me an 

understanding of her desire to have genuine interactions with her students. It appeared in her 

conversations 
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As students responded to the pre-test questions I could see the level of confidence 

increase on their faces. The activity was relevant to the students‟ experiences; they played a 

popular game known by the students in the class that was modified to practice and prepare for a 

test. As the class came to a close, many students said, “We are going to rock this test!” Lisa in 

turn responded, “You are all very smart, I expect you all to apply yourself.”  Lisa appeared very 

comfortable interacting with her students and in turn the students‟ seemed engaged with Lisa and 

their peers. Lisa explained that getting to know her students, embracing the differences and 

learning from those differences would strengthen her teaching practices and have an effect on the 

students‟ learning. Lisa shared,  

We have about 75 percent Hispanic students in the school. So we 

need to know about that and let them know that their culture is 

important, not only to them but to the school and have our students 

have the opportunity to express that in whatever curricular that 

they‟re in. I think that‟s important, 

 As I entered �6�X�V�D�Q�¶�V classroom, students were working on an art project at tables in 

cooperative groups. 
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This class was engaged in the art assignment as well as in their conversations. The 

presence of their teacher did not appear to impede their interactions and they seemed comfortable 

conversing with Susan as she made her way to each table group. The students also were 

comfortable asking for assistance and open to her suggestions. Most students interacted only 

with peers and did not engage in interactions with the teacher.  However, it was evident in my 

observation what Susan stated in her interview; she believed it was important to allow students to 

be creative when designing their project and work independently or in groups. She did not 

believe every project should be the same or look the same. 
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she indicated she was having with her students. Her whole group instruction was a practice she 
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hummed songs and yet others talked aloud to themselves as they worked alone. Jaime shared 

with me that as she has come to know her students and visited their homes, she has learned that 

many of her African American students come from home environments with high levels of 

stimulation and noise. She recognized that she needed to find a balance in what she was 

comfortable with and where her students were coming from in order to keep them engaged 

during instructional time. She, along with her students developed classroom norms (at the 

beginning of the school year) that related to appropriate classroom noise levels and she modeled 

the expected behaviors and norms for her students. Jaime realized that to ask students to leave 

what they knew from their environment at the front door of the school would not be realistic and 

would create barriers in her relationships and interactions with her students. 
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Lisa recognized there is a difference that exists between her culture as a middle class 

White woman and her students of color. She shared during the focus group, 

. . . listen to your students and listen to where they came from and 

never say, I completely understand how you feel because 
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Just because you grow up in the community doesn‟t mean you‟re 

of it
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Image in the Mirror: My story 

A native of Usher County and a graduate of the Usher County public school district, I 
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public schools as an elementary paraprofessional in special education. After 3 years in the 
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I started this research journey by interviewing each of the participants to better 

understand who they were. At my initial interview with each of the selected participants, I knew 

it was important to begin 
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conversations about race, culture, White privilege, and how these affected the dynamics of the 

classroom and learning of students. Aware of the racial and cultural differences between me and 

the five White participants, I suspected the participants would tell me what I wanted to hear. I 

believed we would have a difficult time engaging in courageous conversations about cultural and 

racial experiences and what effect race and culture had on their instructional practices. However, 

I remained determined to investigate and challenge my professional and personal beliefs. I also 

wanted, and needed to remain cognizant of potential barriers that might impede our conversation 

due to my race. In our attempt to maintain a congenial discussion, at times, our conversations 

would illicit discomfort for all involved, yet we remained engaged and learned from one another.  

I did not expect that the participants‟ stories would cause me to reflect on my childhood, 

education and career life. As I speculated what might be my research findings, I developed a 

more comprehensive consciousness about the effects of race and culture from the perspectives of 

five White teachers, beyond just their classroom experiences. Some of the participants‟ life 

stories caused me to shift some of my beliefs; I have explicated some of my perspective shifts 

within the reflections I have written about individual participants.  

Diane: �³I was in it but not of it�´ 

Diane, a child of missionary parents, and a third culture kid, did not fit into the 

neighborhoods in which she was raised. Living amongst impoverished African Americans or 

Hispanics she never felt like she was connected or fitted in her environment. Later while 

attending a predominantly upper middle class Christian school she found she did not fit there 

either. Diane shared, “I was in it but not of it,” really stood out for me. While I didn‟t totally 

understand her comment at the beginning, this meaning emerged for me as I reread her 

interview. For Diane, her teaching was her calling. However, as she acknowledged her challenge 

with the academic success of her students she appeared defeated. Although she acknowledged 
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Susan: To Do the Right Thing    

Susan provided a historical timeline, a moment of interest that captured my attention 

during the selection interview. Susan‟s story placed some of her experiences in the heart of 
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taking place during class; students were singing, laughing, talking, humming, and incessantly 

moving in their chairs…while some continually yelled out their teachers name for assistance. As 

Jaime walked around the room assisting students she encouraged them to raise their hand as she 

would come and assist those who had their hands raised, not those who were yelling out her 

name. Although she reminded the students to be aware of the volume level, she never directly 

silenced them. It was at this point I began to feel anxious and wondered how these students could 

focus with so much noise in the room. As I continued to watch, I realized that the students were 

not talking to one another but at their computers, humming to themselves and laughing at the 

activities on the computer. If students were engaged in a conversation with their neighbor they 

were assisting one another on the computer. It appeared that the students were on task and 

working on their projects.  

I remembered growing up in a highly over-

mirrored the 
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the church call out AMEN! I also reflected on how the African Americans in the theatre respond 

aloud throughout the movie to the scenes that spark their interest. These reflections challenged 

�P�H���W�R���T�X�H�V�W�L�R�Q���P�\���D�V�V�X�P�S�W�L�R�Q�V���D�Q�G���M�X�G�J�P�H�Q�W���D�E�R�X�W���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V�¶���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�U���E�H�L�Q�J���L�Q�D�S�S�U�R�S�U�L�D�W�H���R�U��

different.  

In the book, Beyond Silenced Voices, Weis and Fine (1993) discussed the codes or rules 

for participating in the culture of power held by the dominant culture. These codes are relative to 

“linguistic forms, communicative strategies, presentation of self and ways of interacting” (p. 

122). Molinksy (2007) introduces the term cross-cultural code shifting as the ability to change a 

specific behavior, dialect, language or actions in a different cultural environment to align with 

the norms of that culture. This cross-cultural code shifting is applicable to Weis and Fine‟s work 

on linguistic code shifting. In her book, The Skin That We Speak: Thoughts on Language and 

Culture in the Classroom , Delpit (2002) shared a story about her eleven year old daughter and 

her inability to “code shift” (p.41) when enrolled at a predominantly White private school which 

affected her daughter‟s morale and self-esteem. Although Delpit believed a child‟s educational 

experience should be inclusive of their racial and cultural experiences, she recognized the 

empowerment associated with code-shifting. She expressed an overarching concern regarding 

the rules of those participating in the culture of power, “the White folks,” (p. 37). She implied 



 

 

93 

 

Amy: From �³White�Y�L�O�O�H�´���W�R��the World of Diversity 

The beginning of my journey with Amy, I felt as though she was cautious with her words, 

as well as with her body language. I knew I needed to discover a way to build a better rapport 

with Amy and help move the two of us to a point of trust. I needed to connect with Amy, to get 

to know her. I attempted to share more information about myself to begin to build trust and 

rapport.  

Amy expressed her interest in the research and I believed her experiences in life could 

benefit the research project. After our initial interview and first classroom observation, Amy‟s 

conversations at our second interview seemed more relaxed and open. She began to share more 

of her personal life, her former personal stereotypical beliefs and her values. Amy talked about 

how her thinking changed as she transitioned from
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choosing my words cautiously so not to offend Amy as she trusted me with her story. As Amy 

shared this critical event in her life which lead to her own change, her story opened up a new 

understanding for me regarding white privilege, how it shapes the thinking for some White 

people, as I listened and learned from the perspective of a White woman. 

Amy‟s life experiences challenged her to question her own attitude about racial and 

cultural differences, and better yet she shared how her students had challenged her values and 

beliefs about their own differences.  I enjoyed watching Amy as she interacted with the students 

in her classroom and valued listening to her as she shared some of her personal life experiences 

with her students. Open, vulnerable, and genuine was the message Amy sent not only to her 

students but to me. Amy‟s eagerness to learn about her students and how they were different 

from her was apparent. 

Lisa: Inspired by Erin Gruwell 

Lisa‟s story came to life in the classroom. As I entered her classroom the walls were 

covered with student‟s work and the classroom environment was high energy. Students were 

working in cooperative groups on a language arts lesson and helping one another with the lesson.  

Lisa‟s energy was contagious and once I understood what the students were working on I 

was engaged and motivated in the activity they were working on.  

The interaction between the teacher and the students lead me to believe that the students 

were connecting to the teacher. Students laughed and joked with Lisa during the activity. I felt as 

though I was in Erin Gruwell‟s classroom from the movie “Freedom Writers” watching Erin‟s 

interact with her students and engage them in the learning. I was reminded that in an earlier 

conversation, Lisa told me how much that movie inspired her as a teacher and how much she 

could relate not only to Erin Gruwell, but to how the students in the movie were a reflection of 

many of the students in her class. 
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I wondered if I had a teacher like Lisa during my high school experience. Unfortunately I 

could not remember even one teacher that engaged me in the learning process or showed genuine 

care and concern. Did I embrace my learning because I could relate or did I just go through the 

motion and jump through the hoops to complete my schooling to move on the next chapter in my 

life?  Lisa teaching, re-teaching, engaging, reviewing, and allowing critical thinking from the 

students reminded me of the teachers Gloria Ladson Billings (2000) described in her research, 

Fighting for Our Lives: Preparing Teachers to Teach African American Students Teachers. 

These teachers exhibited cultural competence, made the learning relevant for their students and 

prompted and promoted critical thinking. 

Connecting My Reflective Thoughts 

Each teacher participant was unique in their teaching methods and the way they tried to 

connect with their students. Each teacher articulated and displayed a similar belief that getting to 

know their students was important in the learning processes. They believed that their 

acknowledgement of racial and cultural differences and understanding those differences helped 

them to better interact, engage and build relationships with their students of color. This 

acknowledgement of differences empowered some of the participants to incorporate into the 

students‟ learning courageous conversations with their students about differences. While some 

participants appeared 
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6. DISCUSSION 

To conceptualize and structure, this section I developed a Thinking Chart (see Figure 1)  

that points at interconnections of theoretical framework and findings with the research questions 

that guided this study. These questions and corresponding findings were considered within the 

theoretical framework consisting of sociocultural, critical pedagogy, and critical social theory. 

Findings are explicitly discussed in the context of associated theories in the following sections: 

understanding the differences, teachers‟ connection through engaged interactions and 

transforming teaching practices.   

 

 

Figure 1. Thinking Chart for structuring Discussion Chapter 
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Understanding the Differences 

Genuine dialogue about race and culture cannot exclude the effects White privilege has 

on education. Facilitating such dialogues in schools, with an attempt to promote inclusiveness 

and acceptance of cultural and racial differences may present a challenge. Even with resources 

and curriculum available to support these dialogues, the topics related to race and culture are 

often avoided (Henze, et al., 1998). During the focus group discussion, I intentionally ask the 

teachers a question about their experience with Whiteness, power and privilege. Their responses 

allowed me to seek answers and reflect on the research question, How do White teachers 

understand the manner in which �W�K�H�L�U���R�Z�Q���F�X�O�W�X�U�H���G�L�I�I�H�U�V���I�U�R�P���W�K�D�W���R�I���W�K�H�L�U���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V�¶���R�I���F�R�O�R�U���D�Q�G��

how this shapes students learning? As the participants remembered times they may have been 

aware of their Whiteness and the associated privilege, some shared that they did not believe they 

benefited from the culture of that power. Ruth Frankenberg, in her book “The Social Construct 

of Whiteness: White Women Race Matters,” quoted one of her research participant‟s responses 

about Whiteness and privilege as saying, “a reality not acknowledged, a privilege lived in, but 

unknown”(p.9). Diane, shared during a focus group session, 
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Some of the teachers demonstrated, while some only acknowledged, their awareness and 

understanding of the differences. For example Amy shared, “
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The five teachers recognized how their early cultural experiences shaped their individual 

development and cultural interactions, and how those experiences affected their teaching 

practices is reflective of Sociocultural Theory and Critical Pedagogy. For example, each teacher 

shared in their stories how the culture from their childhood shaped their beginning values, 

beliefs, and attitudes. Amy recalled her first teaching experience in a classroom with ten fifth 

grade African American students and she said, “I knew that how I was brought up was how I 

would treat those kids.” Each participant acknowledged the importance for students to see their 

culture and race in their learning environment. For example Diane said, “That constant reminder 

to make it applicable to the kids. Making it look like them, talk like them so they will have buy-

in.” Diane recognized the need to be aware of her own cultural experiences, how it influenced 

her teaching practices. She realized that her teaching practices needed to incorporate the 

students‟ cultural experiences in the learning but acknowledged the difficulty in making the 

change. Many educators would agree, that to incorporate the students‟ cultural experiences in the 

learning is a complex process, particularly when the classroom is highly diverse (Sleeter, 2001; 

Stovall, 2006; Villegas & Lucas, 2002).  

�³�$���&�R�V�P�L�F���6�K�L�I�W�´: From Disorienting Dilemma to Perspective Transformation? 

From the perspective of Critical Social Theory, which supports transformative learning 

(Leonardo, 2004), I analyzed available data for critical events that might have caused a change in 

the teachers‟ ways of thinking about racial and cultural differences. I questioned why and how do 

racial and cultural differences between teachers and students might provoke/stimulate the 

�W�H�D�F�K�H�U�¶�V���W�U�D�Q�V�I�R�U�P�D�W�L�Y�H���O�H�D�U�Q�L�Q�J�" I entered into this research with the thought that each 

participant would be able to identify their perspective shift (transformation), and what may have 

caused such change. To my surprise the teachers struggled to pin-point if, how, when and what 

ignited their change. However, most believed this change in their thinking and teaching practices 
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had occurred either through personal life or teaching experiences. It seemed that they were 

challenged to articulate the specifics.  

As Cranton (2002) suggested, individuals are usually creatures of habit versus creatures 

of change.  It may take a critical event that causes a disorienting dilemma prompting a person to 

question their personal values and beliefs. She further indicated that in small segments, 

individuals may gradually see things differently, experience transformation and not recognize it.  
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contending that such learning encouraged students to think about others and not just themselves. 

“We talk about a lot of the different races and what‟s happened throughout history and how 

they‟ve [different races] been persecuted and treated. It really makes them
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fortunate or sharing the love of Christ. Overall the common denominator was the voice of social 

justice. I came to this understanding by asking each teacher the question, “Why did you decide to 

become a teacher in an urban school district?”  

Amy:  I had an eighth grade English teacher he was the coolest teacher. 

There was som
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wanted to give back to other students. In the newspaper article The Teachers We Never Forget 

columnist Schoonmaker (2007) reflected on a series of her articles inquiring about what makes a 

good teacher. After several classroom observations she reported that her idea of a good teacher 

was a teacher providing the most creative and least restrictive classroom, with students engaged, 

asking questions and working on class projects. Schoonmaker reported, classes with these kinds 

of activities were the classes with the highest level of student s‟ engagement. In support of her 

claims, Schoonmaker referenced The Hamilton Project (Gordon, Kane, & Staiger, 2006) in 

which the researchers argued that a good teacher is not measured by their credentials, their 

tenure, or years in service. A good teacher is all about the teacher and how they‟re able to 

connect with students, interact and engage students in the learning. Without those qualities 

teachers lose students in the learning and students fail to engage. 

Good teaching included elements such as providing a caring environment, having content 

knowledge, pedagogical knowledge, and practicing skillful classroom management. While all of 

these elements may exist in good teaching, this teaching is reflective the dominant culture values 

and beliefs, it is with the implicit goal of supporting and promoting the dominant culture. 

Culturally relevant teaching, on the other hand, is inclusive of all of the mentioned elements; 

however, good teaching also takes the students‟ racial and cultural background into 

consideration, building on their experiences and affirming their cultural identity (William, 1996; 

2006). 

When teachers acknowledge differences, connect and build relationship with their 

students of color, they become aware of the need to provide culturally relevant instruction. 

Culturally relevant teachers not only know their students well, they use what they know about 

their students to give them access to learning (Villegas & Lucas, 2002). Some urban teachers, as 
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well as some of the urban teachers in this study, have expressed their concerns regarding 

teaching students from different racial and/or cultural groups (Osborne, 1996).  

Implications  

The t
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and engage them in the learning process, she believed race and culture should matter. However, 

in maintaining high expectations for all of her student Amy believed that race did not matter. The 

color of their skin or their culture did not determine her belief in their academic potential.  

Building Cultural Bridges 

Educators who reflected on their life experiences and assessed their own values, beliefs 

and attitudes toward students from different racial and cultural groups became more aware of 

their teaching practices and students‟ outcomes (Jones, 2004). Jones further indicated that 

educators, who examined how their biases might have influenced their interactions with students 

of color, planned their classroom lessons and activities to engage these students in the learning. 

Such educators created and developed their teaching practices to bring real life experiences and 

current events into everyday teaching and learning. 

It appeared that the five teachers in this study acquired cultural self awareness through 

their personal life experiences and teaching journey in their unique ways. Although they came to 

recognize that their life experiences, cultural environment and race were not like that of their 

students of color, not all of them realized how this recognition affected their teaching practices 

and students‟ learning. As she shared her historical journey Susan recalled, 

I worked [with] predominantly African American kids. I immersed 

myself into that culture, I loved it, and I felt accepted. The girls in 

the program would teach me how to dance. Some of the girls from 

the program would come over to my house and they would talk 

about me being the “White” person. They said they accepted me, 

but they also told me that when the revolution comes I would be as 

White as all the other Whites, so I needed to understand that. 
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students, they continued to advocate the need to embrace the racial and cultural differences, and 

facilitate culturally relevant instruction as well as promote engaged interactions.  

Conclusion 

When the cultures between home and school are congruent, the classroom supports a 

learning environment that allows engaged interactions between the students and the teacher. In 

order for this congruency to take effect the system of education and teachers must be willing to 

recognize, understand and embrace the racial and cultural differences of the students. To 

recognize how students‟ race and culture differ from teachers „culture is the first step in order to 

develop relationships and build cultural bridges. These bridges create connections between home 

culture and school culture.   

Educators who maintain high expectation for all students and acknowledge that all 

students have the ability to learn, support the belief that every student is expected to learn to their 

fullest potential. Even though these premises might not always afford academic success for all of 

their students, high expectations in the learning should not depend on the students‟ race and 

culture but on the teachers‟ ability to engage all students in the learning,  

When educators embrace the racial and cultural differences, have meaningful connections 

with their students, build genuine relationships by getting to know their students, educators may 

be able to provide and facilitate culturally relevant instruction to benefit the learning for students 

of color.  I advocate for educators to facilitate culturally relevant instruction as well as promote 

engaged interactions.   
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Appendix B 

Semi-structured Interview Questions 

Tell me a little about yourself- your childhood and early education experience? 

Tell me a little about your experience as a teacher? 

Why did you decide to become a teacher in an urban district? 

Over the years of teaching how has your classroom changed, what would you like to 

share? 

Can you share some of your interesting experiences in your interaction with students of 

color?  Challenging experiences with students of color?  

What changes have you seen in student demographics/population since your teaching 

experience and how have that affect your teaching? 

How has your professional development with Cultural Proficiency affected your teaching 

strategies? 

How would you define success with students of color in your classroom? 
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Appendix C 

Focus group Questions 

What have you recognized/realized regarding the cultural and racial difference between 

you and students of color you instruct?  

What prompted/influenced this awareness?  

How has this awareness affected your teaching practices? What adjustments if any have 

you made based on this awareness? 

How has the district‟s work with Cultural Proficiency influenced your teaching? 

How might social justice and equality be advanced in the work of education for students 

of color? 
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Participants Narrative Plot Lines cont. 

Diane Age: 26 

Teaching experience: 4 

Level: Elementary  

School: Lyons 

Subject: 4
th

  grade  

Child of 
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Appendix E 

Research Consent Letter 
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