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ABSTRACT 

 

STASSI THOMAS ANDERSON 

AN AUTOETHNOGRAPHIC INQUIRY INTO AN AFRICAN AMERICAN, CLASS-

BASED PERSPECTIVE IN EDUCATIONAL DELIVERY  

Under the direction of LUCY BUSH, Ed. D 

 

 

Research has given us the understanding of the demographic disparity between 

white, largely middle class teachers and diverse lower socioeconomic school children 

(Grious & Silva, 2010), as teachers from the middle class society wrestle with meeting 

the needs of their culturally diverse students. In efforts to bridge the social and academic 

gap, resources have been spent on hiring more minority teachers into the classroom.  

However, few studies have been conducted on the efforts, struggles, and triumphs of 

teaching disadvantaged students from the seldom-depicted perspective of a Black teacher 

of privilege. The purpose of this study was to examine the impact of cross-class 

interaction within the same race – i.e., the teacher and the students both being Black yet 

reared in different economic environments—upon the development of the teacher.  The 

two guiding questions for this autoethnography are: (a) As a Black teacher of 

socioeconomic privilege, what has been the influence on my own pedagogical 

development of my interaction with disadvantaged students of the same race?  (b) Is my 

experience unique or do other Black teachers of privilege question or encounter similar 

issues of student connectivity?   
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Data was generated from a collection of self-reflective data and interview data; 

focus group responses to interview questions; and several autoethnographic vignettes. 

Three findings were gleaned from the data:  (a) Black privileged teachers in this study 

taught from a similar cultural gaze as their white middle-class counterparts, based on 

their exposure to the dominant culture’s educational and social philosophy and practices; 

(b) additional research is necessary when merging non-traditional privileged Black 

teachers into Black disadvantaged teaching environment; and (c) further research is 

needed to evaluate the pre-service teaching programs for all privileged teachers entering 

lower socioeconomic neighborhoods to teach. It becomes imperative that we examine our 

own position towards culture and race internally before being placed in culturally and 

racially diverse settings. 
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PREFACE:  A BRIEF ANECDOTE 

After interviewing at Mercer University and learning that I was accepted as a 

doctoral student, it seemed fitting as I reflected on my previous schooling experience that 

this advance degree would be the next step in my career.  Everything that represented my 

way of life and thinking coincided with this very moment.  Only this time I would use my 

course work to help me transition into a new position of transformation in education.  I 

have quietly kept my disappointments of my teaching journey to myself and I knew if I 

enrolled in a university I could find the answers to my defeat in education.  So this was 

the beginning of my triumph, my understanding of why I did not connect with the values, 

politics, and realities of education.  This would be the beginning to investigate why, after 

all the continuing education courses and degrees, I never see how the information learned 

transfers over to change in the teaching practice and the realities within the walls of my 

classroom.  This was the next and final stage – to re-discover hope in the education 

system and in myself as a change agent. 

The first day came and I entered my first class. The moment I stepped inside the 

room I saw eleven other doctoral students.  Of the twelve of us, ten of the students were 

Black and two were white.  There were two professors leading the class, one white and 

one Black.  Not the diversity I was expecting, but I sat down, ready to start my new 

mission.  The first plan of action was for all of us to share important elements of our lives 

and what ultimately led us to this program.  From the moment each person spoke and 

shared how they came into this program, the more I felt out of place.  Most of my 
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classmates who were Black had a distressed story and they were either the first in their 

family to graduate from college or they would be the first seeking to earn their doctoral 

degree.  They told stories from single parent homes to horrifying death and violent 

stories.  I did not fit in.  I sat there in silence, trying to think who in my family did not 

attend college.  Was I the third or fourth generation in my family?  As far as I was 

concerned, I was the last to rise to the occasion – not that it was ever mentioned. I guess 

it was just expected in our family that we would in our own time find something to 

research or change. I was raised in a two parent home. Both parents came from two 

parent homes, and my biggest complication in life was having trauma in giving birth to 

my son. 

In retrospect, my first course with my two professors, one Black and one white, 

dealt with an assignment which required us to split up into groups of three’s or four’s.  

All twelve of us were around the room with our groups, writing key concepts learned 

from our reading assignment. While I was trying to decide on what my role in this group 

would be, I overheard an argument between one of my partners and the Black professor.  

I was shocked, stunned even with the level of conversation and the facts surrounding the 

argument, but I immediately turned to the doctoral student and signaled for her to end the 

conversation. Instead they continued to make negative comments back and forth.  I really 

do not know how it started but I remember the Black doctoral student saying “Good job!” 

to the professor and the Black professor took offense.  Apparently, it was offensive to 

compliment the professor since we were merely beginning to enter the program.  I really 

do not know why but I remember thinking, “At this level of education, I still see 

aggressive behavior.” This was my introduction to this society of misunderstood 



 

xv 

 

communication. I truly felt uncomfortable and hoped that this incident would go away 

without anyone knowing that there was conflict in the room. However, the Black doctoral 

student went on to tell everyone in the cohort.  Some listened intently, supporting the 

scene, and others walked away.  This experience immediately connected to some of my 

experiences working in disadvantaged communities where I taught students who angered 

easily and used hostile gestures. This event occurred at the beginning of my program but 

I wanted to share this anecdote for an acknowledgement of my struggle in my work as a 

teacher.  I wanted to invite my reader into my head, my worldview, and my quest to find 

my place in education. 

I am Black, privileged, and a woman who is often isolated within my own race. Because 

of my rare upbringing, those perceptions separate from the normal depiction of the Black 

culture.  It may seem at times that I am completely devoid of self-awareness, but it’s just 

the opposite.  
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UNVEILING CHANGE 

In the beginning there were always connections, experiences, reflections, and multiple 

ways to evolve, but who knew that it would lead me to this very moment of time where I 

would be given a chance to produce this type of work… this type of transformation… 

Looking at my past through present perspectives as I undrape my practices and confess 

to ineffective methods that happened unknowingly or knowingly, my metamorphosis took 

place and evolutions activated through the twists and turns and ups and downs, but at the 

end I regenerated with new colors as I experienced new revolutions… new wings! 

 This autoethnographic research encloses my passion, my awakening, and continuous 

transformation, but most of all it releases the educational butterfly… 

    © Stassi Anderson, 2014 
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CHAPTER 1 

LAUNCHING THE STUDY 

“We do not learn from experience... we learn from reflecting on experience.” 

Democracy and Education, p. 131-151.    

Background of the Study 

Increasing demands on educators, given recently imposed federal and state 

mandates and the ongoing push for improved classroom performance, have prompted a 

need for teachers to become reflective practitioners and more clearly construct their 

identity within the educational process. However, such reflection – despite its acceptance 

as a useful and effective tool for improving classroom performance – is often sacrificed 

in the ongoing introduction of innovations to more effectively manage the task of 

teaching. Accordingly, recent pedagogical developments are dominated by such concerns 

as the rise of new curricula and the dictated instructional practices associated with teacher 

merit pay. Often forgotten is the need for the ongoing reflection of the instructor and the 

role of voice and personal identity in educational delivery.  

Reflective teaching has given teachers the opportunity to participate in thoughtful 

action when they experience a difficulty, a troublesome event, or experience that cannot 

be immediately resolved (Zeichner & Liston, 1996).  According to Munby and Russell 

(1989), this process is referred to as puzzles of practice.  As teachers face uncertainty or 

unease, reflection is ever present, and educators of all levels are looking back to analyze 

their experiences in the midst of the action or after the action is completed (Zeichner & 
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Liston, 1996).  Dewey’s (1933) book entitled, How We Think, made an important 

distinction between action that is routine and action that is reflective.   

Research is needed in order to learn more about teachers involved in active, 

persistent, and careful consideration of their beliefs or practices while meeting and 

responding to problems they face.  This reflective practice involves intuition, emotion, 

and passion and is not something that can be neatly packaged as a set of techniques for 

teachers to use (Greene, 1986).  Such inquiry presents an opportunity to share teacher 

reflection through an autoethnographic research design. 

Autoethnographies are “highly personalized accounts that draw upon the 

experience of the author/researcher for the purposes of extending sociological 

understanding” (Sparkes, 2000, p. 21). An autoethnography “lets you use yourself to get 

to culture” (Pelias, 2003, p. 372).  Since the 1980’s, a number of publications that 

questioned traditional notions of science developed the concept of reflexivity in which 

the researcher pauses for a moment to think about how his or her presence, standpoint, or 

characteristics might have influenced the outcome of the research process (Wall, 2006).  

My individual battles, efforts, and assumptions have been representative of these 

nontraditional pedagogical undercurrents as I continue to develop as a teacher, a 

professional, and a human being with a particular set of experiences.   

Autoethnography and Scholarship of Teaching 

Autoethnography is an “autobiographical genre of writing and research that 

displays multiple layers of consciousness, connecting the personal to the cultural” (Ellis 

& Bochner, 2000, p. 739).  It is described as a “reflexive ethnography” in which the 

researcher’s personal experience becomes the focus of inquiry, illuminating the culture 
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under study (Ellis & Bochner, 2000, p. 740).  Using this type of research design allows 

the researcher to make sense of fieldwork experience through reflection.  Johns’ (2004) 

definition of reflection was described by Duarte (2007) as “being mindful of self, either 

within or after experience,” as though looking through a window which will enable the 

practitioner “to view and focus self within the context of a particular experience, in order 

to confront, understand and move toward resolving contradiction between one’s vision 

and actual practice” (p. 2). 

Participants of autoethnogaphic research adhere to a commitment to activate 

pedagogical practices through a process of unveiling and embodying the “many complex 

layers of one’s practice as a teacher in order to investigate and analyze the complexities 

of teaching and learning” (Bass, 1999, p. 2). They communicate a shared aspiration to 

transform teaching experiences through the involvement of Schon’s (1983-1987) 

reflective practice approach, which helps the practitioner to make new sense of situations 

of uncertainty or uniqueness that they might experience (Schon, 1983, p. 61).  Reflective 

practice fosters the ability to “identify and scrutinize the assumptions that underpin how 

we work, thus viewing in our practice through different lenses’ (Brookfield, 1995, pp. 

xii-xiii). Through autoethnogaphic research, participants are able to unfold within a 

particular culture as they develop a reflective analysis of events and activities to generate 

new insights to enhance the researcher and the community’s views towards the 

knowledge gained in the process. 

Focus on Teaching Racial Minority Learners 

Research on racial minority students has far too commonly focused on statistics of 

Blacks and Mexican Americans born into poverty, their prevalence of drug-related crimes 



4 

 

 

 

and single-parent homes, or their rearing by a grandparent, relative, or foster parent.  

Furthermore, studies of educational challenges in the classrooms are dominated by white 

teachers and their difficulty teaching Black and Mexican American students from low 

income neighborhoods.  There have been ongoing studies that describe and analyze the 

challenges that white teachers have with internal struggles of white guilt, pedagogical 

decisions involving race, and the preparation needed to teach diversity in their classrooms 

(Pennington, 2007). As a Black teacher of socioeconomic privilege, I addressed 

unanswered questions in education that include the cultural identity, philosophies, and 

notions of the researcher; how these aspects have impacted my connection with students 

from low income communities; and, in turn, the resulting impact upon my development 

as a teacher.  Consequently, an autoethnographic approach was deemed the most 

appropriate method. 

Statement of the Problem 

This autoethnographic study examines my role as a Black teacher educating 

disadvantaged racial minority students and its effect upon my development as an 

educator. Unfortunately, such studies involving the challenges of Black teachers, be they 

cultural or socioeconomic, are seldom depicted or acknowledged in educational research.  

In light of the unrepresented multiplicity of differences between Black teachers and racial 

minority students’ classroom, Britzman (1991) described the process of becoming a 

teacher as one of biographical crisis, involving more than “applying decontextualized 

skills or of mirroring predetermined images; it is time when one’s past, present and future 

are set in dynamic tension” (p. 31).  This type of conflict requires that those involved in 

teaching take a critical stance towards the social relations created within difference (Starr, 
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2010).  Taking such a position generates more authentic knowledge of “personal 

educational experiences, core beliefs and ideologies” (Alsup, 2006, p. 127) and how that 

personal knowledge informs educational philosophy and pedagogical practice (Alsup, 

2006; Hickey & Austin, 2007).  Research is needed in order to learn more about African 

American teachers who teach in low-income schools and communities. 

In my dissertation, I broaden the literature base on the topic of Black teachers and 

racial minority students while expanding my own thinking. I am in transition as a 

practitioner and often struggle with connecting with my students and finding resources 

outside of the curriculum that represent the diversity of my classroom. 

 During these times, I fall back on the familiar books and lessons from my years 

as a child and a student. Though I am Black, I am often perplexed by the issues that 

confront my disadvantaged students. I try to incorporate my students’ familial and 

cultural lives into the lessons I create, but such incorporation often does not fit.   

Many times, as I write journal reflections and have private conversations with 

other people of color or with family members who have faced a similar scenario, it is 

only then that I realize I am not alone in this regard. Still, they do not struggle with their 

identity when it comes to pedagogical decisions within their race.  As a result, they spend 

little time thinking about their own identity when they prepare to teach disadvantaged 

students in their classrooms.  I began my study reflecting on the practices of my Black 

and white counterparts and specifically their teaching practices within urban schools.  

These teachers took pride in their students’ end-of-the-year testing as each showed that 

their students exceeded applicable proficiency levels, a measure of their own success. 

Yet, as subsequent students moved up the ladder to the next grade, it was apparent they 
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were still deficient. This suggested these students tested for the moment, regurgitated 

what was said, and appeared to be successful, yet were not truly knowledgeable, lacking 

long-term skills or measurable growth.  In other words, the students absorbed datum that 

was measured immediately after instruction, but there was no sustainability in the 

process.  Each year, my attempt to stay away from traditional rote-memory instructional 

methods caused me to integrate my own pedagogical practices with authentic instruction, 

reflecting my own personal experiences. 

 However, as I took a lot of continuing educational courses, my teaching practices 

varied depending on the curriculum design required. As the curriculum varied, it 

determined which practices I would use to build understanding, connection, skill, and 

practice or scripted programs.  As a veteran teacher, I want to determine what teaching 

strategies would best integrate with any given curriculum so that my strategies will hold 

true regardless of the disposition of the students I teach. Year after year, time was spent 

mastering the different programs that entered our classrooms to reach the Black 

disadvantaged students and year after year it was assumed that I could relate to their 

cultural and societal perspectives.  The natural ability that I used to address any 

circumstance throughout my life was the power that would hinder me from exploring the 

silent whispers in my head as I was thrown into a socioeconomic community unfamiliar 

to my upbringing, my reality.  The name of the power was my reflection, my voice.  I 

could not hear it. 

Subsequently, taking each continuing educational course, and acquiring various 

certifications and degrees gave me an opportunity to examine my pedagogy and research 

practices; nonetheless, it masked my struggle to teach Black disadvantaged students 
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whose culture and language I did not understand. From the beginning, learning was 

constructed inside my home and within my family’s way of life.  Our parents designed 

our environment to cultivate our imaginations to the stories we read throughout our 

childhood, along with scheduled play dates and structured activities.  Visualizing the 

past, I can remember getting lost inside a book throughout the day as it gave me 

ammunition to turn my home setting into one that resembled each manuscript.   

Weekends and holidays were opportunities’ for my brother and me to attend live 

musicals in New York and other tri-county cities in New Jersey.  We saw classics that 

have stayed in our minds until this day, from The Sound of Music to the Nutcracker. We 

experienced activities from attending private balls to participating in a debutante ball. We 

also took several road trips like to the one to New York at Sterling Forest.  We rode 

camels and sat high to see the whole world and explore live animals in a petting zoo.  It 

was just a natural world of exploration. Learning was all about connections, 

conversations, associations, and reflection.  Timeless moments were filled with excerpts 

of our escapades written in our diaries and journals; but it also became the start of 

theoretical connections. In contrast, my first launch into an instructional reality that all 

children did not experience natural learning opportunities was the day I entered the world 

of teaching students in Newark, New Jersey.  School buildings were tall and dark on the 

outside, and gloomy on the inside, mimicking the students’ actual life and reflecting on 

society’s disappointments that life had dealt them at an early age, as they were born into a 

family culture of addiction, crime, and poverty.  Just passing through as a college student, 

I thought substitute teaching would give me extra money for pocket change in my 

academic world.  However, each time I was given a substitute positon and saw their 
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plight, I silently took on the stance that I was not just there to teach them, but I was 

supposed to save them – without any examination of my own culture and socioeconomic 

position. This led to a spiraling act of private inspection of the “culture gap” between 

teachers and their students.  After all, teachers’ beliefs that are made based on their 

culture, society, readings, and experience form the foundation of the student-educator 

relationship.   

Their expectations of the students, their beliefs about the educability of children, 

and their personal biases or racism overtly or covertly impact their interactions with their 

students.  Also impacted are their teaching practices and how they will develop or under-

develop the learning environment within their classrooms.  Does the color of your skin 

determine your connectivity to the students you serve?  Does it affect how students link 

their learning within the classroom to the life they know outside of the classroom?  Is 

there a cultural responsive teaching issue only for white teachers?  Is there a need for 

Black teachers to expand their experiences and understanding of the diversity within their 

own race?  Does having a connection with students close the achievement gap?  These 

questions affected my deliberation of my teaching practices and discourse as I followed 

traditional and non-traditional approaches in my classroom.   

As each year passed, there was little room left for self-analysis as a teacher, 

researcher, and participator in the research process.  Each chronicle of reflection, 

experiences, and perceptions were left to private changes and interpretations.  Every 

transformation remained untold until the emerging recognition of autoethnography as a 

qualitative research method signaled that the time had come for an account of my 

unveiling change to ignite. 



9 

 

 

 

Following is an outline of the purpose and significance of my doctoral 

examination, and then an examination of my perspective as a researcher.  Thereafter, I 

clarify my research questions and define the study’s key terms. 

Purpose and Significance of the Study 

The purpose of this dissertation is to provide an autoethnographic account of a 

Black teacher of socioeconomic privilege teaching disadvantaged Black children, and to 

examine the impact upon the development of the teacher. It examines a little-known 

cultural divide, as well as the challenges I face in creating learning opportunities for 

students to accept education as an opportunity to rise above the culture to which they 

were born (Dewey, 1933).  It explores Bukor’s (2011) “nature and evolution of the 

interconnectedness between beliefs, assumptions, perceptions, and interpretations 

originating in educational, professional, and personal experiences that, in turn, shape the 

development of the teacher” (p. 10). The research is grounded in the reflectivity of my 

experiences teaching in elementary and secondary urban classrooms. 

This study is concerned with my personal failures, triumphs, and reflection.  It 

aims to contribute to the growing body of research on teacher reflectivity in an all-

inclusive and integrative design. According to Freeman (1995), it is imperative “to 

examine how participants [i.e., teachers] construe their words and how [they] make sense 

of their environment and their experiment” (p. 581).  Goodson, cited in Bukor, 2011, also 

argued for the inclusion of the broader perspective of teachers’ lives in educational 

research because life experiences and backgrounds are key ingredients of the person that 

we are, of our sense of self.  To the degree that we invest our ‘self in our teaching 

experiences and background therefore shape our practice (Goodson & Walker, 1991, p. 



10 

 

 

 

144).  I distinguished two types of cultures within this study, designating one culture as 

privileged and the other as disadvantaged.  By privileged I mean a person who is born 

into privilege; that speaks to a type of entitlement negotiated at the school level (Giroux, 

2004).  

According to Pritchett (2011), this entitlement is not attained by all whites, and 

often individuals of different races gain access to financial and social capital, which 

garners privileges within societal frameworks.  A disadvantaged person includes those 

who are born into poverty, and despite their educational opportunities, subsequently 

remain deficient of their cultural and familial ideologies and truths. This study deals 

primarily with my reflective autobiographical process in the examination, formation, and 

transformation in my role as a teacher.  Additionally, it may contribute to the current 

research and discussion on the high percentage of teacher burnout among educators that 

cannot be explained by a one-sided evaluation of the challenges of white teachers and 

their low-income students.  As teachers, we are hired to serve the academic needs of our 

students, yet as the culture of our students has changed, so have their needs.  We now 

know that we must service additional needs that include security, counseling, parenting, 

and training to maintain those vital functions for which we were hired.   

I show that (a) Black teachers have challenges teaching in school environments 

that are opposed to their cultural and familial backgrounds within their own race; (b) the 

Black teacher can teach from a position that demonstrates an immovable cultural gaze 

over the Black low-income students they teach; and (c) the diversity of cultures within 

the same race can impede the progress that might occur from a lack of connectivity and 

mutual experience.  
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This research of teacher reflectivity, cultural identity, and diversity is noteworthy 

and meaningful as it addresses the hidden cavities of education.  It can extend our 

“understanding of reflective action as that which involves active, persistent and careful 

consideration of any belief or practice in light of the reasons that support it and the 

further consequences to which it leads” (Dewey, 1933). It may also speak to Sparkes’ 

(2000) notion that “autoethnographies are highly personalized accounts that draw upon 

the experience of the author/researcher for the purposes of extending sociological 

understanding” (p. 21).  Since the era of Dewey, teacher reflection has become a vigorous 

and effective communal force, concurrently influencing and affecting varied research 

designs for educational thesis and culture. Teacher reflectivity, therefore, is both a way to 

promote thoughtful action by teachers and a way to develop professionals who can play 

an active role in curriculum development and educational reform (Zeichner & Liston, 

1996).  Teacher reflection offers and extends opportunities for professional teachers to 

analyze their experiences, and to document, compare, and share. Brookfield (1995), 

believed that reflective practice motivates teachers to ‘identify and scrutinize the 

assumptions that underpin how we work, so we can view our practice through different 

lenses.  Autoethnography has opened the door for academic scholars and writers to 

acknowledge the normative value of inquiry. In addition, with its opposing features and 

attributes to the dominant scientific traditional paradigms, autoethnography “makes room 

for other ways of knowing and the growing emphasis on the power of research to change 

the world, ultimately creating a space for the sharing of unique, subjective, and evocative 

stories of experience that contribute to our understanding of the social world and allow us 

to reflect on what could be different because of what we have learned (Wall, 2006, p. 1).  
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Rationale 

This study addresses a deficiency in research literature concerning the privileged 

African American teacher who faces challenges in teaching disadvantaged racial minority 

students.  It provides an account of voice, perception, and reflectivity in the form of an 

autoethnographic research design.  The sole characteristics of autoethnographic research 

writing are vital matters for scholarly investigation for the reason that it can offer 

intuition to teachers as they begin to alter their outlook on teaching and learning, forcing 

them to critically reflect on why they teach the way they do and to look at their 

pedagogical and cultural practices anew (Duarte, 2007).  Ellis and Bochner (2000) 

affirmed that autoethnography is an “autobiographical genre of writing and research that 

displays multiple layers of consciousness, connecting the personal to the cultural” (p. 

739).  It is part of a more recent style of anthropological practice known as “reflexive 

ethnography” in which the researcher’s personal experience becomes the focus of 

inquiry, illuminating the culture under study (Ellis & Bochner, 2000, p. 740). As a 

reflexive genre of writing, autoethnography situates the self within the context of a 

culture, sub-culture, or group, and studies one’s experience along with that of other 

members of the group (Duarte, 2007).  Hence, it is a personal style of research portrayed 

by “confessional tales” (Ellis & Bochner, 2000, p. 740) that do not participate in more 

predictable styles of academic writing. Autoethnography has no hint of objectivity or 

detachment. The researcher’s own experience becomes the object of investigation as she 

is “fully committed to and immersed” in the groups she studies (Ellis & Bochner, 2000, 

p. 741).   
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This is needed in the scholarship of teaching as it relates to Johns’ (2004) 

definition of reflection as “being mindful of self, either within or after experience” (p. 4), 

as though looking through a window which will enable the practitioner “to view and 

focus self within the context of a particular experience, in order to confront, understand 

and move toward resolving contradiction between one’s vision and actual practice” 

(Duarte, 2007, p.2). 

Perspective of the Researcher 

Born in the Seven Oaks Park neighborhood, an upper middle class, African 

American community in Orange, New Jersey, my childhood experiences and upbringing 

do not correspond with the standard of living, circumstances, and underprivileged 

representation portrayed in research and current literature on African American racial 

minority students. My introduction to academic and societal advancement was acquired 

through the success of my parents and family. My father served as a longtime principal, 

administrator, and political leader in Newark, New Jersey; my mother, a longtime 

administrator, superintendent and deputy superintendent; my aunt, a principal; and my 

maternal grandparents, successful business owners who built and developed early 

childhood schools from pre-school to fourth grade. This social class provided privileged 

experiences and training which began at home, where my parents structured the learning 

environment of my brother and me to cultivate our perceptions and knowledge of the 

world at large. 

While I attended predominantly-Black public and private (religious) schools as a 

youth, the first time I was fully immersed in an environment largely devoid of prosperity 

and economic opportunity was the day I began teaching elementary students in Newark, 
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New Jersey. Many young students came to school wanting to be successful despite some 

harsh realities at home, commonly being born into family cultures of drug addiction, 

crime, and poverty.  As a college student—though I initially believed I was just passing 

through to substitute teach and earn some extra money before returning back to my own 

educational world—working with underprivileged students caused me to question my 

perspective on what it means to acquire knowledge.  

Autoethnography, by tradition, has been used as a method for qualitative inquiry 

(Reed-Danahay, 1997).  This research method engages the individual in cultural analysis 

and interpretation (Chang, 2008) as it simultaneously allows researchers the opportunity 

to self-explore and cross-examine themselves within their own history and culture as they 

broaden their own values in relation to others.  

My individual interpretation of autoethnographic philosophy as pedagogical 

methods utilized “autobiographical ethnography in which anthropologists interject 

personal experience into ethnographic writing” (Reed-Danahay, 1997, p. 2). Due to my 

ongoing experiences as a Black teacher, I placed myself not only into the study, but also 

candidly into my own teaching as I interacted with Black disadvantaged students. This 

method is equivalent of Denzin’s (1989) idea of bringing the personal life into the 

professional life and typifies what I argue to be an effective way to broach topics such as 

personal explorations of race, culture and socioeconomic disparities.  

Ellis and Bochner (2000) note:  

Social scientists recently have begun to view themselves as the phenomenon and 

to write evocative personal narratives specifically focused on their academic as 

well as their personal lives. Their primary purpose is to understand a self or some 
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aspect of a life lived in a cultural context....Readers, too, take a more active role 

as they are invited into the author’s world, evoked to a feeling level about the 

events being described, and stimulated to use what they learn there to reflect on, 

understand, and cope with their own lives ... (Shelton, 1995), and to write from an 

ethic of care and concern (Denzin, 1997; Noddings, 1984; Richardson, 1997). (p. 

742) 

My application of autoethnographic pedagogy transformed my ways of teaching 

and interacting with Black disadvantaged students and the other teachers who taught 

them.  Using the autoethnographic method, I interpreted two concepts of autoethnogaphic 

qualitative methodology research and tailored them to become my pedagogical habits: 

 Narrative storytelling 

 Reflective engagement 

Narrative Storytelling: My Role as a Teacher-Redeemer or Defeater? 

Gathering information through my journals and vignettes was valuable as I began 

to chronicle my transitions from one school to the next.  My journal entries were 

conversations with myself about my observations and reflections in the form of 

storytelling of traits of poverty I noticed and its effect on Black disadvantaged students 

and the teachers who taught them. Reed-Danahay (1997) defined narrative storytelling as 

“a form of self-narrative that places the self within a social context. It is both a method 

and a text” (p. 9). I was grasping hold of my own experiences and realities of growing up 

and comparing it to my new experiences teaching students who looked like me, but there 

was a culture divide.  
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Redeemer 

The way I feel when I teach my students ... I have several students that tell me all 

the time—Why do you talk and act so personal? Why do you care about me? [And I tell 

them] because you are important… (Journal, 1996). 

Most of my students are impressed and confused when I dialogue and interact 

with them. They do not respond immediately to interchange and discussion.  What 

happens when you are consistently placed in a position of understanding that the children 

you teach are conditioned to respond aggressively with hostility? What do you do when 

your students cannot relate to your language or expressions of caring?  Do you reject the 

urge or embrace the challenge and reinforce the role you play as a liberator of the barriers 

created?  Did they ask to be converted? Or was it just me trying to transform them to my 

ideologies of life and how they should learn?   

My narratives revealed that I had difficulties teaching in low socioeconomic 

schools, the language barriers, the struggle to make sure students were ready to learn, and 

the understanding that I might have to make up for the supposed lack of parental training 

and support my students had.  I pointed my attention on how I could give them the 

preparation and guidance needed while validating my work as a teacher and a redeemer.  

I thought it was necessary to teach them the way I learned; to become a surrogate mother 

at school so I could shape how they thought about life and their future, and how I could 

create a new reality for them.  

Evaluating Teacher- Redeemer 

Throughout my journals and reflections, I never used the word redeemer but my 

actions and thoughts were shouting ‘save the children’.  Redeemer can be examined as a 
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person who rescues another person or something.  This act could be considered as an 

admirable gesture; however, it could also have false empathy. In reference to white 

teachers, Delgado (1997) spoke of false empathy and how it could be “misguided, and 

often mistaken” (p. 615). However, it could be viewed as if I too assessed my students’ 

lives and pondered over their circumstances, and decided that I needed to save them from 

a world that was missing key advantages, that is, advantages that I felt I could make up 

for as their teacher.  I wanted to save them from their own culture by bringing them into 

mine, or ‘conquering them’ as described by Merwin (1988).  

Defeater  Versus Redeemer 

Privileged teachers can have a pre-conceived notion of how they seek to conquer 

the dynamics or issues that we witness in our altered environment.  Mahoney (1997a) 

mentioned that white women act as individuals rather than as members of a culture in 

part because they do not see much of the dominant culture at all.  Although my identity is 

contrary to the dominant culture, my one-off positionality, and my experience, I have 

often wondered if I too silently alter my interactions with my students based on culture. 

From the beginning to this very moment, I spent time observing my students’ behaviors 

and listened to their home life experiences.  The more I paid attention to their home life 

experiences the more I decided that they needed support to fill in the missing pieces.  

Each year I tried to restore and replace what I perceived they needed.  My identity 

mirrored the roles that were played in the dominant society; I did not have any prior 

method for empowering families and children who had upsetting lives.  I wanted to save 

them from their lives.  This was another factor that led to my autoethnographic research.  
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I had to bring up culture diversity within the same race.  I had to examine my own 

identity to understand my struggle. 

Reflexive Autoethnography: Altering the Notion of Saving 

That’s why I got into teaching. First I came with that savior ... I’m going to 

become a surrogate mother to the children who did not have two parents in their home 

due to premature death.  I am going to use education to restore their perception of life 

realities that would eventually take them out of the socioeconomic world they were born. 

I’m going to save every student I teach but as time progressed… I started to look at the 

curriculum, my teaching practices and how I viewed them as learners. (Journal, 1996) 

This reflection allowed me to analyze McIntosh (1988), citing Elizabeth Minnich, 

when she stated:  

Whites are taught to think of their lives as morally neutral; normative, and 

average and also ideal, so that when we work to benefit others, this is seen as 

work which allows ‘them’ to be more like ‘us’. (p. 292) 

Although I am not white, I viewed my life as an ideal model, the standard in 

which we are all to live; so much that when I entered into a world opposite of mine that 

included Black disadvantaged students that looked like me, I wanted to work harder to 

help so they could have a life like mine. However, my initial training in teaching was 

with a cooperating teacher who taught how to teach drill and practice skills along with 

solitary methods to cover all the academic components.  Knowing that this method was 

contradictory to my upbringing, I struggled to conform.  As years passed, I questioned 

whether or not I would be given the opportunity to provide a freedom-producing 
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classroom that allowed me to cover all the academic components, without creating empty 

vessels of knowledge within my students. Which learning horn would I blow? 

Analyzing their personal experiences and taking on the quest to identify with their 

own realities in relationship to the world at large intertwined with my demand to create 

change.  How was I going to address their personal needs and teach them at the same 

time?  Despite the similarities in the color of our race, our skin color, learning how to 

connect to their life realities was a challenge that I would have to face throughout my 

career.  After all, my self-identity was developed within the construction of my reality – 

my perceptions and experiences of what it meant to be a woman of color.  These initial 

questions remained on my mind as I continued my education and eventually continued 

my career as a teacher.  As I continued my journey and new standardized approaches 

were introduced, I became stagnant in my thinking as I adopted my teaching approach to 

whatever was required at the time, until I became discouraged in my teaching but hopeful 

towards curriculum and instruction changes that I could implement. 

Curriculum was given and designed for students to master, standardized testing 

was in place to measure how well I taught, and students became constant competitors 

within my classroom.  This process not only created anxiety and hopelessness in children 

but often caused them to be despondent, therefore crippling and leading them to 

educational suicide.  This affected both who they were as students and my role as a 

teacher.  In order to reframe my own thinking, I began to study and compare student’s 

backgrounds and learning styles.  Despite the differences between students entering 

school, whether they came from literacy based homes, illiterate homes, or if their literacy 

cultural experiences were different, they all needed to have meaningful activities that 
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built on their existing knowledge.  All my students needed me to create a climate where 

they were given the right key to unlock their potential. 

Continuing my education and adapting different perspectives have led to my 

definition of my individual identity to stand as curriculum specialist/teacher/researcher 

who uses poststructuralist theories and qualitative anthropological research methods to 

teach k-12 curriculum as it relates to building collaborative classrooms.  These new 

realities have become my quest to transform education (Miller, 2000) from the 

prearranged rote memory skills and measurable reports, into something that enables 

students to look intrusively and with curiosity on the world.  Can I transform how 

minority students learn despite their unfortunate introductions to the educational world?  

Can the color of my skin build a relationship that will lead to academic success?  Can I 

transform the world’s perception of African American students?  Before this transition 

occurs, I had to first turn the process of inquiry into in-depth examination of self.  

Understanding their personal experiences and taking on these questions in order 

to expose them to a better reality fueled my passion to create change.  Still, there were 

more questions. How am I going to recognize their personal needs and teach them at the 

same time?  How can I change their view if I haven’t mastered any pedagogy or 

framework of teaching academic subjects to underprivileged learners?  These initial 

questions remained as I continued my education and further pursued my career as a 

teacher.  Three types of motivations have emerged within the last decade to explain my 

personal efforts in teaching low-income African American students.  The most influential 

of these motivations (in terms of shared guiding principles) is based on the concept of the 

“culturally deprived” (Riessman, 1962).   
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According to John Ogbu (1974) this concept was often renamed “culturally 

disadvantaged,” “culturally different,” “socially rejected,” and the like, but the basic 

meaning has remained unchanged.  This explanation views the school and teacher as a 

victim forced to take on the additional burden of removing the “resistance to learning” 

that the children from poor and minority backgrounds bring with them (p. 6).  Sexton 

(1970) states that the total impression transmitted to many educators by the concept [of 

cultural deprivation] is that the “rejected, disadvantaged,” or deprived “child is 

handicapped, not by the school or society, but by their own culture and behavior, and that 

he is so different and “crippled” that he cannot be expected to achieve as others (p. 59).  

Many educators point to the culture of the child and family as total explanations of 

academic failure. 

One description of this account is based on the perception that dependent minority 

children are failing in public schools because they are delayed in their language and in 

their psychological and social development (Ogbu, 1974).  This impediment is said to be 

caused by their home and neighborhood environments, which do not provide them with 

the “stimulation” for normal development (Ausubel, 1964; Hunt, 1964, 1967, 1969a; 

Deutsch, 1967).  Schools have become advocates for this view, as they have “remedial 

programs” to become the “antidote for what they have missed” at home (Hunt, 1969b, p. 

39). The rationalization and resolution to this problem came about from experimental and 

developmental psychologists who assume that children who live in low socioeconomic 

neighborhoods have comparable experiences to animals in experimental laboratories 

(Ogbu, 1974).  Thus, they thought that the children have been deprived in the same way 

the animals have been “deprived in their experiments (Deneberg, 1970, p. 1-2). 
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The second type of explanation for this study is the “cultural deprivation” 

explanation that the children from subordinate minorities fail in public schools because 

they grow up in cultures that are different from that of the white middle class or “the 

mainstream” (Cloward & Jones, 1963; Inkeles, 1966; Riessman, 1962).  Most of the 

research that surrounds us speaks of the many cultural variations of truths, that white 

middle class “embodies those qualities of life valued most by Americans such as future 

orientation, desire for success in life, initiative, good work habits, talent, perseverance, 

and their culture is the one in which education in public school is based (Ogbu, 1974, p. 

48).  

 Children from dependent minority backgrounds are known to have different 

values, attitudes, and learning skills; consequently, they do not succeed in school (Taba, 

1967, p. 2).  I doubt that the lower-economic minorities do not want the same things 

middle-class people want, including good education, good jobs and good wages, and 

better living conditions (Cloward & Ohlin, 1960; Ginzber, 1967; Goldstein, 1967; 

Hyman, 1953).  The third type of explanation for this study is my metamorphic journey 

to change, using my own life realities to infuse and encourage students to learn beyond 

the test to acquire knowledge. Similar to a butterfly, as an embryo, I was an unborn 

offspring of my parents within their already established culture and familial background, 

one that would naturally determine how my process and my development would occur. 

My survival was contingent upon the prenatal care and nutrients of my mother as she was 

the gateway to my entrance into the world.  In the next stage, analogous to the butterfly 

larva, I received on-going nutrients with the insertion of love, security, examples of 

success, good work practices, advantage, aptitude, and perseverance.   
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This cultural and familial experience provided me the pupa, the roots of privilege 

and wings to prepare me for scholastic and societal achievement, ultimately transforming 

me into a butterfly. Contrary to this reality, a substantial portion of the disadvantaged 

students I taught who looked like me struggled with hopelessness, doubt, and cultural 

deprivation in their transformative stages and, consequently, when they tried to fly, the 

mucus membranes pulled them back, leaving them captive within deprived realities, 

ultimately hindering their reach. 

Research Questions 

The leading research questions guiding this study to illuminate the reflexive 

process are: 

1. As an African American teacher of socioeconomic privilege, what have been 

the influences on my own pedagogical development in my interactions with 

disadvantaged students of the same race?  

2. Is my experience unique or do other African American teachers of privilege 

question or encounter similar issues of student connectivity?  

Developing these narrative and reflective questions was a key component to guide 

me in efficiently locating and retrieving the most relevant knowledge possible to support 

my thesis. Miles and Huberman (1994) state that research questions should “begin to 

operationalize the conceptual framework” of a research design (p. 22). Moreover, a list of 

research questions will prevent researchers from getting off track as they sift through 

large quantities of information, and even help keep them organized as they begin 
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writing. It is the intention of this researcher to provide an extensive yet focused 

discussion and perspective. 

Definition of Key Terms 

In this study, I use terms that are present in the literature on the struggle of racial 

minority students to succeed in American schools (Delpit, 2007; Howard, 2007; Hughes, 

2008) along with other terminologies with personal undertones and significances related 

to reflective theory.   

African American, for the sake of clarity and simplicity, is being used in this 

paper interchangeably with the term ‘Black’ or ‘Black American,’ or simply ‘AA.’ 

Autoethnography is a form or method of research that involves self-observation 

and reflexive investigation in the context of ethnographic fieldwork, and writing 

(Marechal, 2010, p. 43).  An autoethnography “lets you use yourself to get to culture” 

(Pelias, 2003, p. 372). 

Constructivism is a process by which human beings actively make sense out of 

the world around them to understand (Wiske, 1998). 

Critical reflection goes beyond mere reflection or any simple review of actions in 

the light of accepted precepts in that it requires the reflector to “deconstruct long-held 

habits of behavior by looking beyond the behavior itself to their own self-image and 

examining why they do what they do” (Silverman & Casazza, 2000, p. 239).  

Disadvantaged person includes one that is born into poverty and despite their 

educational opportunities they remain deficient, subsequently, of their cultural and 

familial ideologies and truths. 
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Ethnography is the study of social interactions, behaviors, and perceptions that 

occur within communities (Malinowski, 2014). 

Experimental writing means “re-thinking the condition of representation and 

therefore [engaging] with figures of subjectivity that do not depend on representation as it 

has been understood” (Clough, 2000, p. 286). 

Generational poverty occurs in families where at least two generations have been 

born into poverty.  Families living in this type of poverty are not equipped with the tools 

to move out of their situations (Jensen, 2009, p. 6). 

Heuristic inquiry has arisen from the phenomenological tradition and began with 

a question that has been a personal challenge for the researcher (Moustakas, 1990). The 

aim is to “awaken and inspire researchers to make contact with and respect their own 

questions and problems, to suggest a process that affirms imagination, intuition, self-

reflection, and the tacit dimension as valid ways in the search for knowledge and 

understanding” (Douglass & Moustakas, 1985, p. 4). 

Open-mindedness is an active desire to listen to more sides than one, to give full 

attention to alternative possibilities, and to recognize the possibility of error even in 

beliefs that are dear to us (Dewey, 1933, 1938).  

Personal narratives are stories about authors who view themselves as the 

phenomenon and write evocative narratives specifically focused on their academic 

research and personal lives (e.g., Berry, 2007; Goodall, 2006; Poulas, 2008; Tillmann, 

2009).   

Privileged is aligned with whiteness, and often offers the privilege of not being 

labeled as defective or in need of academic remediation (Ladson-Billings, 2009; Ellmer, 
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2010).  Therefore, whiteness grants privilege in the form of power, social capital, and the 

ability of economic choice. For the purpose of this study, privileged will be described as 

a person who has gained access to financial and social capital, which garners privileges 

within societal frameworks (Pritchett, 2011). 

Racial minority student is a term that has a myriad of meanings in different 

contexts (Pritchett, 2011). For this study I will use the term racial minority to mean those 

who have identities that are antithetical to the dominant cultural narrative of whiteness 

(Wise, 2008). 

Reflectivity allows the researcher to embed him or herself amidst theory and 

practice and by way of intimate autobiographic account, explicate a phenomenon under 

investigation (McIlveen, 2008).  It acknowledges the researcher’s perspective or attempts 

to convey a greater truthfulness or awareness of others (Pillow, 2003). 

Reflective teaching is a process where teachers think over their teaching practices, 

analyzing how something was taught and how the practice might be improved or changed 

for better learning outcomes (http://study.com/academy/lesson/what-is-reflective-

teaching-definition-methods) 

Responsibility is an attitude that involves careful consideration of the 

consequences to which an action leads (Zeichner & Liston, 1996). 

White savior is a person who comes from a privileged space to save the other; not 

one who lives in the heart of the struggle and works alongside for the practical well-being 

of the individuals being injured by the system (Chubbuck, 2004). 

Whiteness refers to the racial designation that offers an explicit connection with 

systems of power that have been traditionally opposed to “otherness” (Pritchett, 2011). 
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Implications of the Study 

The outcome of this investigation will consider how issues of identity impact 

teachers’ professional practices (Talley, 2014).  Palmer (2003) suggests that teaching is a 

daily exercise in making oneself vulnerable, and this exercise is inextricably linked to our 

personhood:  “Teaching, like any truly any truly human activity, emerges from one’s 

inwardness, for better or worse.  As I teach, I project the condition of my soul onto my 

students, my subject, and our way of being together” (Palmer, 2003, p. 2).  Talley (2014) 

states that when we are viewed in this manner, “issues of self and identity become critical 

issues to examine in teacher education” (p. 27). Palmer continues by stating that in his 

experience, truly great teachers share one trait: they teach with a strong sense of 

personality identity. Great teachers weave a tapestry in their classrooms that joins self, 

students, and subject in what Palmer refers to as the “fabric of life” (p. 11).   

The premise of Palmer’s (2003) principle is that good teaching cannot be reduced 

to technique.  Good teaching emerges from the identity of the teacher. If Palmer  is 

accurate, teacher training programs have a responsibility to engage pre-service teachers in 

formative experiences that afford them the opportunity to wrestle with issues of identity 

and begin to actively confront how this construction of identity will impact their 

classroom practices (as cited in Talley, 2014).  Palmer is not the only one emphasizing 

the exploration of self-knowledge as an important part of teacher development. 

Hamachek (1999) suggests that the idea of inner self has a link to teacher identity and 

therefore must be explored as a key to successful teaching (as cited in Beauchamp & 

Thomas, 2009). Feminist writer, Bell Hooks (1994) echoes the same sentiment when she 

states, “Teachers must be actively committed to a process of self-actualization that 
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promotes their own well-being if they are to teach in a manner that empowers students” 

(p.15).   

Finally, my research is grounded in spirituality. Deriving from Palmer’s (1997) 

use of the word spiritual, “I mean the diverse ways we answer the heart’s longing to be 

connected with the largeness of life – a longing that animates love and work” (p. 5). 

Palmer suggests that “good teaching cannot be reduced to technique; good teaching 

comes from the identity and integrity of the teacher” (p. 10). If this is true, good teaching 

relies not solely on the techniques a teacher utilizes but, rather, crucially on the heart of 

the teacher.  Palmer states: 

In every class I teach my ability to connect with my students, and to connect them 

with the subject, depends less on the methods I use than on the degree to which I 

know and trust my selfhood – and am willing to make it available and vulnerable 

in the service of learning. (p. 10-11)  

Teaching is about connecting ourselves to our students, our subject, and our lives. By this 

definition, teaching is indeed a spiritual endeavor. Through teaching, I connect myself 

and my students and the subject matter to the largeness of life.  

Beauchamp &Thomas (2009) believe that identity is dynamic and fluid and will 

change with new experiences that allow you to recognize the crucial issues that arise for 

teacher education. Teacher programs must initiate “an inward turn, which will ultimately 

enable self-critique and a hard look at our own existing prejudices and how we perceive 

the ‘other’ before becoming mentors, teachers, and student teachers” (Van Wyk, 2011, 

p.156).  How can teacher education programs include an investigation of self before 

throwing pre-service teachers into the field?  And how do we establish strong ongoing 
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support systems for teachers while they are finding difficulty with negotiating their ever-

changing identities? Field experiences that are used in teaching programs are established 

after pre-service teachers learn theory. It is a lead way to practice theory within the 

classroom setting while meeting the needs of the students they teach.  However, as they 

enter the classrooms they come into a situation completely contradictory of their identity 

as a person.  For this reason, many teacher preparation programs place students in diverse 

settings (Hollins & Guzman, 2005) for the allotted weeks of field practice.  However, 

Pennington (2007) suggests that this is not enough. She states that bringing pre-service 

teachers “into schools of color and leaving them there to ‘silently’ understand is not 

preparing them to be skillful teachers” (p. 110). Although this statement and surrounding 

commentary is directed towards the white teachers, there are other teacher educators who 

vary in culture, socioeconomic disparities, and cultural divide within their own race that 

must be prepared to engage in a dialogue alongside pre-service teachers about issues of 

race, culture diversities, and class.  

Narratives provide one vehicle for these dialogues (Pennington, 2007). Teacher 

preparation programs need to restructure their programs to serve as a means for teacher 

educators to engage in authentic and honest dialogue with pre-service teachers about the 

difficulties involved in teaching that is unspoken. We must make our own inner 

landscape visible and vulnerable (Palmer, 2003) so that we can model for students how to 

link “knowledge, context and identity” (Connelly & Clandinin, 1999, p. 4) in order to 

better our craft, teaching. We must unveil ourselves: “We must talk to each other about 

our inner lives – risky stuff in a profession that fears the personal and seeks safety in the 

technical, the distant, and the abstract” (Palmer, 2003, p. 12).  
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Summary 

Teaching is a field of practice that masks the true identity of self and the 

challenges of teaching.  The mask hides the true realities behind the new curricula, 

policies, and practices implemented inside the classroom.  Teachers are knowledgeable 

about theory and practice, and if they have advanced their learning, they are specialists in 

certain fields of teaching. Yet teachers are increasingly scrutinized and regulated by those 

outside of education (Barrett, 2009).  For this reason, “teacher education programs must 

continually examine their practices and pedagogy to ensure their candidates the best 

possible preparation for the challenging task of entering today’s classrooms” (Talley, 

2014, p. 29). There is a strong need for “real” interpretation of self.  In order to do this, 

teacher programs must include their own identity so teachers can enter the world of 

teaching with a strong sense of themselves as they learn to take theory and practice into 

the classroom before they can effectively and authentically engage their students.  

Teachers are entering the building without being knowers of self, which leaves their 

teaching without the necessary connectedness that true learning requires in the schools 

they enter. To be a successful teacher on any level, it is only in learning more about 

yourself that you are able to learn the techniques that best reveal your personhood, thus 

allowing true teaching to occur (Palmer, 1997).   

Identity investigation is the “real” start to teaching.  Truly knowing one’s self is 

as crucial to good teaching as knowing the students and the subject matter (Palmer, 

1997).  The purpose of this investigation is to examine “the intersection of the personal 

and professional aspects of teaching for both a novice and a teacher educator” (Talley, 

2014, p. 29). Investigating my personal narratives both past and present, I searched for 
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answers “to better prepare teachers to enter, remain and thrive in today’s classrooms” 

(p.29).  Acknowledging that success in the practice of teaching requires an examination 

of two sources – reflexive investigation and the voice of teachers from whom we can 

learn how to connect our personal identities with our role as a teacher, I am investigating 

both.  As this is an autoethnographic examination, it is essential that this inquiry use the 

stories behind the teaching to “create a space for a turn, a change, a reconsideration of 

how we think, how we do research and relationships and how we live” (Holman Jones, 

Adams, & Ellis, 2013, p. 21). 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

“Maybe reflective practices offer us a way of trying to make sense of the uncertainty in 

our workplaces and the courage to work competently and ethically at the edge of order 

and chaos…”         Ghaye, 2000, p. 7 

The purpose of this chapter is to examine the research on teacher training’s use of 

reflection and its effect on the teachers’ professional growth, connectivity to the students 

they serve, and student motivation to influence transformation.  This chapter explores 

prior research on the role of teaching preparation in developing effective and reflective 

teachers and the rising problems associated with supporting and retaining teachers.  To 

understand how reflectivity in teaching is associated with change during the teachers’ 

practices requires a definition of reflection itself. 

Some researchers acknowledge that powerful education requires that teachers and 

principals are able to analyze and reflect on their practice.  Individually and with others, 

they need to assess the effects of their work to refine and improve their practice (Schon, 

1987; Shulman, 1987).  Reflection in the professional life of both pre-service and in- 

service teaching serves as an important component in the success or failure of the 

teachers’ development. The ability to think about what one does and why – assessing past 

actions, current situations, and intended outcomes – is vital to intelligent practice that is 

reflective rather than routine.  
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As the time in the teaching process when teachers stop to think about their work 

and make sense of it, reflection influences how one grows as a professional by 

influencing how successfully one is able to learn from one’s experiences (Richert, 1990). 

Five factors contribute to teacher success in the classroom: (a) to develop skills 

essential for a knowledge-based society and economy to prosper, (b) to be committed to 

change, (c) to create a community and to lessen the gap between the rich and the poor, (d) 

to provide teacher training; and (e) to acknowledge the need for reflection 

(Karparti,1995).  Therefore, this review of the literature explores the five contributing 

factors to teacher success as they impact on the years beyond their initial teacher training 

coursework.  As stated in Talley’s (2014) report, in North American schools, 40-50 % of 

teachers leave the profession within the first five years (Ingersoll & Smith, 2003; 

Maciejewski, 2007).  In the first initial part of their teaching experience, many teachers 

will learn to become more effective in their craft based on their private perceptions of 

what is needed in their classroom; however, many teachers leave the profession prior to 

attaining professional effectiveness and expertise (Worthy, 2005).  Additionally, unlike 

other professions such as medicine or law, beginning teachers are immediately expected 

to assume the same responsibilities as those of a veteran teacher (Talley, 2014, p. 40). 

Formal training does not “align its practices with what we know about teachers’ learning 

and our understanding that teaching is a craft learned over time” (p. 31).  Informal 

influences have not been recognized in the teaching field.  Most teachers are left to learn 

on the go without any informal partnership with a veteran teacher.  

Teachers have also been exposed to cultural ideas about teaching and schooling, 

both directly and indirectly. Influences such as individual and family experiences with 
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schooling; various forms of media such as movies, songs, and television programs; and 

stories, both oral and written, all converge to form the background knowledge pre-service 

teachers bring with them into their educational programs. One of the strongest influences 

on pre-service teachers is what Lortie (1975) deems the “apprenticeship of observation” 

(p. 65). Due to the many years spent as a student, anyone entering the teaching profession 

has “stored up countless impressions of life in classrooms” (Feiman-Nemser, 1983, p. 

153). In this way, being a student is a powerful influence on future teachers. Feiman-

Nemser suggests that teacher education programs rarely help students deconstruct or alter 

their impressions of good teaching. Formal training does not mark a separation between 

the perceptions of naïve laypersons and informed judgments of professionals (p. 153). 

Teacher education programs need to help pre-service teachers reflect backwards and 

critically examine the practices of the teachers in their past. Lortie’s work also implies 

that a pre-service teacher’s biography or life history will significantly impact his or her 

beliefs about schools and schooling. As Feiman-Nemser states, “Unless future teachers 

get some cognitive control over prior school experience, it may influence their teaching 

unconsciously and contribute to the perpetuation of conservative school practices” (p. 

153). Pre-service programs must actively challenge early influences on pre-service 

teachers” (p. 31-32). Recent studies have reported that reflective teaching is the conscious 

explicit inquiry into or reconsideration of instructional beliefs, practices, decisions or 

problems with the goal of enhancing student learning (Remler, 2000).   

To facilitate this discussion, the literature is divided into three sections.  Part I 

addresses reflective teaching, focusing on personal experiences to promote evaluation 

and reflective practice.  Part II addresses poverty examination as it relates to the 
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significance in its impact on children. Finally, Part III describes the theoretical 

framework, autoethnography and narrative inquiry including the white teacher/white 

savior concept that outlines the similarities of thought that lends itself to this particular 

study. 

Reflective Teaching 

In the early 1930’s, John Dewey’s views on reflection and personal experiences 

theorized that reflective teachers should consider the physical environment of the 

classroom in conjunction with the differences in the students’ motivation, intelligences 

and orientation (Stinson, 2009).  This opinion encourages teachers to think carefully 

about their practice and learn from experience (Richert, 2000). Reflection is an important 

component in the professional life of both preservice and in-service teachers (Morgret, 

2001).  It means that thinking about educational concerns that involve one’s ability to 

make rational choices allows the teacher to assume responsibility for those choices (Ross, 

1989).  

Ongoing research questions whether teachers still have barriers when they try to 

reflect on their teaching.  In fact, there are still several barriers that teachers face when 

they try to reflect on their teaching.  

Teachers are often consumed with grading papers, meeting paperwork deadlines, 

or just rushing to keep up with the daily mishaps surrounding the educational day.  If 

there is time in between scheduled meetings or parent conferences, teachers discuss with 

their colleagues about the subject they are teaching and how their students are gaining 

from the academic content.  Regardless of the debate, development of thinking, 

particularly reflective thinking adds to the development of a great teacher.  As teachers 
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are given the opportunity to reflect on what, why, and how they do things and adapt and 

develop their practice, contemplation and deliberation are the key to successful learning 

for teachers and students (Moon, 1999).  Moon (2005) suggests: 

Reflection is a form of mental processing that we use to fulfil a purpose or to 

achieve some anticipated outcome. It is applied to gain a better understanding of 

relatively complicated or unstructured ideas and is largely based on the 

reprocessing of knowledge, understanding and, possibly, emotions that we already 

possess. (p. 1)  

Another key component of reflection is the individual’s lived experience as a starting 

point for learning. Dewey (1933) states his key philosophy: 

Thought affords the sole method of escape from purely impulsive or 

purely routine action. A being without capacity for thought is moved 

only by instincts and appetites, as these are called forth by outward 

conditions and the inner state of the organism. A being thus moved is, as 

it were, pushed from behind. (p. 15) 

Therefore, the person is not in control; instead they are pulled along by occurrences 

without having the ability to recognize or change them.  Rather than being active or 

proactive, things happen to them; they don't make things happen (Brookfield, 1995). We 

must, as Dewey says, move from routine action to reflective action, which is 

characterized by ongoing self-appraisal and development (p.10).  Gibbs (1988) 

summarizes Dewey’s belief, positing that reflection begins in a state of doubt or 

perplexity which, for teachers, is most likely to be encountered when working with 

learners, particularly new or unfamiliar learners.  As teachers we are faced with 
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difficulties and uncertainties in practice. When things do not go according to plan or do 

not fit with theory, we may feel powerless and unable to resolve the situation.  

For Dewey, however, these are considered key moments for learning, as we can reflect 

on these problems to solve perplexity and learn from it (Brookfield, 1995).  Another 

theorist, Donald Schon (1983) developed the notions of reflection in action and reflection 

on action.  For the purpose of this dissertation, I will clarify these two concepts very 

simply as ‘reflecting while you are doing it’ and ‘reflecting after you have done it,’ 

respectively. When delivering the learning one has so carefully planned and prepared, 

one needs to be constantly aware and monitoring the session as it develops. This 

awareness allows teachers to make changes as the situation demands, and to be able to 

‘think on your feet.’ When the session is complete, one can reflect on, analyze, and 

evaluate the learning and teaching. This post-action reflection then informs the 

subsequent planning and preparation, leading to a cycle of continuing improvement 

(Brookfield, 1995; Gibbs, 1988; Moon, 1999; Moon, 2005).  

Teachers usually come into the profession of teaching with theoretical knowledge 

of their specialty or of the matter of teaching and learning but this knowledge may not 

coincide with the reality of the learners in the classroom or its cultural practices. From 

these real-life experiences teachers can develop tacit knowledge of synthesis of theory 

and practice, which they have developed for themselves. It is vital that these learning 

experiences are recorded in journals and discussed with mentors and fellow trainees 

(Brookfield, 1995). Reflection, in and on action, allows teachers to continually improve 

their practice, even to the development of practice-based theory. 
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Poverty and Its Impact on Children 

Jensen (2009) discovered a prevailing theory among psychologists and child 

development specialists that behavior stems from a combination of genes and 

environment. Genes begin the process: behavioral geneticists commonly claim that DNA 

accounts for 30 to 50% of our behaviors (Saudino, 2005), an estimate that leaves 50 to 

70% explained by environment (p. 23).  Aspects of poverty like inadequate prenatal care, 

exposure to toxins, and stress are leading factors that have a strong impact on the 

developing child.  Further support for this premise was offered by Jensen, who stated that 

environment affects the receptors on our cells, which send messages to genes, which turn 

various functional switches on or off. When they're switched on, they send signals that 

can affect the processes or structures in individual cells. For example, lifting weights tells 

the genes to "turn on” the signal to build muscle tissue. Genes can be either activated or 

shut off by a host of other environmental factors, such as stress and nutrition. These 

switches can either strengthen or impair aggression, immune function, learning, and 

memory (Rutter, Moffitt, & Caspi, 2006). 

The complex web of social relationships students experience with peers, adults in 

school, and family members exerts a much greater influence on their behavior than 

researchers initially acknowledged (Harris, 2006). Blair (2008) indicated that this process 

starts with students’ core relationships with parents or primary caregivers in their lives, 

which form a personality that is either secure and attached or insecure and unattached. 

Older studies indicate that beginning at birth, the attachment formed between 

parent and child predicts the quality of future relationships with teachers and peers 

(Szewczyk-Sokolowski, Bost, & Wainwright, 2005) and plays a leading role in the 
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development of such social functions as curiosity, arousal, emotional regulation, 

independence, and social competence (Sroufe, 2005).  According to research, in many 

poor households, parental education is substandard, time is short, and warm emotions are 

at a premium – all factors that put the attunement process at risk (Feldman & Eidelman, 

2009; Kearney, 1997; Segawa, 2008). 

Researchers have also found that children who received strong and secure 

relationships with their parents receive the core guidance needed to build lifelong social 

skills.  On the other hand, students who are raised in poor households often fail to learn 

appropriate emotional reactions, thus leading to the detriment of their school 

performance.  Some teachers may interpret students’ emotional and social deficits as a 

lack of respect or manners, but it is more accurate and helpful to understand that the 

students come to school with a narrower range of appropriate emotional responses than 

we expect. The truth is that many children simply don't have the repertoire of necessary 

responses (Jensen, 2009). 

The critical question, then, to be posed in facilitating strong relationships with 

students who are born in poverty is:  What influences do the teachers have – specifically, 

privileged teachers – in developing a better environment that enriches the lives of these 

students in a way that they will achieve academically and socially?  Enrichment does not 

mean "more” or "faster” schooling. It means rich, balanced, sustained, positive, and 

contrasting learning environments (Jensen, 2009). 

Theoretical Framework 

Within every society or culture there is an ethnographic method that is used to 

understand and study each other.  Inside and outside our nation, people have a particular 
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story, and those stories are shared for us to understand, respect, and broaden our 

perspective of a culture.  Just like each particular culture has its particular story, so does 

the teacher who instructs the students within every school building.  This includes all 

teachers, from the teacher portrayed in the readings and series of Little House on the 

Prairie, where a teacher taught all grades in a one-room school building, to a teacher 

being thrown into a classroom of children of color without any prior experiences or 

understanding of who they are as a culture, what language they speak, or what their prior 

understanding consisted of when it comes to fitting into the dominant culture of learning.  

Either way, there is always that natural desire to understand a phenomenon.  Since the 

disparities become overwhelming to the average white teacher, various bodies of research 

surround reports or narratives that attempt to explain experiences.  Research has resulted 

in reports like “Why Johnny Can’t Read” and reports that describe the curriculum and 

teaching practices that are not changing the academic or social outcome for 

disadvantaged Black students.  All of these examples lend itself to an ethnographic 

research method to aid in developing “specific understanding [of a phenomenon] through 

documentation of concrete details of practice, as well as elucidating the local meanings 

that happenings have for the people involved in them”(Bricker, 2008, p. 1).  Although 

ethnography emphasizes elements of the self, it is the representations of self in 

autoethnography versus the concentration on the other in conventional ethnography that 

epitomize the most significant difference between the two forms (Starr, 2010). 

Autoethnographies typically “tend to communicate personal experiences and dialogues 

regarding oneself or one’s interaction with others” (Gurvitch, Carson, & Beale, 2008, p. 

249). Both ethnography and autoethnography are related in terms of the research process 
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but the distinct difference is in the role of the incorporated and integral self as the lens 

through which we gain new knowledge relating to culture and society (Chang, 2008). 

While both ethnography and autoethnography reside in constructive inquiry, as a 

qualitative research method autoethnography is more firmly rooted in the postmodern, in 

which the individual’s study of one’s self within a culture replaces the researcher-as-

observer stance present in more traditional ethnographic forms. Patton (2002) describes 

autoethnographic study this way: 

Autoethnographic study is reality-based in that conventional evaluation standards 

of validity, reliability and objectivity are a consideration, though admittedly from 

a more constructivist perspective. Autoethnography speaks to the reality and 

importance of the seemingly mundane because rich details excavated are essential 

to the authenticity of autoethnographic study; those details are not structured, 

linear or even logical, but they are very much drawn from the reality of practice. 

(p. 2-3) 

This particular research study includes narrative inquiry to depict my story as a Black 

privileged teacher teaching Black disadvantaged students. Connelly and Clandinin (2006) 

state, “Stories are the avenues in which people enter the world and by which they 

interpret their experiences in the world and make them personally meaningful and 

relevant” (p. 13). In narrative inquiry, stories are the lenses through which all is 

understood. 

 Knowing that experiences grow out of further experiences and continuously 

shape our ways of thinking, narrative inquiry continually examines all experiences in 

order to observe how they contribute to the greater narrative (Clandinin, 2013). Framed 
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within experiences, the focus of narrative inquiry is not only on individual’s experience 

but also on the social, cultural, and institutional narratives within which individual 

experiences are constituted, shaped, expressed, and enacted. Narrative inquires study the 

individual’s experience in the world, an experience that is storied both in the living and 

the telling and that can be studied by listening, observing, living alongside another, and 

writing and interpreting texts. (Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007, p. 42-43).  Knowing that all 

stories are a bricolage of social influences, both personal and environmental, as well as 

our unique personal histories, narrative researchers realize that stories reflect important 

social realities (Clandinin, 2013). We set out with the purpose of seeking ways “of 

enriching, and transforming” the phenomenon under study for both ourselves and for 

others (p.24). In narrative inquiry, the researcher is a part of the phenomenon being 

explored.  

Acknowledging that we are a part of the story in which we find ourselves, we 

seek to study it (Clandinin, 2013). We ground our understanding in the continual 

narrative of our lives. Starting with the story of our life and realizing that this story will 

shape our research, we then turn our gaze to the stories of others and toward an 

“exploration of the social, cultural, familial, linguistic, and institutional narratives within 

in which individuals’ experiences were, and are, constituted, shaped, expressed and 

enacted” (p. 18). Simultaneously, we gaze backward and forward, inward and outward, 

paying careful attention to place.  

All stories are grounded in temporality, sociality and place, narrative inquirers 

challenge the notion that the “dominant story” (Clandinin, 2013) of the phenomenon is 

fixed and unchanging. In fact, we actively seek to change the dominant narrative through 
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our inquiry (p.31). My goal in writing this autoethnographic investigation is to enrich and 

transform dominant thinking that exists both in education and ourselves.  Hence, the 

reader of this research will consider “the possibility of shifting, or changing practices” 

(Clandinin, 2013, p. 36).  Narrative inquiry is the educational cocoon that has combined 

my cultural identity; distinctive, privileged societal experiences and realities; and initial 

perspectives of education with new-found realities of race, culture, and teaching 

preserved from the dominant ethos of our world.  In examining my story, I have learned 

how teaching training programs can be better prepared to create courses within schooling 

that will allow pre-service teachers to explore themselves and the different cultures they 

will enter in education.   

Becoming a teacher requires that we look at the teachers’ background, culture, 

initial perception of their own realities, and their realities of the world around them. Then 

we can build and support, through collaboration, coursework that is geared towards race, 

culture, diversity, and education.  Then we can examine “the inner ground from which 

good teaching comes” and “the community of fellow teachers from whom we can learn 

more about ourselves and our craft” (Palmer, 1997, p. 146). 

Autoethnography/ Narrative Inquiry 

The two questions guiding this investigation asked “As an African American 

teacher of socioeconomic privilege, what have been the influences on my own 

pedagogical development in my interactions with disadvantaged students of the same 

race? Is my experience unique or do other African American teachers of privilege 

question or encounter similar issues of student connectivity?  This study provides a 

personal account of the command of critical reflection in the construction of teacher 
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identity, self-examination, and change as an elementary and middle school teacher.   I 

wanted to know who I was as a teacher, and what was the basis for my challenges 

working with lower socioeconomic Black students.  I specifically needed to know what 

type of understanding, connection, and philosophy is needed to continue working in 

urban schools, so I decided to use autoethnography to produce data on myself and use the 

findings to provide insight into my personal and professional identities.  In short, this 

study is “about how looking at the world from a specific, perspective and limited vantage 

point can tell, teach, and put people in motion.  It is about “creating space for dialogue 

and debate that instigates and shapes social change” (Reinelt, 1998, p. 286).  Reinelt’s 

posit is a declaration to autoethnography, but it applies to this study in specific regards to 

the world of education and the Black privileged teachers.  Narrative inquiry in itself has 

various approaches, each having similarities and differences depending on the situation, 

interests, or assumptions of the researcher.  

This research uses autoethnography as a means to create essential and 

indispensable conversation to inform, encourage, and guide Black privileged teachers 

entering the world of education and the students they will serve.  My autoethnographic 

investigation of the challenges of teaching in lower socioeconomic schools through 

studying my personal and professional life pathways is two-fold.  It is an attempt to 

uncover best teaching strategies amidst the backdrop of understanding poverty.  

A rising body of research suggests that racial interactions between teachers and 

students could influence student performance in several ways. For example, when pupils 

trust and respect someone with whom they share a salient characteristic, it may make 

learning come more easily. Likewise, it is believed that a teacher of the same race may 
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serve as a more effective role model, boosting students’ confidence and enthusiasm for 

learning (Dee, 2004). But what determines connectivity? Is it merely race connectivity 

that allows the teacher to connect as they provide best practices or is it something more?   

As I write this autoethnography, I am verbalizing the power of reflective teaching 

when structuring my role as a teacher.  Reflective teaching is a process that allows 

teachers to take a closer examination of what they are accomplishing in their classroom, 

how and why they perform, and what works and what does not work; either way, it is a 

process of self-observation and evaluation that leads to transformation.   

Park Han (1995) states that this type of practice is an on-going, natural process 

which facilitates the development of future action from the examination of past and/or 

current behavior.  This act is woven into how I create change in my standard of practice.   

For example, Ghaye et al. (1998) indicated that many teachers have gained from 

learning through reflection and that is why they are called reflective practitioners.  This 

acknowledges that teachers’ philosophy, thinking, understanding of what is possible and 

less possible, and influence and its boundaries have risen from this process of reflection. 

A number of researchers have confirmed that the slogan of reflection and reflective 

practice has been embraced by many teachers, teacher educators, and educational 

researchers all over the world within the last two decades (Day, 1993; Elbaz, 1988; Eraut, 

1994; Freese, 2006; Ghaye et al., 1998; Hatton & Smith, 1995; Newman, 1999; Schön 

1983, 1987; Zeichner & Liston, 1996). The reflective approach illustrates Dewey’s 

(1933) and Schön’s works. Dewey originally defined reflection as the “active, persistent 

and careful consideration of any belief or supposed form of knowledge in the light of the 

grounds that support it and the further conclusions to which it tends” (p. 9). He referred to 



46 

 

 

 

reflection as a form of thought growing from puzzlement felt in a directly experienced 

situation, and an important aspect of learning from experience. He maintained that 

reflective thinking leads the practitioner to act in a deliberative and intentional fashion 

rather than in a blind and impulsive manner (Cimer, 2007; Vekli, 2007). In the same way, 

Williams (1998) sees reflection as “a theory of metacognition which directs skilled 

behavior during professional activity or assists in the deliberative processes which occur 

during problem solving” (p. 31). Indeed, how people think and reflect upon prior 

experiences can influence their following professional activities.  

Understanding reflection is an activity for exploring experience and learning from 

it.  Boud et al. (1985) define reflection as “a generic term for those intellectual and 

affective activities in which individuals engage to explore their experiences in order to 

lead to new understandings and appreciation” (p. 19). In short, in reflection, people recall, 

consider, and evaluate their experience, usually in relation to improving their practice and 

deepening their understanding of that experience (Richards, 1990).  Schon (1983), the 

first author who brought reflection into an understanding of what professionals do, 

defined ‘reflection’ as thinking about what we are thinking, acting upon rather than 

reacting to a stimulus.  This is viewed as being interrelated with social constructivist 

practices and openness to change, and it enables reflective practices (Schön, 1983, 1987). 

Schön (1983) distinguishes between reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action. He 

asserts that “some of the most interesting examples of reflection-in-action occur in the 

midst of a performance” and can be described by “phrases like thinking on your feet, 

suggesting…. that we can think about something while doing it” (p. 54). He further states 

that reflection-in-action is a reflective conversation with the materials of a situation. On 
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the contrary, Van Manen (1991) defines reflection-in-action as an active or interactive 

reflection which “. . . allows us to come to terms with the situation or problem with which 

we are immediately confronted. This stop-and-think type of reflection permits us to make 

decisions virtually on the spur of the moment” (p. 512). Therefore, reflection-in-action is 

considered as the process of thinking about something while doing it (Day, 1993; Kirby 

and Teddlie, 1989; 1999a, 1999b; Schön, 1983, 1987).  

Kolb’s (1984) argument on experiential learning supports the notion that 

reflection plays an important major role in the transformation of experience into 

knowledge. With this fundamental principle, reflection has been placed at the core of the 

learning process, especially in relation to learning as a development and not merely the 

acquisition of information (Reynolds, 1998).  Reflection is a way of helping practitioners 

to better understand what they know and do as they develop their knowledge of practice 

through reconsidering what they learn in practice (Loughran, 2002).   It is within the 

context of management education that the concept of critical reflection now forms a core 

part of trainee teacher’s qualification. It is believed that by thinking more critically about 

their assumptions and actions, practitioners develop more collaborative, responsive, and 

ethical ways of performing their duties within the context of their work (Ajani-Makam, 

1998).  The term ‘critical’ extends the views of Schön’s (1983) reflection by bringing 

into focus the socio-structural context and historical events.  This allows the researcher to 

analyze historical occurrences and experiences in society that lead to critical analysis and 

reflection. It also generates the ability for us to learn from past events and the problems 

involved.  Solutions to these events are sorted over the time in which a lesson is learned 

(Ajani-Makam, 1998).  Therefore, critical reflection in itself is learning process (Allen, 
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1992).  As a reflective practitioner, I am articulating the power of reflective teaching 

when constructing my teacher practices as it relates to teaching economically 

disadvantaged African American students. I am also expounding on the power of 

reflective teaching in changing my philosophy on the relationship between academic 

achievement and low socioeconomic status (SES). The process of critical reflection 

requires an introspective glance into my personal cultural perspective, my socioeconomic 

status in which I was born, and the understandings of how poverty overpowers 

disadvantaged Black children’s chances for success. Searching for key information and 

smarter strategies, this reflective procedure is an on-going, natural process which 

facilitates the development of future action from the contemplation of past and/or current 

behavior (Park Han, 1995).  

The action follows from the thought process of reflection and the action is a type 

of artistry interwoven into my standard of practice (Osterman, 1990). This implies that as 

I reflect on my cultural experiences, teaching practices, and the connection between 

academic achievement and low socioeconomic class, transformation and understanding 

will ignite change. Teacher reflective practice and reflexivity has been embedded within 

the current qualitative analysis and investigation that advances research through the lens 

of Human Science.  Human Science consisting of sociology, ethnography, ethno-

methodology, critical theory, gender study, semiotics, etc., is engaged in learning an 

individual’s mind, values, thoughts, feeling, and emotions together with that individual’s 

actions and motives (Dilthey, 1987). According to Van Manen (1990), Human Science 

aims “at explicating the meaning of human phenomena (such as literary or historical 

studies of texts) and understanding the lived structures of meanings (such as in 
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phenomenological studies of the life-world” (p. 4).  Additionally, Van Manen claims that 

educational research needs to be based on “textual reflection on the lived experience and 

practical actions of everyday life with the intent to increase one’s thoughtfulness and 

practical resourcefulness or tact” (p. 4).  

In other words, reflection involves carefully structured and crafted approaches 

towards being reflective about one’s experiences in practice (Finlay, 2008).  Larrivee 

(2000) argues: 

Unless teachers develop the practice of critical reflection, they stay trapped in 

unexamined judgments, interpretations, assumptions, and expectations.  

Approaching teaching as a reflective practitioner involves fusing personal beliefs 

and values into a professional identity. (p. 293)  

There are different types of reflective practices that invite practitioners to engage in both 

personal reflection and in all-encompassing social evaluation.  For instance, the Open 

University’s Health and Social Care faculty has put forward a model whereby reflective 

practice is seen as a synthesis of reflection, self-awareness, and critical thinking (Ebay, 

2000). This model shows the philosophical roots of reflective practice are identified in 

phenomenology (with its focus on lived experience and personal consciousness) and also 

in critical theory (which fosters the development of a critical consciousness towards 

emancipation and resisting oppression) (Finlay, 2008).  The model depicts the 

characteristics of reflective practice – critical thinking, reflection, and self-awareness – 

that will allow the reflective practitioner to critically examine their teaching practices and 

pedagogic and conceptual concerns.  Critical thinking is centered on identifying and 

challenging beliefs. Self-awareness builds the foundation for researchers to evaluate their 
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existing knowledge and experiences to future understanding.  Reflection serves as a tool 

for liberation and inspiration.  Fook (2006) posits: 

[Critical reflection] enables an understanding of the way (socially dominant) 

assumptions may be socially restrictive, and thus enables new, more empowering 

ideas and practices.  Critical reflection thus enables social change beginning at 

individual levels that allows the individual become aware of the hidden power of 

ideas they have absorbed unwittingly from their social contexts; they are then 

freed to make choices on their own terms. (p. 20) 

Reflective practice has burgeoned over the last few decades throughout various fields of 

professional practice and education. In some professions it has become one of the 

defining features of competence, even if on occasion it has been adopted mistakenly and 

unreflectively to rationalize existing practice. The allure of the reflection bandwagon lies 

in the fact that it rings true (Loughran, 2000). Within different disciplines and intellectual 

traditions, however, what is understood by ‘reflective practice’ varies considerably 

(Fook, White, & Gardner, 2006).  According to Bolton (2010), reflective practice “helps 

the teacher find strategies to question their own attitudes, thought process, values, 

assumptions, prejudices and habitual actions, to strive to understand their complex roles 

in relation to others” (p. 14).   Therefore, this research is guided by a personal perspective 

of reflection.  Dewey (1933) suggested that teachers who are reflective consider the 

physical environment of the classroom in combination with the differences in the 

students’ motivation, intelligences, and reception.  In order for teachers to accomplish 

this goal, the teacher has to rely on the unspoken knowledge that comes with experience 

to foster effective learning and growth.  As I investigate my past experiences with my 
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evolving practices, I should be able to construct meaning and understanding to assist me 

in transformation.  Ross (1989) defines reflective teaching as a way of thinking about 

educational concerns that involves one’s ability to make rational choices and assume 

responsibility for those choices.  Likewise, Cunliffe (2009b) contends that to be reflexive 

is to examine how we seemingly unwittingly are involved in creating social or 

professional structures counter to our own values.  Reflecting on vulnerable issues of 

society, using autoethnography writing has taken a distinctive and unique place in 

qualitative research.  

White Teacher/White Savior Concept 

When they start to use your language do they say what you say, who they are in your 

words...do you know who is praying for you not to be there ….    

Conqueror— (Merwin, 1988, p. 65) 

Why am I bringing in the white savior perception when I am not white?  The 

notion of this sensitive positionality is part of the riddle that lays dormant in my research.  

The white savior perception is one perspective that I have kept quiet throughout my 

teaching experience, especially with all the racism and unwanted perceptions surrounding 

this way of thinking.  Creating the foundation for this section, I will define “white savior” 

as a “person who comes from a privileged space to save the other, not one who lives in 

the heart of the struggle and works alongside for the practical well-being of the 

individuals being injured by the system” (Chubbuck, 2004, p. 327).  Martin (2007) 

defines a similar label in opposition to a long tradition of “‘white missionary paternalism’ 

in African American education” (p. 13).  Similar to the white savior perception, “the term 

‘missionary’ suggests a conceptualization of teachers who must save African American 
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children from themselves and their culture” (p. 13).  Consider popular movies like “The 

Ghost of Mississippi,” “The Blind Side,” and “Dangerous Minds.” They use the same 

stereotype of struggling students, in which the white teacher who enters the school has 

his or her own pre-conceived notions of how they will save these students. And most of 

their notions come from their cultural biases, prejudices, and perceptions about the 

students they will teach.  In every story, the white teacher is depicted as a person who 

falters in their attempt to save the disadvantaged students from their present realities:  

drugs, violence, broken families, and poverty.   However, as the movie continues, time is 

spent building connectivity and trust with the students to promote acceptance. The 

teacher is viewed as the white savior and one group of disadvantaged students will begin 

to live up to their potential or the potential that our school systems set for them.  The sad 

part about this concept is that it gives a false sense of solutions, which is the inflexible 

problem of public education.   Hooks (1995) wrote, “Many white folks who never have 

intimate contact with Black folks feel that they know what we are like because television 

has brought us unto their homes” (p. 112).   

In addition, I reflect on the circumstances portrayed in the movie, “To Sir with 

Love.”  The actor Sydney Poitier portrayed a role of an engineer student who could not 

get a job in his field.  Therefore he accepted a teaching role in a cockney English culture.  

These children did not have the culture the teacher had as he grew up, and he had to fight 

to find himself and to learn how to teach them to rise above the class in which they were 

born.  After much soul searching and experimentation he learned to reach them by 

exposure to the world outside their home and to motivate them to critically think.  He met 

with success finally and decided to stay and work with them. 
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After reading Feagin (2000) and Bonilla-Silva (2006), I questioned how this 

personification of “racism” allows the common white viewer to think to themselves: 

“poverty and racism have caused these children to have a bad life, and some white person 

must rescue them from this” (Wamstead, 2013, p. 248).  However, if I unveil my silent 

struggles and occurrences completely, my words will add an additional truth for 

discussion.  Therefore, I must acknowledge that despite my skin color and racial identity, 

I too, entered the world of education with a white savior position.  Once I learned about 

poverty and its effects on Black disadvantaged children such as lack of motivation, pre-

mature death, crime, and other related issues, I changed my educational career to take a 

position of teaching to save them from their lives and themselves.  I remember my first 

couple of years teaching an eighth grade class in 1996 in Newark, New Jersey. One of my 

students came to school late every day, and every day I would encourage him along with 

the other students to take their education seriously.  Come on time, participate and learn.  

This particular student was not a behavior problem and if I remember correctly, he was 

always tired and listless.  Within the course of the year, he stopped coming for a week.  

After calling the home and asking support from the guidance counselor and 

administrators, I learned that this particular student was killed during a drug transaction 

in the middle of the night. I did not know what a drug transaction was until that day.  I 

did not know that 12 or 13-year-old children were allowed to go out in the middle of the 

night unattended. However, I learned that parents allowed their children to support them 

financially by using them to acquire drugs to sell and collect.  He was the provider for his 

family.  He was in 8
th

 grade – A boy – yet dead.  Therefore, I have to confess that I can 

recite endless stories that are similar to the ones portrayed in these popular films 
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operating under the white savior position.  Eighteen years later, I still try to find ways to 

implement strategies, motivational speeches and lessons outside the curriculum to bridge 

the gap between their realities and mine.  Sometimes because of the negative dynamics 

that enter the room from the students I teach, time is spent intermittently re-directing my 

students’ philosophy of their education.  Does it help?  Not sure.  Nevertheless, when I 

look at “Dangerous Minds,” “The Blind Side,” and other white savior movies, I see me.   

Literature Review Summary 

A review of literature has shown a growing need for the voices of teachers in 

education.  New teachers will enter the field of education with their own pre-conceived 

perceptions of teaching that do not include diversity of race, culture, or socioeconomic 

disparities. Instead they will come with their own envisioned realities along with personal 

constructions of their identities, with the goal to make change.  This leads to a question 

for all the teacher training programs: how can teacher training set the stage for educators 

new and experienced to engage in meaningful dialogue with each other about difficulties 

involved in teaching that link “knowledge, content, and identity (Connelly & Clandinin, 

1999, p. 4) in order to better our craft, teaching (Talley, 2014).  

From the literature, the Black teacher was sought after in the 20
th

 century to 

facilitate alternative methods and social strategies to encourage and support the Black 

students entering white schools.  With multiculturalism and racial disparities on the rise, 

the Black teacher was expected to relate and implement alternative ways to teach, 

connect, and manage Black children.  The Black teacher was therefore given extra 

responsibilities that included discipline, counseling, and other unspoken duties to relieve 

the burden of the schools and the white teacher.  Schools therefore, orchestrated how 
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classrooms would be created for each teacher’s instructional responsibility.  

Administrators played an important role in defining and assigning duties and tasks 

considered undesirable to the white privileged teachers.  This is not to say that white 

privileged teachers did not want to teach Black students, but according to the past and 

current research, the white teacher had to invest their time taking multiculturalism 

courses and other related classes to enhance their understanding of the Black child.  

Consequently, the majority of research focuses on the struggle of the white teacher 

teaching Black students.  However, it seems to ignore the Black privileged teacher. 

This review has identified a need for further research into the role of the Black 

privileged teacher.  A narrative/autoethnography into the Black privileged teacher is 

needed to provide a different viewpoint into the vital role of Black privileged teachers 

that is not found in the existing literature.  Some scholars shun autoethnography as self-

indulgent personal writing that shows limited significant impact on the scholarly genre 

(Anderson, 2006; Coffey, 1999).  Nevertheless, it is the power for social change and the 

creation of dialogue that are arguably the most valuable yet least understood aspects of 

autoethnography. As Sparkes (2002) stated, “This kind of writing can inform, awaken, 

and disturb readers by illustrating their involvement in social processes about which they 

might not have been consciously aware” (p. 221).  This autoethnography will provide a 

view and account to evoke emotion, foster understanding, and bring about action and 

change in the teacher training program. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Autoethnography confronts dominant forms of representation and power in an attempt to 

reclaim, through self-reflective response, representational spaces that have marginalized 

those of us at the borders. 

Tierney, 1998, p.66 

Why Autoethnography? 

As far as I could remember, writing entries and personal reflections was a natural 

tool I used to respond to the world around me, to analyze my experience and share my 

worldview.  However as I entered the world of teaching, with all the robotic expectations, 

one-size-fits-all perspectives, and silent understandings, I discovered one can lose one’s 

self to become a chameleon.  The system tells us who we are and we succumb to how it is 

designed for us to exist.  Unless we take the step to discover who we are, it is scary at 

first because we have to find a way to re-establish our philosophy; we have to re-build 

our worldview that stems from our personal identity. And then we have to resurface.  

Using ethnography in this research gives me the vehicle for me to stretch my wings, to 

shake off the frustration behind the mask of education, to fly. 

Nonetheless, all through my doctoral program, I questioned what inquiries to 

investigate as I continued with my classes.  Initially I had inquiries about the standardized 

testing and system-wide literacy approaches that enter our school buildings every five or 

less years, but I eventually outgrew these questions, not because they did not need to be 
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addressed – after all, it is how our system rates and pays teachers, how well they master 

the new literacy approaches, or how well their students pass a test that was not designed 

for them to pass.  Since the beginning of my teaching career, there was always a new 

curriculum, a new standardized teaching script to match the standardized test.  The 

teachers received bonus checks, high recognition, and great pats on the back.  And if they 

were lucky, in the next couple of years they got certain perks for making sure the school 

looked good.  Meanwhile, when they listened to little Johnny read on the side, they could 

hear that he needed intense instruction with phonics, phonemic awareness, and other 

early reading strategies outside of the 800 score he received on a test.  That was the goal.  

It did not matter if a teacher was trained in Reading Recovery or received a Master’s 

degree in literacy education.  It just mattered if they could teach all the components of the 

script to match the state goal – the test.  So why autoethnography when it would be easier 

to take the easy way out?  I started thinking and analyzing my experiences, and I wanted 

understanding.  I distinctly remember the advice to not think of some grand topic – that 

this would only be the first piece of writing of many, so just get it out.  I was almost 

there.  I first had a topic entitled, “A Literacy Lens looking at the Impact of the One Size 

Fits All Instruction Practice Versus a Balanced Literacy and Guided Reading Approach 

to Student Achievement.”   

But then in the summer session, July 2014, Dr. Vincent Youngbauer gave us the 

autonomy to apply our own personal research process.  This method led me to reflect on 

my professional journey in teaching, and the questions I have always asked throughout 

my career.  This ultimately led me to the awakening of who I am as a researcher, as a 

writer, and a change agent.  As I began to reflect on how to present my thinking aloud, I 
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wanted to explore my own experiences for data as they are the ultimate source of 

information for me to know the context of learning from early childhood until now and 

they provide best practices of teaching.  Initiating my point of view, I have always been a 

keen observer of how I view personal, professional, and educational change.  I had been 

writing poems and journaling my stories of teaching and learning best educational 

practices with failure and success, pain and relief, twists and turns from my own cultural 

perspective in conjunction to the educational world I entered to teach.  I wanted to 

portray my lived experiences so that others could start reviewing their own stories and 

experiences, and start reflective practice in classroom teaching and research.  So, as I 

reflected on my professors’ proclamation that I may want to look at autoethnography as a 

method of study, I read through the resources he gave me. This methodology was the 

dual carriageway for me to contribute, communicate, reveal, and hear my voice.  

Moreover, this autoethnographic approach lent itself to the nontraditional research used 

to answer inquiry and issues of education.  In addition, it allowed me the opportunity to 

investigate my unique background and personal experiences, and my role as a teacher and 

a change agent within and outside the walls in which I teach. 

Autoethnography in Qualitative Research 

 Reed-Danahay (1997) claims that autoethnography investigates “self” while 

reflecting on the process through writing “graph” to describe “ethnos” culture.  Neyman 

(2011) discusses how teachers can be the subject of their own exploration:  

. . . as a subject within the culture of the schools they teach. This study is based on 

the foundation that autoethnography involves writing and reflecting about a 
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specific culture the researcher has experiences with, while studying the awareness 

of self within that culture.   

Pentland (1999) claims that the narrative is relevant to the analysis of organizational 

processes that allow people to enact their stories.  Autoethnography is a narrative form of 

writing and inquiry and can be seen as a way of knowing, established through thinking in 

one’s own person and through the making of judgments about what will be attended to 

and what will not be attended to immediately (Dyson, 2007).  Ellis and Bochner (2000) 

claim that the distinctions between the cultural and the personal become blurred as the 

author changes the focus and moves back and forth between looking outward and looking 

inward.  This style of research is an appropriate methodology that would support the 

cultural phenomenon that I live as I research my experiences of teaching in lower income 

communities and schools.   

Using Patton’s (2002) ideas, I used my familiarities and occurrences to garner 

perceptions and understandings into the larger culture of the learning community of 

which I was a part.  Conducting autoethnographic research expressed my own self-

awareness and the recordings of my personal and professional introspections as a primary 

data source. According to Denzin and Lincoln (2000), autoethnographic vignettes 

develop reflexivity in qualitative research and supports readers and writers to relive past 

experiences through the writer’s or performer’s eyes.  Self-reflexivity makes researchers 

more knowledgeable and gives them a deeper understanding of the proceedings and trials 

that caused the portraits of reality.  Ellis and Bochner (2000) consider autoethnographic 

vignettes as “bringing life to research, and research to life” and claim that connection of 

“personal to the cultural” together with “the researcher’s own experience” present 
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important topics of investigation (p. 733).  This type of study is a “systematic 

sociological introspection and emotional recall that tries to understand an experience the 

researcher has lived through” (p.737).   Ellis and Bochner argue that the reward for this 

kind of reflexive investigation allows you to understand yourself in deeper ways, 

resulting in better understanding of others (Neyman, 2011).   

Humphreys (2005) used the concept of autoethnographic vignettes among many 

other instruments of autoethnography, comprising stories, poetry, novels, fiction, 

journals, photographic essays, and social science prose (Ellis & Bochner, 2000).  This 

perception connects to my personal habit of reflecting on experiences, aftermaths, and 

outcomes in a journal or in a poem.  This practice became a part of my efforts and labor 

to complete this study.  It gave me a straightforward approach to remember the various 

emotions and viewpoints throughout my self-discovery as a teacher.  I see my personal 

and professional development as analogous to that of a butterfly. Yet within my various 

stages of development, there were a lot of issues and inconsistencies that caused me to 

question my role as an educator as I sought to analyze those inequalities surrounding me 

daily inside of my classroom.  Bochner (2000) in “Why Personal Narrative Matters” 

supports that our personal and professional identities can be saved contingent on how 

well we allow our metamorphoses to occur.    

My investigation discloses both the positive and negative aspects of my teaching 

preparations and practices.  Jerome (2006) shared conclusive and questionable 

experiences of his educational experiences in his autoethnography.  Similar to some of 

my struggles, he shared the dilemma he faced when trying to find identity within a group, 

yet the group considered him an outsider.  In my case, I struggled with my identity and 
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considered myself as an outsider with the cultural and social environment of my students. 

Liddell (2007) completed an autoethnogaphic study that described her use of reflection in 

explaining her journey as an African American female student going through a doctoral 

program. This study reported knowledge about her experiences so that others could 

benefit from her trials and triumphs and the fuel she obtained during the encounters. 

Using autoethnography as a method gives insight into a specific area of concern from an 

insider’s point of view to induce readers to look for similarities to their circumstances, 

thus bringing about better understanding of themselves as related to the topic under 

investigation (Chang, 2008).   

Autoethnogaphic vignettes serve as a dialog box that allows the educational 

community at large to “see” the teacher within the classroom, who is otherwise hidden 

from the public opinion. Even insiders, as colleagues and school administrators might not 

have a clear picture of the teachers’ cultural perspectives and how they affect their 

teaching style, practices, and philosophy.  Formal and informal observations that last up 

to 30 minutes are just a fragment of the teacher’s beliefs, values, or way of thinking.  

Throughout the last century there has been a debate over public education as politicians 

and other educational stakeholders attribute school failure to a lack of teacher 

preparedness and connectivity. They struggle to apply the right strategy and teaching 

practices to raise student academic and social performance.  Therefore, this literature 

review explores different reflections of teachers that could shed light on the 

misconception of teachers, while finding ways to create change. Utilizing the use of 

narrative inquiry of autoethnography is “suitable to this study in that it pulls together the 

study of personal experience within the large content of understanding and bringing 
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meaning” to the Black privileged teacher (Jackson, 2009, p. 40).  This methodology is 

validated by Pratt (1995) when he stated, “We cannot move theory into action unless we 

can find it in the eccentric and wandering ways of our daily life.... Stories give theory 

flesh and breath” (p. 22). This is a study “of not just one event or experience, or even of a 

bounded time sequence of events. It is a study that is intended to bring a deeper 

understanding and meaning” (Jackson, 2009, p. 40) to the ongoing position of a Black 

privileged teacher.  

Overview 

Clear evidence indicates that the modern era of public schooling has emphasized a 

gridlock of planning, design, implementation, and evaluation in education (Eisner, 2004). 

Leaving much said about the structure of schooling and less about the agentic roles 

within it, teachers, administrators, and school personnel face unprecedented socio-

economic, religious, and ethnic heterogeneity in the student population (Starr, 2010).  

However, those who guide students have yet to occupy a similar space; that is, diversity 

amongst teachers is significantly underrepresented in school settings (Ryan et al., 2009).  

Research is needed in order to learn about the diversity amongst teachers and their 

identity and the ways in which their culture, diversity, and teaching practices affect the 

students they teach.  For teachers to be effective in a climate of layered and complex 

diversity, they must become reflexive educators (Banks, 2011). 

In this study, I examined my 18-year journey of teaching disadvantaged African 

American students, both broadly and carefully, as a lever for affecting teacher 

motivation, teacher performance, teaching practices and teacher preparedness.  The 

primary purpose of this study was to examine my role as an African American teacher 
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educating disadvantaged students of the same race using autoethnography as a method to 

investigate my personal and professional experiences, perceptions, and pedagogical 

practices.  The secondary purpose of this research was to question other privileged 

African American teachers teaching lower socioeconomic Black students.  It is rooted in 

my inner need to learn the effects of my personal cultural identity on my professional 

experiences as a Black privileged teacher of disadvantaged Black students.   

Earlier research data on privileged Black teachers and their Black disadvantaged 

students were sparse on the specifics of non-cultural intersections that affected the growth 

of pedagogical practices and academic and social influence.  The following questions 

were posed:  

1. As an African American teacher of socioeconomic privilege, what has been 

the influence on my own pedagogical development of my interaction with 

disadvantaged students of the same race?  

2. Is my experience unique or do other African American teachers of privilege 

question or encounter similar issues of student connectivity?  

Thus, my findings concentrated on the understudied but essential elements of how Black 

privileged teachers who taught behaviors connected and motivated Black underprivileged 

students, and what impact they had on the perceptions and actions of their students. 

Setting of the Study 

My contextual setting includes selected school systems in Salem, New Jersey; 

Duckham, North Carolina; and Moxley County, Georgia, all Title 1, predominantly Black 

settings comprised of numerous children who have been described by the prefix dis: 

“disenchanted, disaffected, disaffiliated, disturbed, and disruptive” (Dunbar, 2004, p. 1).  
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Most of the children live in socioeconomic conditions that have undesirably impacted 

their readiness for school.  Some of these conditions include the family’s loss of 

meaningful employment, the infiltration of illegal drugs, and an increase in single-parent 

households.  In addition, the number of children who are reared by grandparents has 

increased.  There are also leagues of other children who have lived in multiple foster care 

facilities and still others who have been simply left to rear themselves. 

Children subjected to these living conditions have a greater possibility to engage 

in inappropriate behavior in the classroom.  As far back as the Coleman Report (1966) we 

have known that a child’s poverty level has an adverse effect on academic achievement. 

However, in a study conducted by Dunbar (2004), he cited Gallagher’s (1998) report that, 

“to focus on developing standards and raising expectations is not sufficient to change 

student motivation to learn; we need to face the unpleasant reality that education by itself 

is a weak treatment” (p.1).  In addition to this conclusion, a study conducted for the U.S. 

Department of Education (1996) indicated several important factors which adversely 

impact student behavior:  

 Enrollment disparity between urban schools and suburban schools, the former 

having a larger enrollment of students, on average 

 Student behavior problems in urban schools being more common than in other 

schools, particularly in absenteeism, classroom discipline, weapons 

possession, and student pregnancy 

 Teacher absenteeism, an indicator of low morale, being more of a problem in 

urban schools than in rural or suburban schools 
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 Students in urban schools, regardless of location, being less likely to feel safe 

in school and spend less time on homework than those in suburban schools  

 Young adults who had attended urban and urban high-poverty schools having 

much higher poverty and unemployment rates later in life than those who had 

attended more affluent schools 

In response to these conclusions, the academic and social structure of urban schools has 

focused on the reality that students who enter school institutions without academic and 

social readiness are not intellectually prepared to pursue higher levels.  In a quest to fix 

this problem, schools have practiced using strategies that require rote memory and 

recitation as a dominant tradition of instruction.  Recitation is the traditional method of 

teaching, which entails a formal lecture on a particular concept with a few examples of 

the concept worked by the teacher, and an assignment given by the teacher (Stinson, 

2009).  Each classroom day is centered on the teacher explaining the concepts introduced 

the day before to assure students have the ability to retain and regurgitate information.  

This has become the norm in most urban school settings.   

However, research indicates that the academic proficiency of students in 

elementary and secondary classrooms in the United States increased when instruction is 

multifaceted (Kilpatrick, Martin, & Schifter, 2003).  This suggests that the traditional 

forms of instruction are not serving our disadvantaged students effectively.  

Consequently, efforts should be made to assist classroom teachers in incorporating more 

pedagogical methods in their instruction, which could mean changing their practices.  In 

addition, it is stated that universities and teacher preparation programs underprepare their 

students for the diversity of the American school and create a larger problem in public 
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schools by not equipping pre-service teachers with knowledge and experience about what 

diverse learners need (del Prado Hill, Phelps, & Friedland, 2007).  

Data Collection 

As an autoethnographic researcher who wanted to gain enough evidence to 

answer the research questions of the study, I used autoethnography as a valid research 

method that is marked by its dichotomy (Reed-Danahay, 1997).  This type of 

methodology focuses primarily on the researcher’s self and understanding that self within 

a certain culture. It is the researcher’s personal memory that becomes the primary source 

of data (Neyman, 2011). Nevertheless, memory alone cannot be a single sufficient tool 

for collecting data as researcher’s objectivity can be challenged (Holt, 2003).  Therefore, 

my data collection was derived from teaching journals kept in my home library that 

describe my experiences beginning with my teacher practicum in 1991 to my recent ones 

surrounding this research.  Throughout my career, recorded frustrations, poems and 

possible solutions related to the struggles of teaching Black disadvantaged students, lack 

of collaboration with teachers, and the downside to standardized teaching and testing.  

All of the documentation written was vital and necessary in capturing certain types of 

dialogue, emotion, and conflict with various encounters within my position as a teacher.   

Wamstead (2013), citing Allport (1941), opined, “the spontaneous, intimate diary is the 

personal document par excellence” (p. 95).  The most effective method used for this 

research was my hand written-thoughts.  

According to Chang (2008), broad-based data such as artifacts, documents, and 

focus group sessions, add to the objectivity of autoethnogaphic research; it adds validity 

to the research as it provides physical evidence from the researcher’s role.  Throughout 
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my teaching career in the three states mentioned, physical evidence includes written 

diaries, collected artifacts such as portfolios and taped teaching and tutoring sessions, 

letters, and anything related to educating and connecting to disadvantaged Black students. 

In order to manage the research design (Chang, 2008), I used the practice and 

approach of  autoethnography research that has been in use for more than 20 years 

(originated by Hayano in 1979) and has become the term of choice in describing studies 

of a personal nature (Ellis, 2004; Ellis & Bochner, 2000).  There are many other terms in 

circulation concerning autoethnography, as academic scholars have circulated various 

discussions and understandings to unify advances in appreciating and understanding this 

method (Wall, 2006).  Moustakas (1990) labeled the method heuristic inquiry.    

This inquiry has evolved from the phenomenological tradition, and began with a 

question that has been a personal challenge for the researcher (Moustakas, 1990). The 

aim is to “awaken and inspire researchers to make contact with and respect their own 

questions and problems, to suggest a process that affirms imagination, intuition, self-

reflection, and the tacit dimension as valid ways in the search for knowledge and 

understanding” (Douglass & Moustakas, 1985, p. 40). Ellis and Bochner, as noted, have 

referred to the method as autoethnography, and a number of authors simply present the 

method and its product as personal narrative (Wall, 2006).  

My methodological range of selections were informed by various studies of 

autoethnography, such as personal writing and reflection, the stories of others (gathered 

through a series of highly interactive and even therapeutic interviews with individuals 

and groups), personal poetry, and an understanding of the relevant literature (especially 
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knowledge of the gaps in the literature that can be answered only through personally 

focused inquiry) (Wall, 2006).  

Ellis (2004), in a methodological novel about autoethnography, restated a number 

of the methodological points she put forward with Bochner (Ellis & Bochner, 2000). She 

acknowledged that “autoethnography does not proceed linearly” (p. 119), is complex, is 

not conducted according to a special formula, and can be likened to being sent “into the 

woods without a compass” (p. 120). However, she encouraged autoethnographers to deal 

with the uncertainty of the process so that adequate time is taken to “wander around a bit 

and [get] the lay of the land” (p. 120). 

 Muncey (2005) added some concrete assistance to the question of “how to do” 

autoethnography. She suggested the use of snapshots, artifacts/documents, metaphor, and 

psychological and literal journeys as techniques for reflecting on and conveying a 

“patchwork of feelings, experiences, emotions, and behaviors that portray a more 

complete view of ... life” (p. 10).   

Raab (2013) states the data collection for an ethnographical study is similar to 

other qualitative methodologies. Creswell (2007) identifies the types of data, 

observations, interviews, documents, and audiovisual materials needed for an 

ethnographical study. Since this investigation, I organized my educational diaries written 

from the beginning of my teaching career to my continuing events of the present, creating 

a visual timeline so I can interpret their significance, as each was affected by my personal 

and professional transformation throughout my life.  According to Tompkins (1996) and 

Nash (2002), timelines operate as a research tool that can provide the foundation for the 

educational autoethnographies.  Therefore, I was able to collect and organize my data for 
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self-reflection by documenting my current thoughts, standpoints, and new connections 

made.  This approach made it possible to analyze assorted professional and personal 

connotations from the vantage point of my new connections and gained knowledge.  The 

thoughts and reflections of the past assumed a new combination of meanings and 

understandings over my present perceptions. 

During the stage of collecting data, I used Chang’s (2008) description of the 

mental process, which claims to be an “inventorying activity that brings together data 

collection, analysis, and interpretation” (p. 76).  Chang contends that autoethnogaphic 

researchers should not be limited by any rules, and should create their own innovative 

steps in order to meet their own requirements. In the same manner, Taylor & Bogdan 

(1984) argue that qualitative research does not carry any guidelines for the amount of 

data to be collected, and it is the researcher who decides either to continue the quest for 

new data, or to stop indefinitely.  Using an autoethnogaphic approach to analyzing data 

allows the researcher to dissect the data collected into smaller pieces.  

 However, this type of data interpretation requires a telescopic tool to examine 

data closely in order to include all valuable facts.  Interpreting data requires researchers 

to delve into their cultural backgrounds (Creswell, 1989), and into the relationships 

between self and others to interpret the meaning of behaviors that took place in 

researchers’ lives (Anderson, 2000).  My second interest was the perceptions of other 

Black privileged teachers working with Black disadvantaged students in low 

socioeconomic schools.   
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Interviews 

 I scheduled one-on-one interviews with three Black teachers.  I talked with them 

using the questions from the focus group interviews to ascertain what their childhood 

experiences were in terms of privileged or not privileged.  Such questions entailed their 

descriptions of their identity as a Black teacher and what their socioeconomic status was 

as a child to adult.  The notes taken from the transcripts were analyzed immediately after 

I completed each individual interview, leading me to consider each exchange of 

information and gain more insight and perception of the Black teacher.  In transcribing 

from the tapes, I knew that I could not use this particular data due to the discrepancies in 

their backgrounds.  Due to the fact that these initial Black teachers were not Black 

privileged teachers, I deleted the data from the interview.  Next, I interviewed another set 

of teachers to create a focus group as part of my second research question. 

 Each of the participants in this research worked in various schools across the 

Northeast and was a member or a leader of a team.  The first criterion was that the 

participant worked with lower socioeconomic Black students for over ten years.  In 

addition, the participant had to fit the criteria stated in Appendix A. Table 1 presents the 

participants’ profiles in terms of years of service, age, and school districts.  

All of the focus group participants (FGP) were Black privileged teachers and 

educators ranging in age from 38 to 60 years old, and working in various school districts 

in the Northeast, with an average of 25 years, teaching experience.  Two of them live in 

Slim Hills. New Jersey and the other three reside in surrounding cities within 

Marthasville, New Jersey.  The 2
nd

 grade teacher had the least amount of experience (17 

years), while the veteran educator (principal/former teacher) served at one school for 36 
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years.    Each FGP grew up and remained in middle to upper middle socioeconomic class, 

which was the key requirement of the research study. 

Table 1   

Focus Group Participants’ Profiles in Terms of Years of Service, Age, and School 

Districts 

ID/ Pseudonym/Age Educational 

Background 

Years of Service School Districts 

 

FGP1 Blair (49) 

 

Math Teacher 

/administrator 

 

24 

 

New City, New 

Jersey, Jamestown 

(pseudonym), NJ 

and Pottstown 

(pseudonym), NJ 

 

FGP2 Bette (60) English/ Reading 

teacher/ 

administrator/ 

executive 

superintendent 

35 New City 

(pseudonym), NJ, 

Oradel 

(pseudonym), NJ. 

Rory (pseudonym), 

NJ 

Iodine (pseudonym), 

NJ 

 

FGP3 James (58) Administrator 36 New City 

(pseudonym), NJ 

 

FGP4 Reese (38) Teacher 17 Peachtree 

(pseudonym), NJ 

 

FGP5 Diane (47) English / Language 

Arts 

22 Apple 

City(pseudonym), 

NJ 

 

Three female FGPs and two male FGPs participated in this study. Reese and 

James have extensive experience with teaching students from urban disadvantaged 

schools, as both of them served over 10 years in a teaching role and other years as 

administrators for the same group of students.  Diane, who is in her mid-30s, has been 
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teaching English as a Second Language (ESL) to immigrants on a primary k-2 level. 

Blair and Bette both started out as teachers but were quickly promoted to leadership 

positions within their school districts.  Based on my research study, I formed several 

criteria for choosing certain types of participants for this research study, which are 

summarized in Appendix A.  This way of selecting certain applicants can be described as 

“criterion sampling” (Patton, 2002). 

One of the main standards was that participants have been raised in a middle- to 

upper-middle socioeconomic household, and have taught for over ten years, preferably at 

lower socioeconomic African American schools.  I believed that teachers with affluent 

life experiences and extensive professional careers would be better prepared to participate 

and add to the research.  Due to the nature and purpose of my research it was crucial to 

find participants who had an interest in reflective transformation as well as the 

willingness to commit to focus group interviews for one to two sessions. 

Focus Group Interview Sessions (Teachers/Educators) 

The primary objective of conducting focus group sessions was to gain a deeper 

understanding about the perceptions and experience other privileged African American 

teachers/educators had in teaching Black disadvantaged students from lower 

socioeconomic schools. In addition, the focus group served as one technique, along with 

the one-to-one interviews and journal entries to triangulate the data gathered from using 

their experiences and perceptions of their roles, practices, and challenges.   

Focus groups are described as “a research method that collects data through group 

interaction on a topic determined by the researcher” (Morgan, 1997, p. 6).  The 

recommended size of focus groups ranges significantly (Krueger & Casey, 2000; 
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Morgan, 1997; Sim, 1998); the most common suggested size is between 6 and 10 

participants per group with no fewer than 4.  For this research investigation, there were 

five participants due to the unique characteristics used as a prerequisite for participating 

in this particular topic.  Since I needed particular traits and types of African American 

teachers/educators, I used key features of a focus group: the participants in the group 

shared some commonality that was of interest to the researcher, the group provided 

qualitative data, and the group participated in a focused discussion that was facilitated by 

a moderator (Krueger & Casey, 2000).   

Utilizing a focus group to gather data includes the ability to gather data from 

many participants at one time and the opportunity to gather information on attitudes and 

opinions through participant interaction (Morgan, 1997; Sim, 1998).  I spent time using a 

face-to-face approach for recruiting within my school system and throughout the 

educational community.  However, after interviewing many educators within my school 

system, I made a decision to seek out other Black educators who were raised in the north 

and who had had similar cultural experiences to mine. 

Upon expressing interest in participating in the study, the participant was first 

screened (via phone) in order to meet the following criteria for inclusion in the study: 

 The participant worked in urban lower socioeconomic schools with African 

American students for over ten years. 

 The participant had to self-identify themselves as African American and 

coming from middle- to upper-middle-class or higher socioeconomic 

background.  Teachers who were raised in lower socioeconomic 

neighborhoods were excluded from the study. 
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The five participants selected for this study had similar characteristics to my 

socioeconomic background and experiences such as social position, cultural capital, 

awareness of surrounding national resources, and financial position.  The social position 

acknowledged by Bourdieu (1986) given to elevate culture and a sense of self was given 

through the exposure of languages, dance, drama, music, trips to museums, art galleries, 

and the theatre.  These particular Black teachers were exposed to these privileges outside 

their school settings.  Cultural capital was modeled within their family structure, where 

parents heavily devoted time to ensure their children acquired social and national 

resources needed for social reproduction (Lareu, 2003).  In general, these Black 

privileged educators repeated their parents’ narratives about education, choice of 

secondary schools, and issues surrounding national resources.  There were strong echoes 

between the five educators and their familial lens on how they chose to acquire financial 

resources and quality education.  Despite occasional episodes of social and/or academic 

difficulties, all of them ended up making positive assessment of their academic and social 

experiences. 

Focus Group Session 

Educators were gathered in a private part of the library conference room to meet 

with me as a focus group to provide insight on their roles and backgrounds. After the 

consent form was signed by each FGP (see Appendix B),  I posed the initial question, 

which encouraged them to individually describe their title, current position, assignments 

at the assigned schools, summary of their total experience as a teacher, and summary of 

their socioeconomic status. In addition, each participant discussed the type of students 

serviced at their particular school(s), and if they have or had challenges with 
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connectivity, teaching practices, and experiences along with general interaction with their 

students.   

Discussion ensued in relationship to the two research questions surrounding this 

study and their personal perceptions of contradictions and practices used when addressing 

their students about curriculum and learning experiences. They were asked to give any 

factors that impeded the development of academic and social success.    

The final key question required teachers to list all of their strategies in teaching 

racial minority students and all of their responsibilities in educating Black students within 

lower socioeconomic neighborhoods. It also asked them to describe how their 

experiences in working with disadvantaged Black students affected their overall 

perception and vision for developing connectivity, academic motivation, and positive 

social experiences. This process caused the group to build consensus on the roles and the 

challenges they faced.  Once the teachers/educators identified the important practices and 

roles they played in their students’ lives, I placed the list on the dry erase board and asked 

them to group those items together in categories for similar and opposing experiences 

they considered applicable for this study.   

After doing so, I asked them to label each group I placed on the board.  This 

process took 30 minutes to post the questions and 30 minutes to list their responses, for a 

total of 60 minutes.  Once the board was completed, I wanted additional proof that the 

final list (a) comprised their understanding of the consensus and (b) provided their 

perceptions of the most important challenges and practices related to preparing students 

for academic and social success.  The following focus group session questions helped me 
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learn about the commonality of lower socioeconomic schools despite their differences in 

location or region:   

 What is it like to be a privileged Black teacher teaching disadvantaged Black 

students? 

 How have your cultural experiences prepared you for your role as a teacher?  

What can you not talk about with your fellow colleagues who were raised 

similar to the students you teach? 

 What gets in the way of your students’ connectivity to who you are as a Black 

teacher? 

 Describe critical events or turning points, which had an impact on your 

teaching practices? 

 If you could change things in these schools, what would you change? 

 What could be done to prepare teachers to work inside these schools? 

 In what ways do you see yourself differently after your ten or more years of 

experiences as an AA privileged teacher, teaching AA disadvantaged 

students? 

Data Analysis 

 Several tasks comprised the analysis of data. Bernard (2006) identified data 

analysis as “the search for patterns in data and for ideas that help explain why those 

patterns are there in the first place” (p. 452).  Data analysis and interpretation in 

autoethnographies involve moving back and forth between self and others; zooming in 

and out of the personal and social realm emerging from the data (Knapp, 2013).   I 
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gathered information from the journals and focus group session, coded each document, 

and sorted the data into categories so that I could transcribe the tapes and prepare the 

information into narrative text.  I condensed each narrative segment into categories and 

themes that corresponded to the themes identified by the teachers/educators.  The themes 

were (a) self-reflection of practices and transformation, (b) characteristics of teachers in 

disadvantaged schools and the nature of poverty, (c) cultural conflict, (d) understanding 

how poverty affects behavior and academic performance, (e) transforming practices, and 

(f) embracing change.   

All information gathered from teachers, administrators, and journals was 

compacted into the themes, and I interpreted this information according to the categories 

identified by focus group participants.  These descriptions or themes related to how 

teachers perceived their role in educating Black disadvantaged students. 

Focus group participants who moved onto leadership positions such as 

administrators had to be separated so that I could consistently and carefully gather 

information which was distinguished by the level from which they had responded.  First, 

I observed how each participant presented himself or herself, based on the focus of the 

question.  For instance, when asked whether teachers felt their students respected the 

cultural differences or expectations, the female teachers focused more on the discipline, 

proper etiquette, and social nurturing in their classrooms.  The female participants 

discussed the challenges of understanding or identifying with their students’ branch of 

learning, language and dialect, and their lack of cultivation.  The female participants were 

sometimes disheartened and could not conclude what the exact nature of their teacher- 

mother advisement or teaching was within their classroom practices.  Some would 
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deviate from the actual question and respond based on their individual challenges that 

came to mind when they reflected on the children who left a long-lasting impression in 

their teaching experiences. The male participants focused on structure, functionality, and 

consistency.  The male participants were not concerned with the student’s socioeconomic 

levels or anything that centered on nurturing, or excusing certain academic and social 

behaviors.  They were more interested in the student’s acquiring knowledge and skills 

taught and held them responsible for gaining understanding and applicable skill sets.  In 

addition, these male participants confessed that they had had experiences that led them to 

be a part of the lower socioeconomic level in their social exploits.   

Based on observations, field notes, and reactions, I decided to organize follow-up 

sessions with more direct questions in order to obtain deeper responses. In this way, I 

could capture the participants’ responses on the nature of my question which served to 

clarify, confirm, or refute the validity of the accuracy of my first analysis.   

In general, I found a high consistency in the participants’ statements.  I believe the 

exchange of information began to build trust and a feeling of comfort in expressing their 

experiences.  In asking questions, I began to listen deeply to allow greater analysis and 

responses from the informants’ viewpoints rather than my stance.   

I assigned pseudonyms for confidentiality.   Names of informants or towns and 

cities are all pseudonyms.  Finally, I verified by the code assigned to the participants, thus 

creating a check and balance of the participants who responded. When all transcribed 

tapes and follow-up sessions had been coded and properly categorized, I obtained 

patterns of themes to answer questions.  At the end of the focus group session, I presented 

a summary of the key themes of the discussion and provided each participant an 
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opportunity to confirm or refine any of these points.  This review method or practice 

established that the participants felt that their thoughts were appropriately interpreted by 

the researcher (Lewis, Watson, White, & Tay, 2007).    

The transcripts were analyzed using thematic inquiry, a method for classifying, 

analyzing, and reporting themes and patterns within data.  This type of analysis is an 

advantageous method if the researcher is investigating an under researched topic, or if the 

researcher is collaborating with participants whose views on the topic are known.  It also 

follows the essentialist/realist method, which enlightens the experiences and meanings of 

the participants based on the assumption that language reflects and allows the participants 

to articulate their meanings and experiences (Braun & Clark, 2006).  This inductive 

approach allows the researcher to identify themes through a process of coding data 

without trying to fit the data into a pre-existing framework, or the researcher’s theoretical 

interest. These themes are identified at a semantic level, meaning within the explicit 

meanings of the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

Focus Group Consent 

Permission was requested from the participants if they were African American 

and taught racial minority students for over ten years in lower socioeconomic schools.  

Participants who contributed were not given monetary compensation for their 

participation in the study.  All participants received the following information: 

 A description of procedures used to obtain informed consent of human 

subjects 

 A reasonable explanation of the procedures to be followed 
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 A description of any related discomforts and risks (there were none) 

 A statement of appropriate alternative procedures that would be advantageous 

for the subject (no alternative procedures were described) 

 Responses to any questions concerning the study procedures 

 Notification that subjects were free to withdraw their consent and discontinue 

participation in the research 

 Tift College, Mercer University I. R. B.  consent (see Appendix C) 

Analysis of Focus Group 

For the evaluation of the focus group transcript data, I used my two research 

questions as a lens for examining the data.  For example, when examining the question 

“What supported and hindered effective teaching practices?”  I looked through the entire 

collection series to uncover comments, questions, or statements the focus group 

participants articulated that could be associated with the particular research question of 

this study.  Once I identified and grouped the code, I found that there were similarities 

and differences in the themes presented throughout my journal.  Once the codes and 

themes were written into narratives from my journal and focus group data, I mixed the 

two data sources together to look for consistent or contradictory themes.  The focus group 

file supported some thoughts presented inside my journal; in other instances it provided 

some differences due to differing job roles for the FGPs in the study.  Ultimately, the 

closing narratives provide the reader the opportunity to see the “tale” of my teaching 

experience. 

 



81 

 

 

 

Organizing, Storing, and Transcribing Data 

All data collection was downloaded into electronic folders on my computer.  In 

addition, I backed up data using two flash drives.  I kept hard copies organized into 

folders and all data is kept in a secure location (a locked office at home) to ensure 

confidentiality.  I reviewed all audio-recordings and transcribed all focus group 

interviews manually on a computer.  In addition, I printed hard copies of each participant 

focus group interview response, and organized them within a notebook to create a profile 

for each of the 5 participants. 

Trustworthiness, Triangulation, and Member Checking 

I used a variety of data sources to ensure trustworthiness in this study.  Audio 

recordings and field notes, researchers’ journal, observations of participants’ interactions 

with each other, focus group interviews with participants provided important 

triangulation of data.  To engage in member checking, I shared transcripts and my 

interpretations of data with participants, through analytical notes and reflections.  I asked 

them to respond to the strength of my interpretations from their positions as informants 

for the study and data collection.  This allowed me to be confident in my interpretation. 

Ethical Consideration 

Following the guidelines of Mercer University Institutional Review Board, I 

could ensure the welfare and rights of the participants of my investigation were honored.  

Time was set aside to give an explanation of my research and the purpose of the focus 

group.  Each participant was given a copy of the Informed Consent Document (see 

Appendix A).  The Informed Consent Document outlines the purpose and the format of 
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the research and the role of the participants in the study.  It also details any possible risks 

and protects them from those risks. 

The focus group participants were not compensated for their participation.  I 

restated that their participation was voluntary, anonymous, and that they could speak as 

much or as little as they wanted during the course of the 90-minute interview.  The 

document provided each participant with contact information in case questions or 

concerns arose after obtaining the audio recording from the focus group session.  All 

focus group members consented to participate.   

To ensure confidentiality, the school districts and FGPs who participated in this 

research and were mentioned in my journal were not identified by name.  Pseudonyms 

were used throughout the writing of this research. 

Trustworthiness and Credibility 

In qualitative research, “terms such as credibility, transferability, dependability, 

and confirmability replace the usual positivist criteria of internal and external validity, 

reliability, and objectivity” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p. 21).  Validity in qualitative 

research has to do with descriptions and explanation and whether or not the explanation 

fits the description.  In other words, is the explanation credible?  Qualitative researchers 

do not claim there is only one way of interpreting an event.  There is no one correct 

interpretation (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p. 393). 

Autoethnographies look to attain reflexivity, effect, and substantive contribution 

by the degree to which the text clarifies some lived reality (Holt, 2003).  In other words, 

the value of this type of research lies in the level of detail in the writing and the emotional 
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credibility and honesty of the author (Knapp, 2013).  “This type of detail and emotional 

credibility is essential in any autoethnographic study” (p. 66). 

Polkinghorne (2007) points out the researcher’s primary aim is not to discover 

whether the narrators’ accounts are accurate reflections of actual events, but to 

understand the meanings people attach to those events. Narrative researchers do not need 

to claim their interpretation is the only possibility, but they do “need to cogently argue 

that theirs is a viable interpretation grounded in the assembled texts” (p. 484).  

In examining the strength of the narrator’s stories – or the trustworthiness of their stories, 

as she prefers to call it – Riesman (2008) argues that stories that “diverge from 

established ‘truth’ can sometimes be the most interesting, indicating silenced voices and 

subjugated knowledge” (p. 186).   For autoethnography, trustworthiness, or validity, 

means that a work seeks credibility; it evokes in readers a feeling that the experience 

described is lifelike, believable, and possible; a feeling that what has been represented 

could be true (Ellis, Adams, & Bochner, 2011). An autoethnography can also be judged 

in terms of whether it helps readers “communicate with others different from themselves 

or offer a way to improve the lives of participants and readers or the authors own life” 

(Ellis, 2004, p. 124).  For an autoethnography, questions of reliability refer to the 

narrator’s credibility. “Could the narrator have had the experiences described, given 

available factual evidence? Does the narrator believe that this is actually what happened 

to her or him?” (Bochner & Ellis, 2002, p. 86) Alongside my personal journals, other 

reserved records were acknowledged.  Memos, letters, and detailed narratives were used 

as additional data.  These resources were used to triangulate the data as a measurement of 

validity in qualitative research (Lather, 1986). Following Jackman’s (2009) model of data 
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analysis, in order to analyze the data, each set of details was “reviewed and categorized 

before they were separated into common events.  The categories were not set in advance 

to insure my experiences determined the results and not a predetermination or expectation 

of results” (p.46).  Jackman (2009) adds that the qualitative researcher uses inductive 

analysis, which means that categories, themes, and patterns come from data.  The 

categories that emerge from field notes, documents, and interviews are not imposed prior 

to data collection” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 389). 
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS OF MEMOIRS AND CONFESSIONS 

Follow effective action with quiet reflection.   

From the quiet reflection will come even more effective action. 

Peter Drucker  

This chapter presents the data and findings that emerged from my journals, 

audiotaped lessons and vignettes, and observations of evolving realities.  Chapter 4 

features the unvoiced and private diaries, examinations, and reflections of the researcher 

to establish the significance of my investigations in the area of teacher education and the 

development of discussion reflective of socioeconomic awareness, teacher preparedness, 

and educational transformation.  Furthermore, I discuss my perception of my ability to 

become a transformative educator, thus, providing research about my continuous 

modifications of practice and understandings in low socioeconomic Black schools, to 

develop professional training that supports the cultural gap of teachers and their students. 

Unearthing Pedagogy in Low Socioeconomic Schools 

In unveiling my private opinions and contemplations that are reflective of 

teaching in low socioeconomic schools, I knew it was necessary to reveal my personal 

cultural experiences of my familial and educational journey before teaching in 

disadvantaged Black schools.  By examining and deliberating my prior understanding of 

teaching and learning with learned conceptions, I was able to investigate teaching 
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practices in underprivileged Black schools and its consequences to the aspiring students 

and their perceptions about academic and social preparedness.   

Solomon, Battistich, and Hom (1996) stated that teachers in schools serving 

students from economically disadvantaged backgrounds put greater emphasis on teacher 

authority and control and less on student autonomy and “constructivist” approaches than 

those in affluent schools.  Constructivist teaching practices – those that emphasize 

teaching for understanding, intrinsic motivation, student autonomy and self- direction, 

and the opportunity among students (Cohen, McLaughlin & Talbert, 1993; Brooks & 

Brooks, 1993) were suggested for gifted children initially.  However, research has proven 

that these practices are also the most effective teaching practices for children from 

economically deprived backgrounds (Knapp, 1995; Knapp, Shields & Turnbull, 1992; 

Means, Chelemar, & Knapp, 1991).   

In spite of growing research, teachers and administrators remain untrusting of 

their students and their learning abilities.   In the past, not having opportunities to 

deliberate over initial teacher orientations, perceptions, and practices kept teachers who 

teach in low socioeconomic schools oppressed; however time has changed.  This 

investigation found that Black, middle-class, aspiring teachers felt that they did not have 

opportunities to understand and consider the best practices or rationale for using diverse 

strategies and practices with students from economically disadvantaged backgrounds.  In 

addition, it exposed the private ideology developed by school culture that slowly but 

surely controls the attitude and beliefs of teachers in high poverty schools.    

Solomon et al. (1996) concurred that teachers who teach in high-poverty schools 

learn to become more skeptical about their students’ learning potential (even when actual 
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achievement scores were controlled), to put less stock in “constructivist” approaches to 

teaching and learning, and to be less trusting of students.  This type of philosophy 

challenges the principles of teacher practices, classroom atmospheres, and teacher 

attitudes and perceptions.  I was caught in this conflict of ideologies and practice.  

Therefore, this study, which aimed to unveil truth, found that reflection, observation, and 

discussion that prevails amid the different teaching practices in lower socioeconomic 

schools is of the highest importance and worth.   

The data supported the notion that the unbalance between the teachers and their 

teaching practices within low socioeconomic schools caused frustration and 

dissatisfaction among teachers. Baron, Tom & Cooper (1985) attested that expectations 

for academic performance are lower for students from low socioeconomic status (SES) 

backgrounds. Nevertheless, disclosing the attitudes and beliefs of teachers in high 

poverty schools may be unattainable since there has not been substantial systematic 

examination of teachers in low and high poverty schools.  My journals and vignettes 

revealed a range of perceptions about cultural awareness within low performing Black 

schools and its influence on the development of the teacher from one researcher’s view.  

For example, as a veteran teacher, I compared teacher orientations, perceptions, and 

practices developed in my beginning teaching journal to the consecutive diaries of my 

experiences and beliefs about the governing culture that serve as a significant factor in 

the development of teachers’ teaching practices.   

Dating back to 1993, completing my practicum under my cooperating teacher, 

time was spent solely on keeping order. Following is a journal entry on keeping order: 
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The teacher did not deviate from structured skill-based instruction.  Every 

bulletin board was covered with skills to be mastered by the students for the 

Stanford 8 (standardized end of the year) test.  No time was created to build a 

community of discussion, inquiry, or outside connections.  Instead, lessons were 

designed for students to complete each task independently and quietly.  As each 

lesson was presented for the various subjects within this 2nd grade classroom, all 

dialogue was given, or should I say directed, by the teacher.  Students rarely were 

allowed to ask questions, and even then, there were never discussions or 

connections to enhance motivation or understanding.  Each skill or lesson taught 

was simply for regurgitation, not to be understood (Journal, January, 1993).   

This entry reveals the expectations that the teacher had for her students.  Each 

child was expected to complete a given assignment after the teacher taught the skill; they 

were expected to grasp it as she taught it. If they did not, at least she could say that she 

taught it.  She had respect from the students, but that’s it.  Something was missing. 

Throughout my time completing the teacher practicum, I wondered how I was going to 

learn how to teach under this teacher when I totally disagreed with her style of teaching.  

How would I create an atmosphere that promoted an atmosphere of interactive learning 

and still meet the state requirements? These questions ironically have remained 

throughout my twenty-three-year teaching career as two out of three school districts have 

had the same type of teaching practices within these low socioeconomic schools.  

Students are not surrounded by print, literature, modeling, discussion, or real learning 

activities.  The sad thing about this entry that came from my 1993 journal is that I see the 

same reflection (just stated differently) inside my continuous chronicles of my challenges 
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working in these types of schools.  From the first moment teachers walk in these doors, 

they are told and shown the culture of the teaching practices expected inside the 

classroom.  Lesson plans are already copied from the years of the past, including the 

scripted language and lesson skills expected to be taught, and the weekly tests designed 

to see how well the students mastered the sequential skills and how well the teacher 

taught and kept up with the pace.   

There is no time for teachers to consider the rationale for using alternative 

practices or to understand why they are teaching the way they do as they teach students 

from economically disadvantaged backgrounds.  Furthermore, the lack of self-reflection 

for teachers as they develop their own philosophy is blocked as they quietly succumb to 

the culture of the school.  Solomon (1996) supports earlier studies that show that students 

in poor communities generally receive less engaging kinds of education (such as 

cooperative learning) and that teachers in such schools see the school climate as less 

positive and stimulating and themselves as having less influence. 

Cultural Conflict in the Classroom 

Cultural conflict in the classroom is a power imbalance condition that teachers 

encounter in their everyday interactions loaded with assumptions made by educators and 

mainstream societies about the capabilities, motivations, and integrity of low-income 

children and children of color (Delpit, 2006).  Many teachers, including the Black 

middle-class educator enter into a state of cultural frustration when merged into a 

classroom or school setting with conflicting backgrounds and ideologies of their own.  

Delpit acknowledged the progressive Black educators who come with advanced teaching 

methods and middle-class views and how there is a need for them to examine whether 
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they are helping or impeding minority and low-income students’ access to the power that 

mainstreams society and vested institutions.  Thus, cultural diversity and considerations 

may address the cultural gap for Black privileged teachers and their Black students. 

Providing preservice teachers and experienced teachers who enter low 

socioeconomic schools with intense cultural awareness of children who live in poverty 

may remove the level of cultural frustration felt by Black privileged teachers.  My journal 

entries reveal how my lack of understanding of how to teach my minority students in 

their local language affected how they connected to their own culture and heritage while 

learning the academic content.   

My cultural and familial background conflicts with my Black underprivileged 

students in these ways: 

 Born and raised in a two-parent upper middle class home 

 Attended private and public early childhood schools 

 Attended kindergarten at age four under the supervision of my grandmother 

(who was a teacher) 

 Learned to read and write; always took school lessons seriously 

I had a nanny (a middle aged woman, originally born in Latin America) 

who took care of my brother and me throughout the afternoons until our parents 

came home. For example, she prepared dinner, supervised baths, reading, and 

grooming. I always read books, wrote in a diary, and played with my brother. 

Some favorite authors during this period of time were Judy Blume, Laura Ingalls 

Wilder, C. S. Lewis, and J.R.R. Tolkien, just to name a few. 
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I was about seven years old when my first extra-curricular activity began. 

My parents registered my brother and me for once a week piano lessons.  One of 

the highlights of my elementary years was attending various plays and Broadway 

shows in New York and Summit, New Jersey with my parents and extended family 

members. 

The second highlight was attending a Harry Belafonte concert with my 

dad at the New Jersey PAC (Performing Arts Center).  Mr. Belafonte is an 

American singer, songwriter, actor, and social activist.  However I will always 

remember him for his Caribbean style of music.  He was the “king of calypso”. 

Other major events of my life as a young reader and writer were 

participating in traveling and camping, and learning about various cultures of 

people, places, music, and dance with my aunts and uncles. My classmates and 

friends used to isolate me because of my out-of-school commitments and because 

I was interested in a lot of things they had no idea about.  They treated me 

differently because of my parents being professionals (mom was a superintendent 

of schools and owned several daycares with my grandparents; and dad was an 

administrator of schools).  I felt uncomfortable about this and I tried to hide my 

socioeconomic status and familial identity. (Journal, 2015) 

As a Black privileged teacher, I had to practice understanding the cultures of my 

students.  Given the increasing percentage of students from minority and disadvantaged 

backgrounds in the U. S. classrooms, research recognizes white middle class teachers will 

enter the teaching force, therefore causing further disparity between impoverished 

students and their teachers.  However, there are others, including privileged Black 
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teachers, who also will enter and who will need in-service and pre-service teacher 

education to hear and respect the voices of disadvantaged Black students and actively 

work against oppressive educational practices and ideologies (Delpit, 2006). 

My cultural conflict with proper etiquette and conversation with my students is 

shown in these journal entries: 

I was eight years old when my Mother’s brother (Uncle Thomas) and Aunt 

Judy with my three cousins came to visit from Ibiza, Spain to visit for the summer. 

My Uncle Tom and Aunt Judy traveled extensively to Sweden, Germany, and 

Barcelona to Ibiza Spain, where they lived for 15 years. Uncle Thomas had 

graduated from Pratt Institute in Architecture while Aunt Judy had finished in 

Fashion Design. She was by culture Yugoslavian and decided to home school her 

children while living in Spain.  

That’s how it all began, every summer for eight years. At the beginning I 

had to speak properly in complete sentences, sit up straight, and eat properly. As 

time went by, my brother and I, along with my cousins, spent time in constant 

conversation, attending upscale restaurants and other social gatherings to 

prepare us for the world we would naturally enter. 

I learned a lot about Spanish culture, language, and about the different 

way of life, differences in social activities that our cousins had…for they spoke 

three different languages and had traveled extensively in Europe. In fact, Uncle 

Thomas spoke like a native Spaniard. Focus was on relationships, conversation, 

proper etiquette and natural experiences.  No one ever spoke about race, or 

differences. 
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My high school years were an extension of my communal upbringing.  It 

was private and sheltered, which made a deep impact on my identity. It was my 

parents’ decision to send my brother and me to a “Christian-based” high school, 

which was an Adventist boarding school – one of three Christian boarding 

schools in America. 

This school was mainly for home-grown Adventist children to foster their 

traditional beliefs and culture. In this respect, I was again the “odd one out” 

because of my non-traditional Adventist home and many different revealing 

experiences of Adventist doctrine embedded into our family circle of practices. 

This was our introduction to the doctrine of Adventist. I lived in a residence (all- 

girl) dorm during the ten-month school year, with the exception of the holidays 

and summer vacations.  This was an important turning point in my life in terms of 

familial culture, and personal development, identity. I only came home for 

holidays. (Journal, January, 2016). 

The vignette above presents a disparity between cultural differences that affect 

my connectivity with my students – growing up in a diverse family where race was not 

perceived as a cultural divide of perceptions and relations.  Instead, our differences 

brought diversity, awareness, and a global understanding of communication and 

connectivity.  However, the awareness gained was still developed within an isolated 

perception.  The moment I entered the real world was the moment I saw the difference 

and the complex realities that would cause a cultural divide.  Working with 

disadvantaged students who expect similarities and connection has been a challenge in 

my ability to reach them socially and academically.  At times, discussion and dialogue 
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will evolve over time during lessons, since time is spent trying to relate to each other with 

terms and meanings between dialect.  Other times, working on proper etiquette with my 

students has been difficult, but I have stayed consistent with proper conversation, dress, 

and speech.  Some students find it unnecessary, but others began to adopt behaviors that 

prepare them for change. 

My cultural conflict in the classroom was unveiled in my journal when I spoke of 

student involvement: 

When students are not involved in their learning, often time teachers are 

blamed.  We are told to find multiple strategies and motivational tactics to keep 

all thirty or more students actively engaged.  No one mentions the personal 

realities most of these children face before entering the classroom door.  After all, 

I did not know why my students came in angry, crying, or disruptive before the 

bell rang.  Most of the time, students’ in these low socioeconomic schools enter 

after being placed in a foster home, or watching their mother fight in the street, or 

spending the night in the street or at a jail.  The last thing they want to 

concentrate on was learning… but somehow teachers are expected to use their 

maternal skills, whether they are parents or not; they have to become an instant 

counselor, parent, social worker ….they just have to be a fixer and at the same 

time motivate the student so they can receive the instruction for the day.  The 

reality is… what I am teaching is the last thing on their minds.  After a certain 

point, time is spent pacifying their individual needs, letting them discuss their 

concerns or sometimes giving them space to breathe before asking them to 

participate (Journal, December 1995). 
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This journal entry recalls cultural conflict in regards to language jargon: 

There is a lot of discussion surrounding whether or not students should be 

taught Standard English.  Many parents and teachers believe that Black and 

white teachers should be able to accept and understand what our society calls 

“Black language,” so we can help transfer their meaning to the language that is 

accepted in the so called “white man’s world.  I do not understand this type of 

generalization that assumes that all African American’s code switch.  There are 

many Black people who were born and raised in homes where standard English 

was the only language they heard.  However, there is an obvious reality that 

students of color who are not exposed to Standard English be taught so they can 

pass through the gatekeepers who will decide students’ futures. But we are not to 

assume that all Blacks speak unbroken or slang language.  Over the years, I had 

to remain quiet as the students spoke and shared out.  Probing, asking for them to 

repeat and looking for how they use their words in context gave me the tools to 

understand on some level… so I can make the language connection (Journal, 

September, 1998). 

This journal entry recalls cultural conflict in regards to authority: 

Over the years, some opposing views state that white liberal teachers are 

too scared to use authority in the classroom, hence the responsive classroom.  

This method of teaching has been criticized for its ‘conflicting ideologies’ found 

in the Black neighborhoods and homes.  However, as a Black teacher who was 

trained in this type of philosophy, I know that the responsive classroom was 
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developed to address the emotional needs of the students entering the classroom 

from undesirable home environments.  The framework of its practice was to 

develop trust, consistency and emotional support so students could feel safe to 

excel academically and socially.  Often times, in our schools we began teaching 

as soon as the bell rings.  Time to allow students to build relationships and 

develop how to communicate and share ideas has vanished, leaving room for 

anxiety, discouragement and emotional shame.  Inside the lower socioeconomic 

schools, it is frowned upon to use this particular framework where relationships 

are built.  It is expected for you to take full control of the classroom- leaving no 

room for dialogue or sharing.  To do this, you are not respected by your 

colleagues (Journal, October, 2001). 

The journal entries above show my frustration with culture disparity.  This 

conflict has developed over the years as I have been trained in various responsive and 

interactive curriculum frameworks that clash with the culture of the schools I teach.  

Since my personal familial culture and experiences match the elements of a responsive 

classroom environment that include interactive activities, critical thinking, sharing, and 

naturally discovering meaning through experiences, there was a natural connection to 

these types of practices but it was very difficult to adopt them inside the lower 

socioeconomic schools.  The students for the most part are conditioned to only respond in 

an unresponsive or mechanical manner.  Most of the first part of the school year was set 

aside to re-program how they viewed education, but most importantly, how they 

participated in their learning.  A lot of teachers ridicule me because I have chosen to 

teach in this manner as I prepare them academically.  Building relationships and sharing 
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the authority is not favored.  Most of the teachers spend time teaching to the sequential 

skills listed in the scripted curriculum.  Anything or anyone who teaches differently is not 

a part of the elite few (who are within their group perspective).  Little do these teachers 

realize that their teaching methods and scripted philosophies were not preparing students 

to become critical thinkers;  instead, they were teaching them to learn in the same robotic 

way without connection or ability to be academically or socially successful in mainstream 

society.   Nevertheless, outside of the students I teach and the administrators who come in 

to observe my practices, I do not feel that other teachers would want to go beyond the 

required expectations to educate their students. 

I remember my teaching experiences in North Carolina, where all the 

teachers collaborated, team taught and built a team of educators to research, 

model, plan, organize and share ideas to help develop the whole child. We 

created our own lesson plans based on the curriculum. The difference was the 

curriculum designed was treated as a framework or a guide to covering all the 

required elements, but it was done in an interactive environment.  Teachers were 

the experts and time was allotted for us to research new ideas. Time was allotted 

for us to form book study groups and self-discovery.   During these times, it felt 

like I was a change agent…an advocate for successful learning and practice 

(Journal, November, 2003). 

The claim that we were change agents came as we were encouraged to take 

advantage of continuing educational opportunities so we could perfect our craft in 

teaching.  As a result of this environment, time was allotted for me to take training in 

Reading Recovery.  This training not only gave me the tools and strategies to become a 
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reading specialist but it expanded my repertoire of theory and practice while providing 

effective strategies to build on my struggling and proficient readers to excel.  Cultural 

conflicts can diminish as teachers build connectivity in their teaching approach. 

Viewing a CD session that took place inside my classroom, I was working 

with a student who was struggling in class academically and socially but for these 

specific sessions, I was setting aside time to teach this student how to read using 

what I learned in my training.  At this time, I noticed that this student needed one 

on one time to feel connected to a person.  Aside from the key strategies and 

framework of the Reading Recovery program, he needed the human touch, 

someone to spend quality time.  The more personal time I gave that included 

listening to his stories, read aloud, and affection, he in turn opened up his desire 

to learn.  Needless to say he ended up exceeding the expectations of the program 

and exceled beyond his peers in reading.  Despite the high recognition I was 

given as his teacher for his academic success, I knew that it was because of the 

connectivity built through supplying his immediate needs (Journal, February, 

2004) 

Throughout my time in North Carolina, teachers were supportive and they loved 

to collaborate on new ideas and strategies that were not governed by standardized testing.  

Despite the culture divide, as teachers’ Black and white, we did not focus on the 

disparities between us; instead we built on the commonality of our teaching practices and 

desires.  Since the culture of the school fostered conversation, trial and error, and team 

observations and research, our teaching methods exceled and the culture disparity 

between our students and our upbringings lessened. We made academic and social gains.  
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However, this was not a low socioeconomic neighborhood school.  The staff was very 

diverse and there was a natural undertone of positive and creative spirit in the discourse 

of novice and experienced teachers that concentrated on innovative teaching practices 

and collaboration.  No one felt isolated. The immediate focus was not on the disparity 

between student and teacher; the focus was on the students’ needs.  

Observations of Teachers in Disadvantaged Schools 

 Steinberg & Garrett (2015) state that school districts are applying more 

demanding teacher evaluation systems, to increase to support instruction and inform 

decisions.  In addition, observation-based measures are set up to provide a snapshot of 

teachers’ instructional practices and their ability to structure and maintain high-

functioning classroom environments.  However, these observations do not focus on the 

classroom situation, which are the surroundings in which teachers work and the students 

that they teach.  Discussion as it relates to this investigation is the misalignment of hiring 

novice teachers, teachers who have mastered how to utilize scripted lesson plans, and less 

effective teachers, coupled with the dynamics of teaching disadvantaged students that 

obstruct operative teaching practices and academic gains. The data of this study 

reinforced the notion submitted by Olssen (1999) that the study of discourse in education 

will assist in unveiling practices of educational oppression.  Marginal communication 

among the novice teacher, the less-effective teacher, and the experienced teacher causes 

doubt and an instructional divide among all stakeholders.   

The journey that positioned me at these types of schools has left me with a 

lot of disappointments, and private failures that caused me to question my choice 
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to stay in the teaching profession.  Every year, as I work inside this type of school 

culture, initially time is spent looking over lesson plans that have been saved over 

the years and the resources that go along with the selected standard.  Next you 

are schooled in how to teach it and pace it so your students will be ready for the 

weekly designed test or quiz on the standard.  Your main goal as a teacher is to 

cover the material in the time frame given.  If the students do not master the skill 

within that time frame, at least you can say that you taught it.  If you can find a 

couple of students who will score the highest on every quiz, the students become 

the leaders of the class and are applauded for setting the standard for the class.  

Now keep in mind the scores they attain are acquired through great notetaking 

from the skill and practice method only it is disguised in the form of an 

“interactive notebook”.  Instead of using worksheets, teachers have found 

another way to control what their students learn and master and keep their 

credibility high in providing a visual record they have covered the standards. The 

underlying reality of this type of practice is that the students are not making 

connections or recollecting the concepts taught past the weekly assessments 

(Journal, December, 2015). 

I was frustrated with this type of teaching method and spent endless hours 

restructuring how to teach the same standard, the same information, in the same time 

frame that would match my team members’ weekly test.  Often times I would fail to meet 

the deadline because time was spent breaking down the standard or building background 

knowledge though structured and non-structured lessons and learning activities.  By the 

time the test came around, my students were just getting understanding so they could 
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discuss with their peers or complete individual assignments and most of all, make the 

connection.  I wanted to listen to their dialogue between their peers or use what we 

learned in class for further investigation of their own.  However, I spent most of my year 

see-sawing between what my team members and what the chair required, and at the same 

time taking risks that would build up critical thinkers within a collaborative classroom. 

As I sit down with my students even today, often times they have become 

frustrated with the different styles of teaching practices.  Whenever I let them research, 

collaborate, share, or write about what they are learning, they take what they have learned 

in the past while connecting with their perception or understanding, and mix it with their 

individual inspiration and present with ease, but when I give them isolated skills or 

standards in a scripted way, there is no voice, no connection.  On the other hand, there are 

times when I allow time for them to collaborate in groups, and at the end of the lesson I 

see a lot of misconceptions of the standard, leaving me to reteach the standard.  At this 

point, I have to ask the students for constructive feedback so I can reroute my teaching 

strategy.  

Sharing in my journal a conversation with the chair and other teacher members on 

the team: 

These students are not learning from this framework.  They can 

regurgitate the answers provided that they are inside the interactive notebooks 

but they cannot discuss the concepts authentically. How do we re-structure our 

classroom instruction to meet the needs of our students?  How do we ensure that 

they are learning?  My chair responded like this, “ Well, every day, we make sure 

they write down the standard inside their notebooks, have them repeat it and 
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underline the key verbs and nouns, but when we provide the copies and tell them 

to highlight and paste according to our scripted power points, it is their 

responsibility to study the notes.  Are you giving them everything we gave you in 

this stack?”  After hearing that response, I realized that collaborating over what 

is not working is not up for discussion.  As a team member, my job is to follow the 

script and the procedures (Journal, December, 2006). 

Every year, there is not time for real collaboration, authentic planning, or 

developing a school culture of teacher researchers.  We all have our private philosophies 

of teaching, and where you were trained determines your view on how you will 

incorporate effective or non-effective teaching practices.  The sad thing about this reality 

is the students get lost in the misalignment of teaching preparations.  The administrators 

in these schools have closed their eyes to observations of how teachers teach.  As long as 

you can manage your classroom behavior – meaning that the students are not sent to the 

office, or they are not hanging out in the hall, mixed with writing the standards and other 

scripted ‘must-haves’ on the board so they can see what you are teaching –  you are fine.   

The truth is every year I research and collaborate with teachers on-line who match my 

teaching philosophies and I try to alter my lesson plans so I can try new techniques and 

strategies.  However, every year I am frustrated because no one really wants to 

collaborate; no one really wants to perfect their craft; everything is robotic and 

everything is set up to make sure we meet the testing requirements.  But every year, the 

students leave the school building with the false expectation that they are prepared for the 

next grade for our changing global society.   
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After twenty years of teaching in this environment, I have mastered how to create 

an environment that is conducive for critical thinking, authentic learning, and global 

connections, but I have not mastered how to close the gap between explicit teaching and 

robotic practices.  At this point in my career, I find myself secretly waiting for the year to 

be over and I desire to transition to a school environment that reflects my cultural and 

professional beliefs.  Working in low performing schools, our role as teachers must 

include sharing, planning, testing, and observing educational theories and practices as we 

apply new efforts and remedies to our classroom instruction.  By creating a collaborative 

atmosphere, teachers can observe growth in their teaching practices and in their students. 

After carefully examining the discourse that transpired inside my journals, I am 

certain that the discourse and collaborative communities that exist within lower 

socioeconomic schools clash because of misalignment of teaching practices, 

philosophies, and cultural perspectives.  Teachers, unlike the students within these 

neighborhood schools, come from various backgrounds that include assorted teaching 

training programs and institutions, teaching philosophies, perspectives of the students we 

teach, and more.  In addition, these teachers are forced into an educational society that 

requires them to meet the overarching standard of the school:  discipline and order.  

Discipline in lower socioeconomic schools presents itself in the form of quiet classrooms, 

chairs faced directly in front of the board, with the teacher as the center of learning.  

Order is acquired through bell ringer seat work, scripted lessons and activities, and a lot 

of regurgitation of the standards.  For a teacher who has been trained in collaborative and 

innovative ways that mirror the constructivist viewpoint, it can be very difficult to adapt 

to any form of instruction that is distinctive from its philosophy. 
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Summary 

In response to my first research question concerning the influence on my own 

pedagogical development of my interaction with disadvantaged students of the same race, 

Theme 1 recognizes how my unfamiliarity with and sympathy for the plight of my 

disadvantaged students impaired my professional abilities earlier in my career.  

The initial shock I experienced upon my first encounter with disadvantaged 

students in Newark led me to sympathize with them and their familial plight. Such 

feelings of sympathy negatively affected my teaching abilities by focusing my attention 

on what was wrong as opposed to galvanizing my energies toward what I could 

professionally do to make things better.  

To state it differently, I could not effectively add to their body of knowledge 

because I could not relate to where they were. I was so consumed with their unfortunate 

condition that it impacted my professional capacity to take them from where they were 

academically to a better place.  My lack of familiarity with disadvantaged communities of 

color largely relegated me to the sidelines of their educational plight. I was culturally 

shell-shocked by what I experienced and, therefore, unable to relate to or develop an 

effective approach for moving my students forward academically, or at least, as far as I 

wanted to. At the time, I felt much more like an outside and sympathetic spectator than a 

purpose-driven educator. My collective idea of my students’ potential could not be 

realized in my classroom since I viewed their circumstances from a deficit perspective 

(King, 1994; Ladson-Billings, 1994; Lewis, Hancock, James & Larke, in press; Mitchell, 

1998; Quiocho & Rios, 2000). Theme 2 details how a consistent and reliable structural 

approach enhanced my effectiveness and connectivity with my disadvantaged students. It 
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is no secret that disadvantaged students, in particular, do better and achieve more in a 

structured and consistent environment given the lack of socioeconomic stability they 

commonly experience at home.   Teachers must focus on effective instructional strategies 

to prevent academic and behavioral difficulties and thereby facilitate increased student 

achievement – especially among poor minority students who tend to lag behind 

intellectually and socially (Oliver & Reschly, 2008).  This type of instruction minimizes 

disruptive behavior through higher rates of academic engagement. 

Upon rebounding from my initial culture shock, I began to recognize how my 

students, whether they initially rebelled or not, came to rely upon the structured learning 

environment I provided each day. Order was established from the moment they entered 

the classroom with a series of engaging morning meetings designed to jump start the day, 

build a strong sense of community, and promote behavioral and academic success. Each 

morning, I’d bring my students together in a circle for thirty minutes to interact with one 

another in four purposeful components: greeting, sharing, group activities, and morning 

messages. This process incorporated the concepts and standards covered throughout the 

lesson of the day. However, these standards and concepts were not imposed in a harsh or 

overbearing manner that conveyed some desire on my part to “control” my students. 

Rather, academic expectations and social skills were implemented in a measured way, 

coupled with positive reinforcement, to enable a structured environment where learning 

could occur. They had to learn that the classroom was a different, safe place. 

Theme 3 establishes how forging a relationship with the parents/family of my 

students enhanced my effectiveness and connectivity. A significant knowledge base 

suggests that to enhance learning outcomes, productive home-school collaborations are 
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essential (Lewis & Henderson, 1997). Such relationships are particularly valuable with 

disadvantaged families given their dire economic condition can often inhibit the kind of 

positive familial reinforcement children thrive in.  Forming connections means 

developing an intentional and ongoing relationship between school and family that is 

designed to enhance children’s learning and to address any obstacles that may impede it 

(Christenson & Sheridan, 2001). Accordingly, I established a practice of engaging the 

families of my students whenever they picked up their children or siblings at the end of 

each day. Building such an ongoing relationship made it easier for me to communicate 

with them or get their buy in when necessary, as when an incident or infraction involving 

their child would occur. I employed other ways of connecting with students’ families as 

well.  I regularly sent notes home and followed up with phone calls to arrange monthly 

meetings with parents and caregivers. I convinced my students that we were involved in 

an extended family for life. I also developed additional educational resources and 

learning experiences because of learning differences and disadvantages stemming from 

my students’ familial backgrounds. 

Theme 4 presents how the promotion of relevant, critical thinking skills among 

my students enhanced my effectiveness and connectivity. Critical thinking and its 

associated value, in this sense, is best defined as “the art of taking charge of your own 

mind. Its value is also at root simple: if we can take charge of our own minds, we can 

take charge of our lives; we can improve them, bringing them under our self-command 

and direction” (“Our Concept and Definition of Critical Thinking,” 2016). 

Critical thinking is best facilitated by an active, engaged, and student-centered 

approach to learning. It involves the employment of the classroom as a safe space for the 
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nurturing and development of reflection, ideas, opinions, and analysis. It clarifies that 

students and their input and opinions have value while encouraging them to further refine 

their capacities to reason, assess, explore and research on their own. It heightens the 

students’ own capacities to transform their own lives, a particularly valuable goal for 

disadvantaged students.  

Ogbu (2003) states that many disadvantaged African American students do not 

perceive schooling to be a preparation for future success in the job market. They do not 

understand how their academic performance at one level of schooling affects the courses 

they will be able to take at a higher level of schooling, which could lead to greater 

opportunity. Further, they do not know enough about the educational requirements for 

future jobs. Their role models are entertainers and athletes because they are wealthier and 

more visible to them than lawyers, engineers, and university professors, whose success 

depended on their educational credentials. 

With my students, I regularly challenged them to think within and beyond the drill 

or lesson at hand, and to analyze its meaning, implications and why we were doing it in 

the first place. As I grew more aware of the disadvantaged homes and settings they came 

from, I began incorporating more relevant scenarios in my lessons that better recognized 

their daily existence. I would incorporate stories and exercises more representative of 

their lives, and challenge them to assess scenarios with logic and reason rather than 

emotion. I would encourage them to apply this same type of critical thinking to their own 

actions in times of frustration or turmoil. 

Theme 5 recognizes how personalizing my approach and expecting my students 

to achieve, despite their disadvantages, enhanced my effectiveness and connectivity. This 
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theme follows from Theme 1 since expressions of sympathy can often get in the way of 

the need for and establishment of a clear set of expectations. Put differently, personal or 

emotional involvement on the part of teachers can impact their ability to effectively 

manage their classrooms and provide the necessary rules, tools structure, and 

expectations for pedagogical success.  Once I realized this, I began to employ a more 

student-centered approach that emphasized personalization, high expectations, hands-on 

and group learning experiences, and skills demonstrations. Combined with a clear 

structure, daily consistency, and a nurturing environment, such expectations—both 

individual and collective—further empowered my students through increased levels of 

confidence, positive reinforcement and the knowledge that someone believed they could 

achieve.  

Accordingly, in a representative 2014 study from the Stanford Center for 

Opportunity Policy in Education (SCOPE) on student-centered learning, SCOPE Faculty 

Director Linda Darling-Hammond offered that “students in the study schools exhibited 

greater gains in achievement than their peers, had higher graduation rates, were better 

prepared for college, and showed greater persistence in college. Student-centered learning 

proves to be especially beneficial to economically disadvantaged students and students 

whose parents have not attended college.” 

Theme 6 portrays how letting my students know they were loved, respected, and 

exceptional as individuals and as a culture, enhanced my effectiveness and connectivity. I 

was able to convey both love and respect for my students in a number of effective ways. I 

recognized early on that putting in a lot of time and work up front, before my students 

ever entered my room, to provide a welcoming and fun classroom environment with lots 
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of bright colors, animated characters and powerful images was a good way to convey the 

respect I had for them and the value I placed in them. Disadvantaged students commonly 

come from dreary home environments with bare walls and less than inspiring 

surroundings. Providing a bright and nurturing environment helped me connect with my 

students as my classroom became a place they looked forward to coming to on a daily 

basis. 

I recognized that making time for personalized learning and engagement was key 

for connectivity within whatever structured or system-wide learning approach was in 

place at the time. My students craved attention and one-on-one positive reinforcement, 

two aspects disadvantaged students commonly lack, given the all-consuming economic 

challenges their families face at home. 

 I developed a habit of working with them one-on-one as much as possible while 

simultaneously allowing for a student-centered approach. I encouraged them to respect 

one another and I continued to give them positive reinforcement even after informing 

them of a bad choice or action, or informing them of the consequences of their actions. 

Disadvantaged students of color commonly suffer from a lack of self-love. The 

images they experience daily in the media and in their favorite stories or fairy tales often 

do not represent them. The images they often do see of themselves in the media are 

largely limited and negative. As educators, we have a very hard job of getting our 

students of color to love and see value in themselves, given the overwhelming nature of 

such Eurocentric images in a country and educational system that values white skin over 

others.   
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Recognizing my students’ lack of love for themselves, I made sure that my 

primary images on the walls of my classroom reflected them in varied, beautiful and 

successful ways. I continuously stressed they came from a beautiful culture, people, and 

history and showed them countless examples of great historical figures who looked like 

them. This was especially important, given many of their families could not provide such 

positive reinforcement since they were conditioned by the same white supremacy mindset 

their children now suffer from.  Carter (1992) suggests that teachers must think 

strategically about disadvantaged Black learners, their cultural differences and their 

differing needs, the community context, and ways to engage them with substantive ideas 

(Douglas, Lewis, Douglas, Scott, & Wade-Garrison, 2008). Ogbu’s (2003) research 

maintains the community needs to provide academically successful role models, publicly 

recognize achievement, and encourage schools to infuse multicultural perspectives into 

the academic curriculum to counter students' idea that to achieve is to ‘act white,’ and to 

help students develop a sound self-concept and identity. 
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CHAPTER 5 

FINDINGS OF INTERVIEWS AND FOCUS GROUP SESSIONS 

This chapter reports the data, discoveries and understandings that emerged from 

journals, vignettes, and focus group meetings. It encompasses the written communication 

and the perceptions of teaching African American students from a lower socioeconomic 

position throughout my career to establish the significance of my research in the area of 

teacher construction, design, and the implementation of teacher exchange. The theory that 

shaped this research study was “critical reflection” that is active, persistent, and careful 

regard of any belief or supposed form of knowledge in the light of the grounds that 

support it, and the further conclusions to which it includes a conscious and voluntary 

effort to establish beliefs upon a firm basis of evidence and rationality (Dewey, 1933). 

This theory helps researchers and educators to recognize the assumptions underlying their 

beliefs and behaviors so they can begin to justify their reasons and actions and try to 

judge the rationality of their justifications (Brookfield, 1988).   Furthermore, I discuss the 

focus group participants’ perception of their challenges in teaching in lower 

socioeconomic schools, providing research about ambitious teachers and leaders who 

work with disadvantaged Black students, to develop professional awareness that support 

change for students who live in poverty. 

Constructing Realities 

Investigating my identity as an African American teacher that is reflective of 

socioeconomic disparities between privileged Black teachers and disadvantaged Black 
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students, I first wrote and organized my childhood and early adult experiences that led to 

my outlook on academic, social and life goals (vignettes).  Deliberating on my own 

cultural and familial experiences, I was able to investigate if the classroom environment 

and lessons created mirrored the interactive background of my own upper middle class 

home life and experiences.  Often times, connectivity and dialogue between teachers and 

students get lost because the student has already developed academic fears towards their 

learning, due to the curriculum, scripted teaching practices and lessons that did not 

connect to their world outside their school expectations. Leading them to become non-

responsive each year begins and ends with new teachers, same way of teaching, same 

way of transferring knowledge.  In addition, I was able to investigate if working in high 

poverty schools which had challenges of the lack of specific and critical academic 

teachers throughout each academic year, along with teachers who were not trained to be 

educators or inexperienced and less prepared teachers affected the student achievement 

gap in disadvantaged Black schools.  Berry, Daughtrey & Wieder (2009) contend that 

there is compelling evidence concerning the need to recruit more academically able 

teachers, the primacy of subject matter expertise over pedagogical preparation, and 

discuss whether teaching experience and education degrees matter for student 

achievement.  These truths were apparent in the research when analyzing the stark 

disparity in academic, social, and principled achievement between low SES students and 

privileged Black teachers’ construction design in the classroom.  The difference is not 

detected at first or second observation.   

Throughout our society, governed by stereotyping and prejudices, our educational 

discussion leads us to believe that having Black teachers educate Black students serves as 
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a benefit because of connectivity that comes in many forms (words, actions, intellects, 

dialect, family structure, and their communities).  However, identity and connectivity is a 

concern within predominately Black school districts.  This study found that middle-class 

African American teachers do not identify with the poor African American students they 

teach.  Delpit (2006) concurred that some middle-class African American teachers may 

hold similar damaging stereotyping or lack of awareness of disadvantaged Black students 

as white teachers.  This type of cultural challenge confronts the reality that there are 

teachers Black and white who are totally unable to perceive those different from 

themselves except through their own culturally clouded vision (p. xxiv).  It was 

discovered through a focus group revelation that focus group participants Reese and 

Diane, caught in a cultural divide, discovered their disparity was kept suppressed.  

Therefore, this investigation, which aimed to reveal experiences and insight, found that 

the private discussions that exist among middle class Black teachers in education is 

important to the learning community of educators.  The data reinforced the notion that the 

lack of cultural awareness between Black privileged educators who set out to teach Black 

disadvantaged students displaced the themes of the disposition of poverty, how poverty 

affected behavior and academic performance, and embraced the mindset of change.  

Delpit (2006) confirmed that many educators set out to teach, but have difficulty reaching 

the worlds of others, because they do not know they exist.   

However, disclosing our personal stories, truths, and reflections may be a possible 

method to bring about discussion, collaboration, and change.  My vignettes and focus 

group questions revealed a range of perceptions about socioeconomic awareness and its 

influence on the development of teaching practices from two participants’ views.  For 
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example, Reese, a ten-year veteran teacher, revealed in the focus group session that  

understanding that connectivity and looking through various cultural lenses over a period 

of time played a key role in educating disadvantaged Black students in her school.  She 

stated that a lot of her perceptions developed from her personal experiences, which 

hindered her from reaching her Black students.  She was not aware of the social and 

academic challenges her students were exposed to throughout their lives that altered the 

way they looked at education.  She wanted to help them achieve academically and help 

them change their perspective on learning, but could not because of the cultural divide. In 

addition, Diane, another veteran teacher who has been teaching for over twenty years, 

stated her belief that “teachers’ connectivity to their students’ culture is a significant 

factor in developing motivation and change with their students.  How you see them 

through your dialogue, actions, and everyday associations affects whether they will trust 

you with their understanding and achievement” (Focus group session, April, 2016). 

These statements disclose the belief in the basic understandings of who we are 

and how we are connected to and disconnected from the students we teach. Furthermore, 

Blair, who started out as a math teacher and now serves as an administrator, stated that 

teachers in general have to understand their place in education, their understandings of 

the students they teach, and the journeys they encounter within the educational systems.  

Most importantly, we have to reflect, respond, and act on the practices of teaching 

and learning that stem from our own cultural lens.  From this standpoint, it is imperative 

that teachers develop, define, and determine how they will exchange information, 

acceptance, and self-awareness.  Out of the five participants, these three (60%) were 

willing to share openly about this topic.  I believe that some of the participants did not 
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respond because they had moved into administrative roles and had difficulty 

remembering their experiences in the classroom.  Furthermore, perhaps the discussion 

would have presented a challenge to negatively identify with their own race.   

Murray (2015), states that the first step in self-reflection involves challenging 

“personal beliefs, values, cultural practices, and social structures to assess their impact on 

daily life” (p. 31). To teach Black disadvantaged students and provide a learning 

environment that is supportive of their academic and social needs, the teacher must be 

able to understand the ramifications of living in poverty as well as evidence of schools 

that do succeed with economically disadvantaged students.  Furthermore, teachers must 

learn key information and smarter strategies so they can overcome difficulties and 

problems when trying to teach in lower socioeconomic schools.  Hansen (2016) states 

that teachers in low SES schools need to be specifically trained to work with children 

who live in poverty.   

Each of the five participants answered my first question:  Do you believe that 

your cultural and familial experiences have prepared you for teaching in low 

socioeconomic Black schools? 

Diane replied: 

Well, there are some ways it did prepare me, and a lot of ways it did not.  

Growing up in the 70’s, family and the culture was different growing up in 

Southbridge, New York, at least.   Even though I was raised in an upper middle 

class Black family, my siblings and I went to the neighborhood schools where 

there were a range of socioeconomic backgrounds.  Despite the disparity in 

finances, the culture was the same.  Everyone held education important and 
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parents used the hands on approach, along with the slogan,” it takes a village to 

raise a child”.  I can’t recall any type of disrespect between teachers and 

students, nor did I recall any child not prepared to learn.  Therefore, as I entered 

the urban classrooms, and the students were not naturally respectful, or they did 

not have a desire to learn, my perceptions of theory and practice were altered as I 

initially was not able to use my own philosophy or application to transfer 

knowledge (Focus group session, April 2016). 

Immediately after Diane spoke, Blair responded with force:  

Despite my upbringing, which was centered on an upper middle class 

society, I often found myself in the trenches with other Black children who lived in 

lower socioeconomic neighborhoods.  I hung out with them, so I knew the lingo, 

or should I say the different jargon that kept me aware of both sides.  So when I 

entered the field of education as a teacher,discipline nor connectivity was an 

issue.  I believe that the experiences I had outside the formal training and 

exposure my parents gave me, helped me to prepare for working in these types of 

schools (Focus group session, April 2016).  

These two participants had two different perspectives of their preparedness for 

educating Black disadvantaged students.  Outside experiences such as social awareness, 

perceptions, and experiences affected each of their views on how they entered alternative 

environments that were different from their own personal culture and family values.  

Cultural disparities and lower socioeconomic forces suppress understanding and 

connectivity into teaching practices and student motivation.  Three major themes 

emerged from the analysis of data about teacher connectivity and its influence on 



117 

 

 

 

teachers’ development that is reflective of socioeconomic awareness disparities:  cultural 

divide, private failures, and learned practices. 

 Cultural Divide 

Cultural divide is a boundary in society that separates communities whose social 

economic structures, opportunities for success, conventions, and styles are so different 

that they have substantially different psychologies (Prentice & Miller, 2001).  Many 

teachers experience a culture divide when thrown into a culturally diverse classroom.  

Walker (2011) acknowledged that cultural divide becomes a weakness if the “culture 

gap” between students and their teachers contribute to the achievement gaps among 

different student groups.  Thus, cultural diversity may address the issue of cultural divide 

for teachers inside the classroom.  Experts have noticed that increasing the position of 

teachers of color is not a win-win solution, especially since culture is far more unreserved 

than matters of race.   It has been noted that some students have more in common with a 

white teacher from a lower income background than they have with a Black teacher who 

grew up in a more affluent environment.   

Providing novice teachers with effective training and experiences that include 

skills, knowledge, attitudes, value, and understanding assorted cultures before sending 

them in diverse environments may eliminate the level of culture divide felt by all 

teachers.  As I listened to the focus group participants and paid attention to their voices as 

they spoke on particular issues, it seemed that they had experienced a lot of negative 

issues concerning culture divide.   Reese and Diane stated that they did not understand 

the nature of poverty and how it affected their initial teaching philosophies and 

perceptions.  Their teaching philosophies altered because of their economically 
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disadvantaged Black students.  They could not fathom why the poor could (or would) not 

lift themselves out of poverty.  Often times, they tried extending their cultural 

experiences, their ideologies and outlooks to their students, so students could 

automatically try harder and adapt to their expectation.  Unfortunately, when they 

realized that their students underperformed despite their intentions, they got increasingly 

frustrated and fell into a wall of despair.   

Reese’s culture divide and private failures were evident when she spoke of her 

middle school students’ motivation: 

For example, in middle school most students are encouraged by their 

peers to become less serious about their work.  As they form their peer groups, 

there is a hidden code to remain average.  These students look to make their lives 

easier but do not realize the consequences later in their academic career. Another 

example centers on frequent absence from school and classrooms, and their lack 

of good study habits.  Working inside low socioeconomic schools you will find 

parents and students know the legal reasons to obtain permission to be absent 

from school (such as illness, parent call that justifies he or she is ill).  Work habits 

in the classroom are at a steady decline.  Students are more serious about 

relationships with their peers than with listening to their teachers, following 

directions or completing their work (Focus group session, April, 2016).  

Generational poverty is where at least two generations have been born into 

poverty. Families living in this type of poverty are not equipped with the tools to move 

out of their situations (Whitener, Gibbs & Kusmin, 2003). Bette added her experiences 

working with students who come from generational poverty:  
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Most of the students have already seen death, whether it be through 

disease, murder, and drugs; along with facing challenges within their homes 

(taking care of younger siblings; not having food; no family structure or daily 

routines). These students raise themselves, leaving their mindset and outlook 

towards education and school expectations distorted. School to them is just 

another outlet in their established community to attend. They look for us to fit into 

their existing philosophy of life. Teachers are to accommodate them within their 

world, their reality (Focus group session, April, 2016). 

Diane’s frustration was noticeable when she spoke about a student who was 

responsible for the income in his family: 

 When students are absent, it is the responsibility of the teacher to call the 

home after a few days.  I believe this is a great method of communicating with the 

family in order to build a partnership.  Building a partnership with parents in 

lower socioeconomic schools can be difficult, especially if the parents do not trust 

the school environment. Most parents just want you to keep the child during the 

day so they can run errands, or participate in various social obligations (Focus 

group session, April, 2016).  

In the this focus group discussion the participants displayed different types of 

culture disparity as they had to understand different aspects of poverty that would 

initially hinder them from providing the right support or alternative method of thinking 

within her classroom environment.  Attending teacher preparation schools, it was noted 

that time is not given for a study of poverty and its effects on the students we will serve.  

Time is spent on pedagogy and philosophy but not this reality, which seems to play a 
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major role in whether or not our students will elevate in society academically and 

socially. 

Bette added her frustration when sharing her experience with working with Black 

disadvantaged students: 

“Imagine working in a Black lower socioeconomic school in any urban 

neighborhood.  Some students are consistently late, not ready for the academic 

expectation for the day, nor is it a primary concern.  The other students are 

already trying to understand the lesson, however as the late student (s) enter time 

is often spent trying to catch the student up so they can participate in discussion, 

activities or independent work.  Each student representative that assists the late 

student is now playing catch up so they can complete their work.  Late students 

often go away thinking that their friends have helped them succeed either in 

discovering what the academic expectation or in meeting their academic and 

home goal for the day.  However, separate perspective with teacher and student 

show that the lack of understanding stems from not being aware of the stress- 

related challenges that economically disadvantaged students face every day. 

(Focus group session, April 2016) 

Bette shared a dialogue that happened inside her classroom over a student 

consistently being tardy. 

Bette:  Why do you keep coming late to class?  I am teaching important content 

that will help you understand the lesson for this week.  By the time you come to 

class, students are already working in groups, or activities based on how they 

gathered understanding throughout my instruction.   
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Student:  Ms. Madden, I had to “wam” the bed.  I can’t come early.  You can call 

my momma’ 

Bette:  “Wam” the bed.  I don’t understand what you are talking about.   

Another student:  I know what she is saying Ms. Madden. 

Bette:  What is it?  What is “wam the bed?”  

Another student:  The men in the family who work throughout the night expect her 

to keep the bed warm (wam) until they get home.  She can’t “cum (come) to 

school until they get home” so they need to get some sleep in a warm bed. 

Bette continues: 

I had no idea what caused this student to enter my classroom late every day.  My 

immediate focus was on the fact that she entered an hour late missing instruction.  

My perception of what she deemed important was based on my views on 

childhood home life experiences.  However, I learned that in working with 

disadvantaged students their concept of lateness does not often come to mind.  

Their responsibility first was to the expectations of their family unit.  Coming to 

school could be considered another task to be completed on a checklist.  

Therefore, education is viewed as duty or chore instead of a bridge to receive 

academic gain.  Since this is the culture of the families within these disadvantaged 

schools, phone calls, letters and conferences fall on deaf ears.  Instead, I had to 

change the scope of my teaching practice.  Mini lessons, student packets and one-

on-one conferences became an alternative strategy to help students catch up with 

their peers, understand or build up prior knowledge and most of all prepare them 

for academic reward.  (Focus Group Session, April 16, 2016) 
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Reese added disparities on the topic, Language Jargon: Disparities of 

Expressions, Terms and Words: 

 In general, teachers enter education with a wealth of vocabulary, and 

depending on their academic and social exposure, how they incorporate language 

connectivity with their students can build or confuse how meaning will be derived 

inside their classrooms.  Often times there is a huge conflict between cultural 

discourse and language between my students and me.  Students are not able to 

grasp concepts or meanings without various opportunities for dialogue, readings, 

examples, and discussions.  I was using too many “silver dollar words” 

unknowingly, until I saw disconnect, frustration, and lack of understanding.  The 

discussions were dry and the students were non-responsive. My students regarded 

me as an “outsider” who identified more with private or upper middle income 

schools.  For example, I was trying to counsel two young ladies fighting over a 

boy and I wanted them to concentrate on the lesson and not arguing. One of the 

young ladies stated, “I’m going to take his family jewels.”  I immediately said, 

“we are not talking about anyone’s jewelry.”  The other teacher standing next to 

me signaled for me to shut down the conversation and pulled me aside.  At this 

point, he told me the meaning of the word “family jewels.” “Ms. Weatherspoon, 

they are talking about the male genitals.”  After he saw the shocked look on my 

face, he told me that’s the way they talk.  I had to go back to the same students 

and address the term so they would know that I understood it and those words 

would not be used in my classroom.  From that moment on I had to learn and 

understand their language so I could find a way to connect the vocabulary words 
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and understanding. In fact, in the schools I attended it was required to converse 

with the use of certain words but yet I had to teach in lower socioeconomic 

schools where they did not have the meaning of those words. These realities were 

apparent when analyzing the discrepancy between the performance required and 

the ability of the children to scale several walls of vocabulary, comprehension, 

and relativity between their world and mine.  

The lack of connectivity and understanding of what poverty is on my part 

and how it affected how disadvantaged students perform was not easily detected.  

I was not able to create a vast change or difference inside my classroom until I 

aligned my classroom practices with what Ladson-Billings (2009) and Gay (2010) 

have identified as culturally relevant teaching practices.  I had to find a way to 

validate my students’ cultural identity in the classroom; communicate with their 

parents and acknowledge our differences and commonalities (Focus group 

session, April, 2016). 

How Poverty Affects Behavior and Academic Performance 

Harris (2006) relates that poverty is a complex web of social relationships, student 

experience with peers, adults in the school, and family members that exerts a great 

influence on their behavior.  Poverty as it relates to this study is a process that starts with 

student core relationship with parents or primary caregivers in their lives, which form a 

personality that is either secure and attached or insecure and unattached.  Securely 

attached children behave better in school (Bali, Granger, Kivilighan, Mills-Koone, 

Willongby, & Greeber, 2008).  The data of this study supported the notion by Unity, 

Osaglobare, & Edith (2013), that children raised in poverty rarely choose to behave 
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differently but are faced daily with overwhelming challenges that affluent children never 

have to confront, and their brains have adapted to suboptimal conditions in ways that 

undermine good school performance.  Most teacher preparation programs communicate 

the importance of great classroom management, organization, and the understanding of 

philosophy and practice.  However, there was no warning or training on teaching in lower 

socioeconomic neighborhoods or understanding poverty and its effects on academic and 

behavior performance.  The experiences I have encountered by working inside these 

schools have been disappointing.  Most of the students, if not all are born from teenage 

mothers, leaving them to have inconsistent and conditional love, lack of academic and 

social support, and unstable environments.  Since they come from stressful home 

environments, often times these students become disruptive at school as they are less able 

to develop a healthy social and academic life (Bradley & Corwin, 2002).  

James responded to how poverty affects behavior and academic performance:  

The claim that teachers are expected to manage their class behavior has 

become a challenge as the classrooms are filled with students who live in poverty.  

This claim must be supported by training, literature, collaboration, and effective 

mentoring to assist all teachers to collectively create and utilize effective 

strategies for overall success.   Inside the schools I have taught, there have not 

been real conversations to address the realities of working with these students.  

No strategies… No collaboration… and no modeling. Just get in there and 

manage the class.  Really as long as the students are quiet and in control… they 

do not look to see if these students are excelling.  It has become about the look of 

control (Focus group session, April, 2016). 
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Diane expressed it this way:  

It is not always a success story.  Most of the time, students are eager to 

come to class, participate, and even attempt to complete assignments, but there is 

always that underlying factor whether they are doing it just based on our 

established relationship (Focus group session, April, 2016). 

 Sroufe (2005) proclaims that when students gain a sense of mastery of their 

environments, they are more likely to develop feelings of self-worth, confidence, and 

independence, which play heavily into the formation of children’s personalities and 

ultimately predict their success and happiness in relationships and in life in general.  The 

same study suggested that the teacher has to first understand students’ behavior and then 

lay out clear behavioral expectations without sarcasm or resentment. Instead, build on 

strong “relational” forces to drive their school behaviors (Harris, 2006). Drive reliable 

relationships by becoming a partner or mentor to the students; provide clubs for students 

to build a sense of belonging so they can desire peer socialization and social status. 

Embracing the Mind Set for Change 

As I have reflected on my practices, there was a revelation about my perceptions 

based on my teaching experiences.  I have learned that love and having empathy made 

changes in the way my students progressed academically and socially.  Students came 

eager to enter the classroom with the anticipation to receive consistent support through 

structured classroom strategies and a supportive environment.  Despite their home life 

and communal realities they wanted to please me as their teacher.  However as time 

progressed and I moved to different areas of low income neighborhoods, the effects of 

poverty increased and slowly took a strong hold over the students’ role inside the 
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classroom.  Despite the healthy learning environment created for them to academically 

progress, the classroom became a cell that was keeping them from joining outside forces 

during the day.  Students became angry, frustrated, and less interested in the concepts and 

goals of the class objectives – that is, until change was made. 

Diane shared how she began to create change in her role as a teacher of 

disadvantaged Black students: 

I began to regard myself as a mother and father within my classroom.  

Once you face the realization that students in your classroom need more than a 

school vision you are compelled to train students about formal education and how 

it will prepare them for sound jobs and high salaried jobs, as well as to achieve 

good quality life styles and to be able to live in better neighborhoods when they 

grow up.  I add real world activities that allow the students to think about what 

they like to do naturally and then I assign special projects with extra credit 

attached to their completion of researching, writing, responding, and sharing 

(Focus group session, April, 2016).  

Bette related her role in teaching values of the academic world by talking about 

her vision about teaching global academic lessons, and strategies “became a personal 

focus.”  She also saw it as her responsibility to help students to develop values, attitudes, 

and learning skills that will bring them academic success. 

Blair stated it is not the strategies; it is how we structure the classroom 

instruction.  He mentioned the facts reported about Black students who out-score other 

affluent students in mathematics up to grade 4. “After they enter grade 5, teachers are not 

prepared to teach math above this grade level effectively.  They rely on the scripted 
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lessons designed in the text book.  The reality is that money is not spent on training the 

teacher; it is spent on buying more textbooks and different curriculum models” (Focus 

group session, April, 2016). 

James mentioned that our society and educational system refuses to give money to 

our students.  “The society has to flip the system upside down, where education is 

valued…. It’s not that the parents and student do not value education; they just do not 

know how to value education.  The affluent levels of educators and stakeholders need to 

pay the teachers what they are worth.  Spend the money on educating the teachers” 

(Focus group session, April, 2016). 

Diane suggested extending the day and making flex schedules for teachers who 

specialize in specific content.  If they receive effective training and really get specialized 

in their fields they can become effective professionals who can be responsible for 

effectively facilitating the learning. Then we need many arms to assist (teacher 

assistants).  “Stop making these schools a babysitting business” (Focus group session, 

April, 2016). 

Reese states, “Teachers need to collaborate… I mean really collaborate.  The 

school should be designed where teachers have time to research and develop their craft.  

Untouched planning periods… offices outside the classrooms where they can partner 

with other teachers to discuss and prepare content that stretches across the curriculum” 

(Focus group session, April, 2016). 

Bette focused on the structure of the classroom day.  “I believe the students 

should remain in the classrooms as teachers rotate throughout the day to teach 
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intermittently as time is given to them to research, develop and transform.  Our school 

structure is a failed model” (Focus group session, April, 2016). 

Blair maintained that “we do not have professors who stand in front of a class for 

5 ½ hours.   They have prep classes.  Inside our schools, teachers are required to eat 

lunch with the kids, substitute in other teachers’ classrooms during their planning 

periods (lack of substitutes, or teacher burn-out) due to budget cuts” (Focus group 

session, April, 2016). 

Another factor that came out in the focus group session was “scripted programs.”  

Blair’s frustration was noticeable as he talked about the robotic instruction forced into 

teacher instruction:  

America’s Choice and other hands-on experimental learning experiences 

sound good on paper.  They always find a way to make any new concept fit into 

research and I too at first, was excited about these programs, I thought it was 

possible that having all these extracurricular activities included in the instruction 

(learning centers, etc.) but all these implementations cannot take place effectively 

inside a 5 ½ day of instruction… and that’s only if you are talking about 

elementary schools; inside of middle school, each content is taught separately and 

time is taken away between the socialization that comes with letting the students 

transition from each class.  By the time they come into the individual classrooms, 

fifteen to twenty minutes is taken up to calm them down and refocus their 

attention to the new objective for the next subject matter.  
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Blair repeats:  

The students should remain stationary and the teachers come in and out.  

It would change the structure and the chaos of the students’ behavior and 

academic focus.  If teachers are allowed to collaborate with teachers outside of 

the classroom within the school day hours, team teaching can occur, bridging the 

gap between connectivity and how teachers facilitate.  No more isolating the 

profession (Focus group session, April 2016). 

Another common theme that arose when I coded the focus group data was the 

view that the group saw their role as the person responsible for helping students 

overcome obstacles to removing negative thoughts from the students’ minds about the 

importance of succeeding in school.   Reese and Bette spoke about their way of helping 

students deal with their social and emotional matters. Reese stated her need:  

. . . to help create and reach collective goals for the schools to address any 

family concerns, issues with staff or students, or personal distractions, so that 

they are discussed as possible difficulties impeding the progress of their academic 

performance throughout the school year.  (Focus group session, April, 2016) 

James added to this by saying his role guides “a collective group of young men 

inside my school.”  Diane also talked about seeing herself as the person to provide 

collaboration amongst teachers within her school to encourage conversations with their 

students in “an effort to have students avoid concentrating on deterrents to their chosen 

paths to attaining a good education.”  Teachers described these interactions as the “most 

important role that they serve,” that is, encouragement of goal-setting or redirection of a 
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student’s life towards belief in oneself against all complications (Focus group session, 

April, 2016). 

Four out of five educators agreed, during Focus group session, April 2016, on the 

various challenges that exist for teachers working in lower socioeconomic schools 

teaching racial minority African American students. The teachers suggested that 

educational attitudes, school performance, and the lag of community created this on-

going opposition between teacher and student.  Students who are raised in lower 

socioeconomic neighborhoods tend to have no regard for education.  All of the educators 

interviewed stated that at least 8 out of 10 racial minority students acquire the same 

educational viewpoint of their parents and grandparents.  The educators used the term 

“educational aspirations” as the determination of how well students sought to acquire 

knowledge throughout their school career.  Often, teachers stated they had to overthrow 

myths created by generational perspectives of family members, other relatives, 

community culture, and/or friends.  Teachers also stated, “Most racial minority students 

are given an over-arching caution” from their care-givers to not try to act white. 

Therefore, students grow up in communities where formal education is not considered 

necessary either for social status or for the operation of the local area.  Instead of looking 

at education as a means to gain more opportunities for better jobs and wages, these 

students view education as a means to “finish school,” that is, to complete twelfth grade.  

By doing this, they are meeting the limits of their parents and communal expectations.  In 

fact, in some cases if they succeed they are overachieving at the level to which they were 

born.    
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Becoming Informed of Student’s Socioeconomic Culture 

Another prevalent theme with the FGPs during Focus group session, April 2016, 

revolved around their challenges in working with AA racial minority students from lower 

socioeconomic neighborhoods.  Most of the discussion about becoming informed about 

the student’s socioeconomic culture is what they require to academically succeed.  Blair 

led the conversation that focused on any lack of connectivity about their students’ 

background beyond surface stereotyping of students born into poverty.  Therefore, during 

their interviews, the teachers and educators openly shared the role they must play in 

understanding (a) the effects of poverty, (b) the need for action steps that deepen their 

understanding of poverty and the students they serve or served, and (c) how poverty 

affects student’s behavior and academic performance.  James attested to their need to 

explain the history of African Americans and the importance of education to help form 

academic motivation, self-pride, and future goals that will allow them to escape 

generational poverty.  Jensen (2009) defines “generational poverty” as a hardship or 

deprivation that occurs in families where at least two generations have been born into 

poverty.  Families living in this type of poverty are not equipped with the tools to move 

out of their situations.  When these educators present alternative possibilities, low 

socioeconomic students do not relate.  Inside their reality, African American history, 

academic success, social happenings that would afford them a global perspective or 

global gain have been replaced with four primary risk factors:  emotional and social 

challenges, severed and long-lasting stressors, mental and rational delays, and well-being 

and shelter or protection issues. 
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Three out of 5 of those participating indicated that their pedagogical training and 

practices have been altered since teaching in lower socioeconomic African American 

schools, because of the various curriculums, scripted programs, and flawed structured 

programs.  One participant stated, “I wanted to expose my students to the quality 

educational programs and different genres of teaching practices to help them reach 

beyond their perceptions prior to the experience between them and me” (Focus group 

session, April 2016). 

Reese vented at this point that her intentions to expand her students’ outlook on 

life and what it has to offer is blocked by the school dynamics.   Since the school is 

considered a low performing school, everything is controlled, scripted, and governed by 

specific hidden frameworks that do not allow teachers to test out their vision.   

The focus group session allowed the participants to use open dialogue to express 

the challenges teachers and administrators face inside these low socioeconomic schools.  

It is hard to build a collaborative team since 2-3 teachers per year transfer into schools 

that will allow them to grow professionally and provide the support missing from their 

experiences.  Every time a teacher leaves (especially if it is during the school year) the 

school district hires a long term substitute teacher.  No substitute wants to plan or 

collaborate, they just want their check for baby-sitting a class for the rest of the year.  

After all, they are not held responsible for the academic or social advancement for these 

students. Another factor that has become discouraging is the lack of leadership that enters 

these schools.  Many times, the administrators who enter come with the perception that it 

is a failing school and that is how they choose to leave it.  No new policies, expectations, 

or framework is implemented.  As long as you do not send the children to the office you 



133 

 

 

 

are not a problem.  As the teacher, your primary goal is to handle the students’ behavior 

and cover all the standards so they can be exposed for the standards on the test. 

Discussion, training, and a major overhaul are needed to find the right framework and 

solutions that will produce effective strategies and implementations for lower 

socioeconomic schools to benefit the students served. 

Summary 

For Research Question #2, the primary theme involved how other African 

American teachers of privilege choose to manage similar issues of student connectivity in 

an institutional and less reflective and student-centered manner.  Within this particular 

focus group, I found that the teachers who transitioned into administrative roles took 

more of a clinical and institutionally-based perspective on the issue. They were less 

reflective in their perspective and more consumed with how to move the school forward 

as a unit. For the most part, they think less in terms of the plights of individual students 

and more so in terms of collective performance and other established and superficial 

measures of student progress. Accordingly, the issues of sympathy I struggled with early 

on were not a major challenge for these educators.  The educators who spent more of 

their career inside the classroom walls released their hidden perceptions and concerns 

throughout their careers.  The three teachers came away planning to collaborate so they 

can encourage each other to stay in the field so they can make a difference.  The two 

administrators were glad they could share war stories, seek clarifications, and eliminate 

misconceptions. They also realized that moving up to Central Office Administration 

allowed for more clarity in how to change the lives of a magnitude of students within the 

system rather than just a few in the classrooms in which they taught.   In addition, the 
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focus group ended the meeting with action steps to take back to their schools, staff, and 

students.  Additional conversations outside of the existing focus group area were 

developed so they could collaborate, connect, and share as the year progresses.   

All of them knew that the conversation was just an opening of the things that have 

to be put in place to make change.  At the end of the focus group session, I was able to 

make affirmations and confirmations as I reflected on the private struggles obtained 

throughout my teaching career.  Chapter 6 presents conclusions, implications, 

recommendations, and limitations encountered as a researcher in the area of discussion 

on reflection of socioeconomic teaching practices and challenges. 
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS 

As I arrived at the final chapter of my investigation, time was used to explore the 

main findings of this research in regards to African American teachers who are 

commonly assumed to possess an inherent cultural connectivity with African American 

students, regardless of socioeconomic disposition.  Few have recognized the challenges 

posed by class-based considerations and its impact on both pedagogical and cultural 

connectivity.  The documents and entries generated by past and present journal entries, 

artifacts, and focus group sessions were triangulated to suggest that research and 

examination in the field of education are limited in recognizing Black teachers in the 

development of connectivity and socioeconomic and cultural practices.  This custom has 

hindered the integration of philosophy, discussion, and training.  According to Adair 

(2008), much research in the field of education has looked at whiteness and its impacts on 

students, but much of the literature in this field deals with pre-service teachers.  This data 

revealed that Black teachers need reflection on their personal and professional 

experiences as they seek to understand how they impact their classrooms with 

disadvantaged Black students.  This chapter offers a discussion of the findings of this 

qualitative, autoethnographic investigation that examined my experiences as an African 

American of socioeconomic privilege teaching disadvantaged African American children 

while assessing the impact upon my development as a teacher.   
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My interest was based in a general recognition that my privileged upbringing 

impacted relevant issues of pedagogy and connectivity and, therefore, influenced my 

effectiveness as a teacher.  Given the general lack of literature on the challenges and 

experiences of teachers of color and, in particular, cultural and pedagogical challenges 

within predominantly African American institutions, this research also serves as a general 

contribution to the former, and a more targeted, intracultural contribution to the latter.  

Two principal questions guided this study: (1) As an African American teacher of 

socioeconomic privilege, what has been the influence on my own pedagogical 

development of my interaction with disadvantaged students of the same race? (2) Is my 

experience unique or do other African American teachers of privilege question or 

encounter similar issues of student connectivity? 

Discussion and Conclusions 

At present, there is insufficient research that links Black teachers’ discourse and 

construction development and its impact on teaching in diversity and lower 

socioeconomic schools with their own race.  Bloemraad and Wright (2014) established 

that American education does not include discourse that allows people of color to 

connect.  This qualitative, autoethnographic examination generated data that provides 

additional research to the limited research at hand.  This research revealed significant 

aspects to consider when addressing discourse reflective to sociocultural awareness 

among Black teachers teaching Black students in the educational sector. 

The study exposed that the researcher and focus group participants experienced an 

array of frustration, challenges, and self-doubt while teaching in lower socioeconomic 

schools with Black disadvantaged students. These experiences were mainly attributable 
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to the breakdown between diversity in culture amid Black privileged teachers and their 

Black underprivileged students.  According to Ghosh and Galcyniski (2014) adjustment 

of teachers must involve the understanding of certain truths to ascend their monoculture 

approach.  At the beginning of my research, I believed my lengthy interaction with 

disadvantaged students had impacted my own pedagogical development in some 

significant ways, but I was unsure of what they were.  I knew that I had a need to make a 

difference in my students’ academic and social development, but I did not feel I had 

enough awareness of how to teach with poverty in mind.   

Implications and Recommendations 

This section presents implications regarding teaching disadvantaged children. 

Specific recommendations are listed that can be implemented to enhance the learning 

experiences for these children. 

For Myself 

Throughout my two-decade career in education, the primary aspect enabling me 

to overcome my pedagogical struggles and initial lack of connectivity has been my 

reflective nature. While other African American educators of similar socioeconomic 

status commonly choose to take a more clinical or institutional approach to educating 

disadvantaged children, I opted for a more student-centered and reflective process as I 

consistently questioned my own shortcomings, biases, and methods to improve my 

effectiveness.  

Accordingly, given my failures and successes as a veteran educator, the 

implications are clear. To be consistently effective with my disadvantaged students, I 

must always cater and personalize my pedagogical methods within, or regardless of, the 
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system-wide educational approach of the day. Standardized tests and system-wide 

literacy approaches don’t reach or teach disadvantaged children. Teachers do. 

For disadvantaged students in particular, the educational process must be relevant 

and logical. Put differently, these students should know why they are in school and how it 

applies to their daily lives. I was able to become a more effective and connected educator 

by learning more about the lives, hardships, and families of the students I taught. I 

accomplished this by (a) trading out my initial and crippling feelings of sympathy for a 

more effective attitude of encouragement, nurturing, and high expectations; (b) instilling 

critical thinking skills, and prioritizing a student-centered approach; (c) providing 

structure and consistency in lessons, environment, and disciplinary action; (d) 

encouraging self-love through positive imaging and cultural reinforcement; and (e) by 

letting my students know they are valuable and worthy of respect. 

However, I do not believe that our educational system will change until teachers 

have a voice that is outside the classroom.  I have spent the last twenty years silently 

suffering through the various curriculums, lack of connectivity to my students’ cultural 

identities and to the scripted programs that we have to endure and use as effective 

strategies and practices.  I feel like an abused woman who was told what she should think 

about herself; how to act or regurgitate unwanted realities and perceptions, or receive a 

slap for trying to find a better existence.  I do not want to be a chameleon.  I do not want 

to do what I am told regardless, if it continues to hurt. I do not want to be what the 

educational system tells me to be.  Instead, I want to use my voice to advocate for 

educational change through research, training, writing and speaking.  
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For Educators and Policymakers 

Since the turn of the 21
st
 century, educational policy has mostly been driven by 

the practice of high stakes assessment. In no place has this reality been more apparent 

than in disadvantaged schools.  Consistent with the passage of No Child Left Behind 

legislation in 2001, Title 1 schools have borne the brunt of this legal impact, given such 

schools are in the worst position to meet the arbitrary standards being imposed.  

Along with the weaknesses of the exams themselves – including their punitive 

nature, inherent cultural biases, and failure to gauge critical thinking – the harsh 

consequences and lack of appropriate funding for schools has been problematic for 

disadvantaged students and the schools they attend. In such institutions, teachers are more 

likely to ‘teach to the test,’ given the consequences of poor performance, overcrowded 

classrooms, and the limited or nonexistent capacity in terms of both time and resources, 

to focus on anything else but the tests.  More recent Race to the Top initiatives (2009) 

have done little to change this inequitable reality. 

The implications are clear. Regarding disadvantaged students as mere test scores 

or units of measurement is contrary to the personalized, student-centered approach 

required to transform their lives in meaningful ways. Instead, a number of 

recommendations can be implemented to ensure African American teachers of privilege 

can connect with and more effectively educate disadvantaged students of the same color. 

Recommendation #1: To increase performance among disadvantaged students, 

young African American teachers of privilege should be initially supported by training 

mechanisms that speak to the challenges and cultural nuances of teaching in 

disadvantaged schools. Assumptions should not be made that Black teachers can 
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automatically relate to the dire situations many of their students face. Title 1 schools 

should include a training component that recognizes this challenge and manages it 

proactively for aspiring educators.  

Recommendation #2: Consistent with the first recommendation, similarly-situated 

professional mentors should be provided as ongoing resources to young African 

American teachers of privilege. Doing so will ensure these incoming educators have 

someone with a similar background they can turn to with questions and concerns 

regarding issues of pedagogy and connectivity. 

Recommendation #3: Teachers in Title 1/High Need schools should receive 

ongoing courses to better prepare them for the realities they encounter inside their 

classrooms. Money should be spent to compensate the additional degrees they gain in 

order to promote effective strategies to their disadvantaged students. While all teachers in 

disadvantaged schools should be paid more, other monies should be centered on 

resources, collaboration, and effective mentors to help all teachers of privilege succeed. 

Adequate time for mastery and skill would help to ensure such committed teachers are 

adequately compensated for our dedication to improving the plight of disadvantaged 

children of color. 

Recommendation #4: To increase performance among disadvantaged students, 

African American teachers of privilege should not be consumed with ‘teaching to a test.’ 

Teaching to a test does not equate to transforming the lives of disadvantaged students. 

High stakes standardized tests do not measure the ability to think critically or creatively, 

which are much-needed abilities for students navigating and attempting to transform their 

disadvantaged environment. To the contrary, these measures can often work against the 
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effectiveness of teachers by narrowing their approach, limiting their relevance, and 

denying them the time and environment needed to actually make a difference. African 

American teachers in impoverished school settings will have more of an impact on the 

lives of their students if their approaches are relevant, consistent, nurturing, student-

centered, and culturally affirming.  Furthermore, based on the discussion, conclusion, and 

implications drawn from the findings, the following recommendations are made: 

 Increase the teachers’ initial teacher training program to allow time to participate 

in cultural pedagogical courses that allow them more field time in the practice of 

teaching.  This will ensure opportunities to connect or become aware of the world 

they will enter inside low socioeconomic Black schools. 

 Add health related resources inside the schools.  Most disadvantaged schools have 

students who enter the classroom with an array of health issues. 

 Develop an enrichment starting at the beginning stages of their education that 

goes beyond the superficial counterattack most disadvantaged schools put in 

place. 

 Establish a learning community/support/role models/ cultural experiences to 

reconstruct a nurturing and productive environment that fosters academic and 

social development 

 Expand the curriculum beyond the standardized scripted instruction through 

teacher training courses so that comprehensive theory and expertise is built in 

gaining knowledge in developing expert teachers. 
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 Use reflection, journaling, and collaboration as a tool for all teachers to show the 

effect of change or understanding of possible transformation needed to develop 

strategies that promote connectivity and authentic examination. 

Conclusion 

In this study, I examined my experiences as an African American of 

socioeconomic privilege teaching disadvantaged African American children while 

assessing the impact upon my development as a teacher. I used an autoethnographic 

approach, incorporating multiple forms of data to assess my role as a teacher in Title 1 

school settings while asking two primary research questions:  (1) as an African American 

teacher of socioeconomic privilege, what has been the influence on my own pedagogical 

development of my interaction with disadvantaged students of the same race? (2) Is my 

experience unique or do other African American teachers of privilege question or 

encounter similar issues of student connectivity? 

This dissertation confirms that my pedagogical development has been 

substantially influenced by my interaction with disadvantaged students through the 

recognition of how my sympathy for the plight of my disadvantaged students impaired 

my pedagogical abilities earlier in my career; how structure, consistency, and forging 

relationships with the families of my students enhanced my effectiveness and 

connectivity; how letting my students know they were loved, respected, and exceptional 

as individuals, and as a culture, enhanced my pedagogy; and how personalizing my 

approach, expecting my students to achieve, and instilling relevant, critical thinking skills 

in my students enhanced my effectiveness and connectivity. Furthermore, this research 
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concludes that other African American teachers of privilege generally choose to manage 

similar issues of student connectivity in a more institutional and less reflective manner.  

Ultimately, this research serves as a general contribution to the lack of literature 

on the challenges and experiences of teachers of color and, in particular, the cultural and 

pedagogical challenges facing privileged teachers within predominantly African 

American schools. 

Conclusion or Inauguraton:  What’s the So What? 

It is time to conclude on this part of my investigation as I seek to start a new 

chapter of inquiry in my efforts to evolve.  So this is not a total conclusion because I do 

not believe our questions cease upon new discoveries.  Instead, I believe that the end of 

one process is the inauguration to the next.  The big question remaining is:  How do I 

summarize what I have learned and what is the ‘so what’ of this dissertation?  How can 

this autoethnographic exposition ignite change?  I connected the dots in my journals, 

investigated my identity—cultural disparities, teaching practices, and experiences.  I have 

concluded on some ideologies that may help affect change in an educational system I find 

broken and unstable, and that has left me at times a step away from abandoning the Black 

disadvantaged students I teach.  Nevertheless, “What is the point?”  In the end does it 

matter that I struggled with my identity or connectivity with my students?  Does it really 

matter how I told my story? There are several answers to these questions that stem from 

four distinct factors clarified or identified in this research:  teacher training, standardized 

testing, the use of technology, and counseling.   Therefore, I will answer.   

First, it does matter.  Using an autoethnographic narrative mining approach to my 

questions has given me the most effective tool to extract the underlying factors and 
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realities of my struggles and the tarnished teaching identities that exist – but it is so much 

more than that.  I learned about the cultural disparities and pedagogical practices that 

affected my instruction and involvement with my students that would not have been 

flushed out if I had not been in the habit of reflecting, questioning, or seeking change. 

Second, I have to believe that my story will ignite some conversation about how 

we prepare pre-service teachers to succeed.  Teacher training has a deficit in its program 

as it relies heavily on theory and not enough practice.  Practice, collaboration, experience, 

and exposure are essential in developing the whole teacher.  Incorporating cultural 

pedagogy classes that allow pre-service teachers to first acknowledged their individual 

identity, biases, prejudices and worldview and then create on-going collaboration with 

paramount educators to build their stance and overview of the world.  It will provide a 

platform for teachers to unveil themselves before entering the field of practice.  Instead of 

sending into the field after only serving three-to-five months with a cooperating teacher, 

time should be spent setting them up with expert teachers so they can work intensely with 

theory and master the use of each theory as they practice.  This may re-construct the 

length of years it takes a teacher to exit the teaching program but it would be beneficial to 

the teaching profession as there is a strong need for teachers to be experts of their craft 

before entering the classroom.  Standardized testing and scripted programs have 

increased as educators and teachers-in-training have relentlessly been fed the same 

message about achievement among poor and minority students.  They are told that Black 

disadvantaged students are born in poverty that affects how they learn.  They are told 

about how they progress through their grades not prepared, leaving them further and 

further behind. So teachers are conditioned to pity the Black disadvantaged child and to 
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buy into the standardized or should I say the look-see-method that is masked under the 

different curriculums, literacy approaches, and strategies that have smothered our 

workshops, professional development practices, and teaching.  Rewards and recognition 

have been centered on how well they teach the scripted lessons and how well the students 

can regurgitate the scripted lessons, which is assessed through the scripted test.  What 

happened to just teaching them?  What happened to the teacher being the expert?  If we 

focus on building high standards, effective curriculum design, and effective and extensive 

training for our teachers, we can build up the most significant factor in student 

achievement: the teacher.  Money should be spent on training and allowing teachers to 

become experts.  As they receive intense training and coursework, trust will rise as we 

look to them to have the autonomy to make basic decisions in their classrooms. Tuura 

(2012) states, 

Teachers will need to gain a voice in the education they are providing to their 

students. This voice must dominate over that of the policymakers who lack an 

educational background. It needs to be a voice that is respected by others in the 

profession, administrators of all levels, and government agencies. Secondly, all  

voices in education must come together to design a new purpose for the education 

system that is fair and just for all children in America. The purpose must change 

from maintaining the status quo to allowing every child the chance to improve 

their socioeconomic status. Last, the same voices must establish clearly defined 

roles for the actors in the new system to allow new teachers entering education to 

understand their place as change agents. (p. 85)  
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Technology can bridge the gap between what and how the disadvantaged child 

explores in the world outside of their neighborhoods.  Having access to museums, zoo 

exhibits, plays, and various types of music, cultures, languages, and countries, students 

can live vicariously through the digital world.  Money that is used for standardized 

testing and changing curriculum programs could be used to transform the teacher and 

their practices.  Counseling programs can also be used differently within our school 

systems.  Children need mentors, coaches and a lot of opportunities for our school 

environment and resources to help them combat their existing realities with support and 

resources that help them naturally see a path of change.   

Final Thoughts 

 From the beginning, I used stories, experiences, and learned ideologies to shape 

my overview on life and the way I choose to see the world.  Witherall (201) tells us that 

stories are at the heart of our teaching and of our learning.  Writing this autoethnographic 

dissertation allowed me to make sense of my educational journey by recalling, retelling, 

and reflecting on the narratives of our lives as we consistently use them “to guide our 

interpretations and categorizations of our daily world” (Johnson-Bailey, 2010, p.77).  For 

this reason, it was imperative that I share my narrative in the teaching research for future 

conversation and study. Our stories can serve as “bridges across the personal barriers of 

the mind and the political alliances of the conscience” (Johnson-Bailey, 2010, p.79).  As 

we share our triumphs and defeats, we must share our transformations and voice to 

produce an expansion of thought and development.  If we listen closely, our stories will 

actually save us (Coles, 1989). 
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Viewpoint: A Reflective Response 

Time has passed, papers are completed and the first milestone of this journey has been 

completed and properly acknowledged… 

Perceptions and questions have developed or severed with new ideas and discussions, 

leading us to ultimately change… 

Will the experience, the process, and the thoughts fade after this transformation; the step 

by step processes that we have learned along the way, the collaboration that ignited the 

evolution?  What about the private battle of wanting to stay unchanged? 

The thoughts are here, new questions have been made and new knowledge has been 

attained and is prepared to share. 

Time has passed and now it’s time for each activist to take their place in this educational 

crisis, it is time for researchers to gather, to construct, to create… which road will you 

take? 

~ Stassi Anderson, 2014 
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APPENDIX A 

INFORMED FOCUS GROUP CONSENT FORM 

 

Dear Teacher Educator Colleagues, 

  

 I am a doctoral student at Mercer University and I am conducting research as part 

of my doctoral studies.  My proposed doctoral research is entitled, “An Autoethnography 

Inquiry into an African American, Class-Based Perspective in Educational Delivery”. 

 

The objectives of the proposed study are as follows:  

 

 Triumphs and challenges of teaching lower socioeconomic racial 

minority students as an African American teacher. 

 How teacher and reflection affect how teachers analyze their 

transformation. 

 How autoethnography allows teachers to reveal and express their 

cultural identity to others. 

 The relationship between teacher reflectivity/autoethnography 

(reflection/telling stories) learning experiences and viewpoints of 

teaching lower socioeconomic racial minority students. 

 

I would appreciate very much if you participated in my study.  Participation in the 

research study will involve the following activities:   (1) in-depth, reflection and 

discussion about your personal and professional experiences using various 

strategies to educate and motivate disadvantaged African American students; and 

(2) one to two in depth focus group interview sessions. 

 

 

The purpose of the focus group is to find out the perceptions and challenges 

African American middle to upper middle class teachers have in educating racial 

minority students.  I would like you to take part in a discussion to discuss your 

experience, perceptions and challenges you face (d) as middle to upper middle 

class African American teacher.  We will talk about how you cultural background 

has shaped your outlook on education and the experiences you have or had 

educating students who look like you but there is a cultural divide.  The purpose 

of the focus group interviews is to give the researcher a deeper understanding of 

your experiences and your interpretation of who you are as an African American 

teacher.  The focus group session will take approximately 1- 1.5 hours and will be 

conducted at a time and place convenient to you.  I will record the sessions with a 

digital voice- recording device and make notes. 
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There are some criteria to be considered for participation in the research study: 

 Active teaching experience in lower socioeconomic African American 

school for at least 10 – 15 years; 

 Recognized as a middle to upper middle class African American 

educator who works or worked with racial minority students in lower 

socioeconomic neighborhood schools; 

 General interest in reflective self-development; 

 Willingness and openness to embark on and commit to an in-depth 

focus group that involves self-exploration for the period of two 

separate sessions; 

 Inquisitiveness about understanding the relationship and connections 

among cultural beliefs, life experiences and professional practice and 

responsibility. 

 

If you decide to participate in my study, you will help build discussion that surrounds the 

challenges African American teachers face within the race and culture of their students. 

This discussion is voluntary – you do not have to take part if you do not want to. If you 

do not take part, it will have no effect on your position as an educator.  Pseudonyms will 

be used.  You will not be identified in any way.  No one other than the primary researcher 

will have access to the raw data.  If any questions make you feel uncomfortable, you do 

not have to answer them. You may leave the group at any time for any reason and 

without any adverse consequence.  You have the right to decide whether any information 

you have given me up to the point of withdrawal could be used or should be omitted and 

destroyed.  If the tape recorder is used, it will only be used to remind the researcher what 

information was given. All research data will be stored in a locked file cabinet and the 

tapes will be destroyed the talk has been studied.   The discussion will be kept strictly 

confidential. 

If you agree to be part of the research you will have the following commitments: 

 Complete and sign the attached Informed Consent Form  

 Participate in the research for a period of two sessions; 

 Share your personal and professional experiences with the primary 

researcher to supplement the data. 

 

The focus group sessions will be recorded with a digital voice recording device 

and then transcribed.  I will save the digital files of the focus group and store them in a 

locked storage cabinet in my residence.  The transcripts and the digital files will be 

destroyed five years after the completion of the study.  No one other than the primary 

researcher and my chair will have access to the data.  If you agree to participate in the 

research project you will have the opportunity to read the transcripts of your interviews as 
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well as the draft of the analysis based on the interviews and journal to verify the accuracy 

and trustworthiness of the content.  This corroboration given by you will also be included 

in the final chapter that represents your experience and the researchers’ interpretations to 

validate its accuracy and soundness.   

I will write my doctoral dissertation based on this study to complete the 

requirements of my program.  I will also use the data from this study to write academic 

papers on teacher identity and professional development.  These papers will be submitted 

to academic journals for publication and to academic conferences for presentation.  I 

would like to use the data from this study for my future writings on teacher identity and 

teacher development. 

In order to go forward with your participation the first step is to indicate your 

interest to participate in the study by signing the attached Informed Consent Form.  There 

are two copies:  please keep one copy for your records.   

Thank you for your willingness to be involved and I look forward to working 

together.  If you have any questions, contact me directly.  Stassi Anderson 

(stassi.anderson@mercer.edu.) or 404-931-1559. For information regarding the rights of 

a participant in a Mercer University study, contact the Mercer University Office for 

Research Protections at ______________or irb@bc.edu.  

 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Stassi Anderson 

PhD Candidate 

mailto:stassi.anderson@mercer.edu
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APPENDIX B 

LETTER OF INVITATION                                                                                                                 

 

Please read the attached Letter of invitation and the Participant’s Informed Consent Form 

carefully.  This informed consent form is to ensure that you understand the purpose of 

this research study and the nature of your participation.  The Letter of Invitation, the 

Participant’s Informed Consent Form, and a follow up meeting before signing the 

Consent Form must provide sufficient information so that you are in an informed position 

to decide whether you wish to participate in this research study. There are no penalties of 

any sort, regardless of your decision.  Your participation is voluntarily. 

Name: ______________________________________________ (Please print) 

I have read the description of the research study I the attached Letter of Invitation and I 

understand the conditions of my participation and the commitment it requires. My 

signature indicated that I agree to participate in the research study entitled, “An 

Autoethnography Inquiry into an African American, Class-Based Perspective in 

Educational Delivery”. 

Signature:   ____________________________________________ 

Date: _________________________________________________ 

Please indicate the email (if any) you would like me to use. 

Email address: ______________________________________ 

Please indicate a mailing address where the transcripts and the final results of the study 

can be sent. 

Mailing Address:  ____________________________________________ 
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