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 This dissertation uses ethnographic data to trace the educational processes and 

meanings pertaining to whiteness and white students in a predominately minority 

middle school.  White students in this setting derived some advantages from their 

race, especially in discipline and classroom interactions.  Advantages of whiteness 

depended largely on how others interpreted this characteristic, however.  Teachers’ 

race composed a key factor in how they approached and perceived white students.  

Black teachers tended to link whiteness in this context to middle-class status, while 

white teachers tended to view these white students as poor and unfortunate.  In the 

youth peer culture, whiteness was not perceived as desirable, and many white 

students tried to distance themselves from stereotypical whiteness by connecting to 

minority peers and the predominately minority neighborhood.  To conclude, I propose 

that whiteness should be viewed as a hegemonic system that marginalizes non-whites 

as well as whites who do not reflect the hegemonic ideal.  I propose several ways 

schools can counteract the reproduction of hegemonic white privilege in education.  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction and Research Design 

 

In October 2002, the television program 60 Minutes broadcast a story about 

education.  Part of this story was filmed at a predominately racial/ethnic minority 

school.  When the camera panned across one of the classrooms of this school, all the 

students in the shot appeared African American or Latino – except one.  In the very 

front of this classroom, surrounded by students of color, sat one white boy with 

blonde hair.  White students such as this boy, who currently attend predominately 

minority urban schools across the U.S., are often seen as anomalies and subsequently 

glossed over in the media, as well as in academic work.  However, I argue that we can 

learn much more from focusing on, rather than ignoring, these students.  Specifically, 

they present an especially interesting case for exploring how race and social class 

intersect to structure educational advantages.  Many argue that schools and teachers 

tend to implicitly or unwittingly favor white students over students of other 

racial/ethnic backgrounds (e.g., Delpit, 1995; Fine, Weis, Powell, and Wong, 1997; 

McIntyre, 1997; see Ferguson, 1998, for a review).  But do white students still receive 

such educational advantages within predominately poor and predominately 

racial/ethnic minority schools? 

This dissertation, based on nearly two school years of research in a 

predominately racial/ethnic minority school (less than 5 percent white), addresses this 
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question.  During my period of observation in the school, which I call Matthews 

Middle School (a pseudonym, as are all names related to this research setting), I often 

saw classrooms such as the one described above, composed mostly of African 

American and Latino students with just one or two white students.  Rather than 

overlooking these students, however, I chose to focus my study on them.  As our 

school system continues to remain segregated by race, with white students and black 

students the least likely to go to school together (Reardon and Yun, 2001; Reardon, 

Yun, and Eitle, 2000), white youth who live in a predominately minority area and 

attend school in that area are certainly not typical.  However, I think that examining 

this extraordinary case provides a unique platform to explore why, exactly, white 

students in general tend to have so many educational advantages, such as high test 

scores and high educational attainment (see Feagin, Orum, and Sjoberg, 1991, for a 

discussion of the value of case studies and exceptional cases).  We know that white 

students often enjoy the advantages of living in wealthy, suburban, safe areas, and 

attend schools with similar amenities.  But we do not know what happens to white 

youth who are disconnected from these advantages.  Educational processes, 

interactions, and the very meaning of whiteness might take on very different forms 

for white students who live in a predominately poor, urban, minority area and attend 

school in this area. 

This study of the unique case of white students who attend what many would 

call an “inner city” school has at least four strengths.  First, it provides insight into the 

forms whiteness might take in the future racial landscape, as the numbers of whites 
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nationwide diminish in relation to the numbers of racial/ethnic minorities (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2000).  Second, it shows how white youth experience their race when 

disconnected from the typical structural supports for white advantage, such as 

predominately white schools (in faculty and student body), and access to middle and 

upper class individuals and environments.  Third, it shows how teachers might 

perceive these unusual white students who are disconnected from these advantages.  

Fourth, it explores how other students perceive and interact with white youth in a 

unique situation where they have numerical power over these white students. 

In this study, I tell the stories of students and educators in one predominately 

minority school.  I focus on the few white students in this setting, but incorporate the 

views of many others as well, including teachers, administrators, and non-white 

students.  Virtually all the path-breaking studies of “whiteness” and “white privilege” 

have concentrated on the racial identities of white people, without fully exploring 

how non-whites interact with whites, and interpret the meaning of whiteness.  

Leaving the perspectives of African Americans, Latinos, and Asian Americans out of 

my analysis would simply not make sense because these groups, not whites, 

dominated both student and teacher discourses at Matthews.  Further, focusing on 

individual identities can only say a limited amount about the relations and interactions 

built around racialized meanings.  Thus, although I examine the experiences of 

individual white students, this study is framed as a broader examination of whiteness 

at this school – the meanings and processes associated with being “white” from 

various perspectives. 
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 Studies of race in the lives of white people have argued that they often benefit 

from hidden forms of racial privilege, while failing to recognize or acknowledge this 

privilege (Fine, Weis, Powell, and Wong, 1997; Frankenberg, 1993; Gallagher, 1995; 

McIntosh, [1988] 1996).  These studies of “whiteness” have made a significant shift 

from examining race solely in terms of those classified as racial/ethnic minorities, to 

examining how race functions for those classified as white.  This scholarship argues 

that people tend to construct whiteness as invisible, normative, and separate from and 

implicitly superior to non-whiteness (Dyer, 1997; Lewis, 2001).  In education, many 

argue, the privileging of “whiteness” invariably leads to educational inequality (Fine 

et al., 1997; Delpit, 1995).  In the next section I discuss this inequality, and how the 

present study of numerical minority white students can help explain it, and perhaps 

work to overcome it. 

 
Educational Inequality 
 
Education is often considered the primary vehicle for the disadvantaged to achieve 

upward mobility.  Policy makers argue over the best ways to expand educational 

opportunities in order to alleviate social inequality.  Parents stress to their children the 

value of education in “getting ahead.”  Research in social stratification consistently 

reveals the powerful effects of educational attainment on occupational attainment.  

However, such frequent invocations of education’s potential to advance social 

equality often mask the bleak reality of continuing and severe stratification in 

educational opportunities and outcomes.  Although complicated, racial and ethnic 

minority, poor, and working class students still tend to fall within the lower levels of 
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educational achievement and attainment.  Below, I describe the reality of racial 

stratification in primary and secondary schooling, and what this means for the 

examination of white advantages in education. 

 Racial disparities currently appear along many standard measures of 

achievement and attainment.  In the year 2000, the high school dropout rate was 27.8 

percent for Latinos, 13.1 percent for African Americans, and 6.9 percent for whites 

(U.S. Department of Education, 2001).  In 1999, 32 percent of whites twenty-five or 

older had attained a bachelors degree, versus 15.8 percent of African Americans and 

10.4 percent of Latinos (U.S. Department of Education, 1999).  Black and Latino 

students continue to score substantially lower than white and Asian American 

students on various standardized tests, including those that decide college admission 

and advancing to the next grade (Jencks and Phillips, 1998).  Following general 

patterns of residential segregation, black and Latino youth are more likely to attend 

public schools in racially segregated, high poverty areas, while white youth are more 

likely to attend schools in more affluent areas (Orfield, 1996; Massey and Denton, 

1993).  Predominately minority schools tend to have lower overall test scores, less 

advanced placement course offerings, more special education students, and higher 

dropout rates than predominately white schools (Orfield, 1996). 

 Although they are only one way of measuring achievement, I will elaborate on 

standardized test scores as one example of racial disparities in academic performance. 

Test scores have become increasingly important for deciding educational funding and 

assessing student course placement and grade retention.  The recent education bill, 
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“No Child Left Behind,” is working to establish the annual testing of students in most 

grade levels, and threatens to hold schools “accountable” for poor student 

performance on these tests.  In addition, scores on aptitude tests tend to be positively 

correlated with adult earnings, even among individuals of different races (Jencks and 

Phillips, 1998).  For these reasons, many people concerned with inequality in 

education discuss the persistent racial disparities in test scores, often called a “gap” 

(Hedges and Nowell, 1999; Jencks and Phillips, 1998). 

 Although Latinos tend to score lower on tests than whites and Asian 

Americans, the largest and most documented test score gap is between black and 

white students.  This gap has narrowed since 1965, but at an increasingly slower rate 

(Hedges and Nowell, 1999, National Assessment of Educational Progress, 2000).  A 

recent analysis by Hedges and Nowell (1999) using a host of surveys and tests finds 

that racial differences persist even when accounting for social class factors, and 

especially within the highest levels of the score distribution. 

 Sociologists have developed several explanations for racial disparities in test 

scores.  In 1966, James Coleman and colleagues conducted a comprehensive study of 

inequality in education.  They found racial differences in test scores similar to those 

observed today.  Although they found that most students attended segregated schools, 

they did not attribute the gap to the disparity in curricula and resources between these 

schools.  Rather, they argued that background factors, such as parents’ education and 

involvement, family structure, and individual and neighborhood-level poverty 

explained most of the achievement disparity.  These factors were especially important 
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when appearing in the general makeup of the student body: the background of other 

students in the school was the most significant factor in influencing the success of any 

one student.  Largely for this reason, Coleman et al. suggested that greater (at least 

school level) integration would improve the academic situation of minority students. 

 Coleman’s findings continue to spark research and debates.  In support of 

Coleman’s call for integration, studies have found that black students bused to 

predominately white suburban schools often perform better than their peers remaining 

in urban schools (e.g., Schofield, 1989; Wells and Crain, 1997).  However, many take 

issue with Coleman’s conceptualization of why segregated schools matter. Although 

Coleman suggested that funding allocation was not the main issue in achievement 

disparities, analyses of segregated schools show that many predominately minority 

schools do have strained resources such as larger class sizes, larger proportions of 

special needs students, fewer advanced placement offerings, and less motivated 

teachers (e.g., Kozol, 1991).  Further, some claim that Coleman overstated the role of 

social class and family factors. Hedges and Nowell (1999), for example, recently find 

that background characteristics such as social class, family background, and type of 

community (some of the main factors cited by Coleman et al. in perpetuating test 

score disparities) account for approximately one third of the test score gap, but 

certainly not all of it. 

 Findings such as these have led some to attribute the test score disparity to 

racial discrimination (e.g., Hedges and Nowell, 1999: 130).  Critics argue, for 

instance, that most standardized tests are inherently racially biased.  Although 
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purportedly neutral, these tests have been criticized for drawing on cultural elements 

– ways of phrasing sentences, and types of examples used – that stem from a white 

perspective and tend to privilege white test takers (e.g., Delpit 1995).  Discriminatory 

instruments such as these, it is argued, will always produce a racial gap.  Providing 

evidence of discrimination in other school processes that might impact test 

performance, Jeannie Oakes shows that poor children, and especially racial and ethnic 

minority poor, are placed in lower instructional ability groups (often called tracks) in 

greater proportions than middle class and white children.  In studies of several 

racially mixed schools, Oakes finds that white students were disproportionately 

placed in high-track classes (Oakes, 1985; 1995; Oakes, Gamoran, and Page, 1992; 

Oakes, Selvin, Karoly, and Guiton, 1992).  Oakes argues that because of 

discrimination in deciding track placement, white students are more likely to be 

exposed to the more advanced and rigorous courses that could lead to higher test 

scores. 

 Additionally, John Ogbu (1978) argues that African Americans (and other 

“caste-like” minorities such as Latinos and Native Americans) understand the limited 

opportunities available to them in a racially stratified society, and therefore 

purposefully oppose schooling.  Ogbu claims that many black students (in particular) 

develop an “oppositional culture” that defies the impositions of the dominant, white 

culture in various arenas, including schooling.  For instance, in their ethnography of a 

predominately black high school, Fordham and Ogbu (1986) find that high achieving 

black students were derided by their peers for “acting white.”  Academic success was 
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equated with a loss of racial, cultural, and community identity in this context.  In a 

similar study, Signithia Fordham (1988) finds that because of peer pressure, some 

high achieving black youth refused placement in advanced classes, even though 

guidance counselors urged them to take these classes.  Hence, this perspective links 

black underachievement in many instances to the adoption of a black racial and 

cultural identity.  Many black youth assuming this identity see education as white 

dominated and seek to oppose this domination. Their opposition tends to result in low 

levels of achievement, including low test scores. 

These different explanations for the racial achievement gap echo a more 

general debate over the impact of race and social class.  One side argues that this gap 

stems from factors specific to race: discrimination in education based on race, or at 

least the students’ perception of discrimination, which might lead them to oppose 

education.  Another side argues that the disparity stems not from race per se, but from 

racial differences in social class and family background – particularly the lower 

quality schools, higher rates of concentrated poverty, lower levels of parental 

education, and predominance of single-parent families in racial/ethnic minority 

communities.  My study enters this debate by considering a unique case of racial and 

class combination: white students who attend school in the high poverty, 

predominately minority setting of Matthews Middle School.  What are the academic 

experiences of white youth who live in this poor, predominately minority area and 

attend school in this area?  What privileges does their race afford them, if any, in this 
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context?  What sorts of peer-based influences do these students feel vis-à-vis 

achievement, and how do they respond? 

If we follow the racial discrimination argument, we could expect that white 

students in minority schools have certain academic advantages because of their race, 

and probably higher achievement.  By contrast, the class-based argument suggests 

that these whites would have little or no achievement advantage because their class 

situation (both personal and at the school and neighborhood level) is very similar to 

their minority peers.  In some of the few studies to examine the impact of 

predominately minority schools on white achievement, Carl Bankston and Stephen 

Caldas (1996; 2000) find that white standardized test scores decreased as the 

percentage of black students increased (the sample was limited to just blacks and 

whites).  Thus, we might expect that white students in a minority school perform 

lower than whites attending other schools.  However, Bankston and Caldas do not 

examine differences in white and black test scores within predominately minority 

schools.  Thus, we do not know if there might be racial disparities in achievement 

outcomes at these schools.  Whites might perform higher than their minority peers but 

lower than other whites, which could actually support both class and race-based 

arguments.  Further, we know little about the processes that might underlie any 

particular pattern of white achievement in predominately minority schools.  My study 

concentrates especially on these processes, and how they shape the academic 

experiences of white youth at Matthews, whether high achieving, or not. 
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This manuscript will examine the experiences of white youth in a racial/ethnic 

minority school in depth.  Although this research idea emerges from the debate over 

race and class in education, it will not attempt to isolate race from class effects.  

Instead, I attempt to show how race and class intertwine in the academic experiences 

of white students in minority schools.  The processes analyzed reveal much 

complexity in the experiences of white students in this predominately minority 

setting.  The advantages gained by these students depended on several factors, 

including their particular interactive style, how different teachers perceived them, and 

how other students perceived and interacted with them.  These factors stemmed 

largely from perceptions of race and social class as inter-related, rather than distinct, 

concepts.   

I take the view that in assessing a person’s social advantages or disadvantages 

in any field, including education, one should consider how their ascribed 

characteristics combine and interrelate, not just differ, in affecting their social 

standing.  Thus, in considering the experiences of white students this racial/ethnic 

minority school, I attempt to examine racial and class situations in ways that account 

for simultaneity, interaction, and complexity.  In the next section I discuss the 

theoretical grounding for this focus in more detail, drawing on the work of Patricia 

Hill Collins in particular.  I will begin this discussion with a general review of the 

debate over race and social class.  I will then argue that these concepts must be 

viewed simultaneously and understood within particular contexts.  Finally, I discuss 

 11



 

the role of the context in perpetuating race and class-based advantages, and the 

particular question of white students in predominately minority school settings.  

 

Race and Social Class 

The debate in education over the relative impact of race and class follows a larger 

debate over these issues throughout racial and ethnic studies.  In its most recent 

sociological incarnation, this discussion stems from William Julius Wilson’s (1980) 

assertion that currently, for the first time in U.S. history, African American life 

chances are determined less by race and more by social class.  Wilson traces a history 

of race relations in the U.S. from the antebellum period, and argues that after World 

War II political and structural changes occurred that forged a transition from race-

based to class-based inequality.  Previous to this period, African Americans as a 

group suffered from oppression based on race – e.g. slavery and Jim Crow 

segregation.  But the dismantling of state enforced racial exclusion brought about 

through the civil rights movement, and culminating in affirmative action policies, 

extended unprecedented opportunities to African Americans.  Wilson argues that only 

a few upwardly mobile black people were able to take full advantage of these 

policies, leaving behind a vast group of black poor.  Thus, he argues, discrimination 

based on race per se has declined in significance, having virtually no bearing on the 

economic situation of middle-class African Americans.  Rather, the oppression 

experienced by most black people stems primarily from their class background, and 
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this class oppression is especially egregious for the burgeoning and increasingly 

isolated black urban poor (Wilson, 1987; 1991). 

 Wilson’s controversial argument launched a host of empirical, primarily 

quantitative, studies aimed at measuring the relative effects of race and social class, 

usually on earnings (notable recent examples include: Cancio, Evans and Maume, 

1996; Conley, 1999; Sakamoto and Tzeng, 1999).  This research isolates distinctive 

“effects” of race and class in order to achieve a more nuanced perception of the 

precise impact of these characteristics on certain outcomes.  However, the abstraction 

of these concepts from each other has tended to obscure their linkages and 

intersections.  Ignoring these combinations of race and class not only fails to describe 

how individuals experience them, it also conceals areas of intersection which could 

actually shed light on a more complex power dynamic, in which race and class (as 

well as gender) combine within certain contexts to create various and sometimes 

unexpected sets of privilege and disadvantage.  

 Patricia Hill Collins (1990; 1998) has developed a theory of power dynamics 

that emphasizes complexity in the construction of race, class, and gender-based 

oppression.  Collins begins her theory through a critique of what she terms “additive 

models” of oppression, and their inability to understand the experiences of black 

women.  These models (exemplified by, for instance, the race/class debate) insist on 

an either/or view of oppression: an individual must experience oppression because of 

their race or their gender or their class background.  Typically, one of these modes of 

oppression is seen as more disempowering, and therefore more important in analytical 
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and policy focus than the others.  But considering the unique position of black women 

who share race and gender oppression, Collins argues, requires a theory that views 

“distinctive systems of oppression as part of one overarching structure of 

domination,” what she later calls a “matrix of domination” (Collins, 1990: 222, 225).  

Collins’ (1990: 225) system replaces an “either/or” view of power with a “both/and” 

view, in which particular individuals and groups can simultaneously act as oppressor 

and oppressed.  According to Collins (1990:225), “in this system, for example, white 

women are penalized by their gender but privileged by their race.”   

 According to an individual’s particular position within this matrix of 

interlocking modes of oppression, they experience a distinctive degree of power or 

domination relative to the position of others.  This conceptualization of power allows 

one to view race, class, and gender simultaneously, as interwoven through a complex 

pattern of privileges and disadvantages.  Returning to our discussion of the race 

versus class debate, then, one should not attempt to isolate race and class as distinct 

effects or processes, but rather look at how and under what circumstances they act in 

combination.  Jay MacLeod takes such a view of race and class in his ethnography 

Ain’t No Makin’ It ([1987] 1995).  MacLeod follows two groups of boys from the 

same impoverished neighborhood, the mostly white “Hallway Hangers” and the 

mostly black “Brothers.”  MacLeod finds that the Brothers were more devoted to the 

“American dream,” had higher aspirations, and put more effort into school than the 

Hangers.  Yet, in a follow up study of the boys in their adulthood, MacLeod (1995: 

247) finds that the Brothers were only “marginally better off” in terms of employment 
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than the Hangers.  This indicates that the African American Brothers experienced 

racial discrimination in the job market not faced by the white Hangers.  But MacLeod 

cautions that such evidence of racial discrimination should not extend to a conclusion 

that race is more important than class.  Rather the study simply provides evidence, 

because of the relative employment success of the white Hangers, that groups and 

individuals can be simultaneously disadvantaged by their class but privileged by their 

race.  According to MacLeod (1995: 248), “race and class (along with gender) are 

interwoven in variable patterns and the resultant geometry is complex.  Class and race 

work simultaneously, and each can magnify or mitigate the effects of the other.”  In 

other words, one’s class position can alter the effects of their racial position, and vice 

versa. 

 Although they represent significant advances in our understanding of how 

contemporary social power operates, both Collins and MacLeod still use language 

that constructs race, class, and gender as distinctive effects.  For Collins a white 

woman is advantaged in terms of race but disadvantaged in terms of gender.  For 

MacLeod a poor white man is advantaged in terms of race and gender, but 

disadvantaged in terms of class.  This language obscures what lies at the heart of their 

own both/and conceptions of power, namely that within areas of overlap different 

axes of oppression can fundamentally alter one another.  Positions of intersection 

represent not only where one might be simultaneously advantaged and disadvantaged, 

but where we might suspect the existence of an entirely unique position whose status 

in the power structure we could not necessarily infer from our knowledge of the 
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particular intersecting modes of oppression.  For example, a white woman not only 

has the privilege of race and the oppression of gender, but her race fundamentally 

affects the way her gender is socially perceived (and vice versa).  This could be 

compared to an interaction effect in statistical terminology: sometimes two variables, 

when combined, produce an effect one would not suspect based solely on the additive 

effects of these variables.  For instance, we might suspect black men and boys to 

experience racial oppression, but gender advantage.  This might be true in many 

circumstances, but in education for example, African American males demonstrate 

higher drop out rates and lower overall educational attainment than African American 

females (National Urban League, 2000).  Similarly, the particular combination of 

blackness and masculinity instills stereotypical fear in many, creating negative 

interactions for many black men with strangers, store proprietors, and the police 

(Anderson, 1990; Feagin, 1991; Feagin and Sikes, 1994).  This association of 

blackness with dangerous masculinity even pertains to young black boys, who often 

receive harsh and strict discipline in school (Dance, 2002; Ferguson, 2000).  Black 

women and girls, by contrast, tend to provoke less fear, thereby experiencing less 

negativity in interactions with strangers, the police, or school officials (Anderson, 

1990; Grant, 1984).  In these examples, it seems that the particular combination of 

blackness and masculinity creates a unique social position whose effects do not 

necessarily logically follow from our knowledge of gender and racial oppression in 

general. 
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This is not meant to suggest that black men somehow experience more 

discrimination than black women, but rather that blackness in this instance can shape 

masculinity such that it becomes almost disadvantageous in certain settings.  

Research suggests that race also seems to shape the way social class is perceived.  Joe 

Feagin (1991) reports that several middle-class African Americans he interviewed 

complained of situations where white strangers assumed they were lower-class solely 

because of their skin color.  Similarly, Joleen Kirschenman and Kathryn Neckerman 

(1991) find that inner city employers in Chicago frequently confounded race, class, 

and residential location in their assessment of job applicants.  Based on these 

interviews, many employers immediately perceived black (and to some extent Latino) 

applicants as lower-class, inner-city residents, and therefore undesirable workers.  

Black applicants would have to somehow signal to these employers that they did not 

belong to these class-based categories; something not required of white applicants 

(Kirschenman and Neckerman, 1991: 231).  In contrast to blackness, whiteness 

immediately connoted a middle-class, suburban resident, and therefore a desirable 

worker. 

 

Whiteness and Social Class 

The above examples all describe situations in which blackness has affected the 

perception of gender and class, and in one example, how whiteness can affect the 

perception of class.  But how does social class affect perceptions of race and gender?  

Social class is arguably less visible than race and gender, but it can have its 
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distinctive markings.  Few sociological studies exist on this subject, but the common 

Brazilian phrase “money lightens,” referring to the effects of class on race, seems 

relevant here.  Perhaps achieving a lofty class standing, or coming from such a 

standing, makes one seem lighter skinned, or whiter.  Obversely, perhaps having a 

low class standing makes one seem less “white.”  Recent historical studies have 

shown that groups we now consider indisputably white, such as the Jews and the 

Irish, were once considered ambiguously white at best (Brodkin, 1998; Ignatiev, 

1995; Roediger, 1991).  This ambiguity stemmed largely from the predominately 

working-class, immigrant status of members of these groups during the particular 

historical periods of their greatest influx.  Through gaining social, political, and 

cultural power (achieved in part by distancing themselves both socially and spatially 

from African Americans), along with the loss of salient ethnic characteristics in the 

second generation, members of these groups became unequivocally white. 

Although the history of many white ethnics demonstrates a journey from the 

margins to the center of whiteness, many whites continue to occupy the outskirts of 

this racial category.  Poor whites, sometimes referred to as “white trash,” historically 

and presently represent to the popular imagination an anomalous, “polluted” form of 

whiteness (Foley, 1997; Hartigan, 1997; Newitz and Wray, 1997).  The eugenics 

movement popular in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in the U.S. 

directed its primary concern onto poor whites, fearing that these “inferior” whites 

might eventually corrupt the white gene pool (Foley, 1997; Graves, 2001; Zuberi, 

2001).  In some cases, zealots even called for sterilization of poor whites to end the 
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progression of what they considered “bad genes” (Foley, 1997; Rafter, 1992).  

Although such fanaticism has thankfully ended, John Hartigan (1997) shows that it 

remains popular to invoke the term “white trash” to indicate an aberrant, backward, 

and lowly form of whiteness.  Thus, it seems that class standing has the ability to 

shape the perception of whiteness.  It is not only that a lower class white person might 

be privileged by their race and deterred by their class, but that class standing (in the 

case of “white trash” perhaps coupled with Southern origin) shades the particular 

projection of whiteness.  For example, because he found that many poor white 

sharecroppers in Texas were considered substantially less than white, historian Neil 

Foley deems this group “off-whites.” 

Thus, it appears that class background can shade whiteness, and that whites 

can have different degrees of white privilege.  In his ethnography of poor, inner city 

whites in Detroit, Hartigan (1999) makes this point by demonstrating that these 

whites seemed to have few racial advantages over their minority neighbors.  Largely 

because of their residential and social proximity to urban African Americans, the 

white “hillbillies” (so called because of their Appalachian origins) Hartigan lived 

with saw racial categories as blurry rather than distinct.  In a discussion of racial 

differences, for instance, one of these urban hillbillies claimed that “there’s about a 

hundred shades of white,” and that “we’re all colored” (Hartigan, 1999: 116).  It 

appears these impoverished inner city whites saw racial categories as existing along a 

continuum, and placed themselves somewhere between whiteness and blackness on 

this scale.  Hartigan’s analysis, along with many historical studies of whiteness, 

 19



 

shows how this concept shifts across contexts and across time, and how it interacts 

with other characteristics such as class and gender in developing its meaning (see 

also, Brodkin, 1998; Ignatiev, 1995; Newitz and Wray, 1997; Roediger, 1991).   

Recent ethnographic work in education by Pamela Perry (2002) has also 

explored this complexity and malleability of whiteness.  Perry studies white youth 

identity at two California high schools, one predominately white, the other 

predominately minority (12 percent white).  At the predominately white school, white 

students did not often question their race, and when they did, they tended to see it as a 

disadvantage (see also, Gallagher, 1995).  At the predominately minority school, by 

contrast, Perry finds that white students are more aware of their whiteness, and even 

tended to see how race creates advantages for them and disadvantages for others.  

Based on this evidence, Perry concludes that identities of white youth become more 

complex and visible the more they interact with racial/ethnic minority youth.  This 

interaction influences them to see their race from the perspective of others, and 

exposes it as a source of advantage. 

The comparison between white students in these two schools is somewhat 

sophistic, however, because the predominately minority school actually served as an 

arts magnet school.  Thus, this school might well have attracted white students who 

had progressive and liberal views of race and racial politics at the outset.  We do not 

know if these students’ attitudes in favor of affirmative action, for instance, stem 

primarily from contact with racial/ethnic minority youth, or primarily from pre-

existing political worldviews that allowed them to choose this particular school in the 
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first place.  Selection effects compose a thorny methodological issue when studying 

magnet schools, making it difficult to compare these schools to schools that do not 

attract certain students, and difficult to isolate the precise impact of the school 

context.   

In my view, Perry’s primary contribution lies not in the area of racial 

attitudes, but in demonstrating the complexity of whiteness in minority contexts more 

generally (which she states at the outset is the main concern of her study).  She shows 

that whiteness was not normative and unquestioned in the predominately minority 

school setting, and this mitigated the blind acceptance of privilege for white youth, 

especially in the peer culture of the school.  However, as Perry notes, the tracking 

system of the predominately minority school still over-represented white students in 

higher academic tracks, which she describes as visibly striking.  According to this 

finding, schooling processes, even in the predominately minority context, contributed 

to the repositioning of whiteness as dominant and normative in the academic arena.  

   Perry’s study suggests that white students may still gain educational 

advantages even in predominately minority schools.  However, because her study, 

like others of whiteness, concentrates on racial identity formation among white 

individuals, it does not explore these organizational advantages in detail.  We know 

little about how teachers perceive these white students, for example, or how these 

students interact with teachers and non-white students in classroom situations.  

Further, as Perry states, the white youth (along with most of the racial/ethnic minority 

youth) in her study were middle-class.  Further exploration could be made into the 
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complexity of whiteness regarding how it intersects with poor or working-class status 

in educational settings.  However, Perry’s study provides a valuable springboard from 

which to examine the role of context in constructions of whiteness and white 

advantages in schooling, which I discuss below.    

 

Context 

As I have discussed using the example of “whiteness,” historical and spatial context 

appears crucial to the formation of meanings and outcomes related to race, class, and 

gender.  This coincides with Collins’ (1990:225) theory, which emphasizes the 

importance of context in activating particular interactions of 

advantaged/disadvantaged relationships.  According to this perspective, the particular 

social milieu can influence whether an individual’s group membership will tend to 

place them in the role of empowered, disempowered, or both.  For instance, whether 

one constitutes a numerical minority in a certain setting can alter power relations.  For 

women (Kanter, 1977) and African Americans (Jackson, Thoits, and Taylor, 1995) in 

many occupations, for instance, having “token” status can cause psychological 

distress and hinder advancement.  Jackson, Thoits and Taylor (1995) find that such 

stress did not occur for black workers in predominately black occupations.  Token 

status is not always deleterious for certain outcomes, however.  In terms of academic 

achievement at least, urban African American youth who attend predominately white, 

suburban schools show greater achievement gains and greater likelihood of going on 

to college than their peers remaining in inner city schools (Wells and Crain, 1997).    

 22



 

For individuals ordinarily privileged by their group membership, we might 

expect that situations where they constitute a numerical minority could mitigate their 

status.  However, Christine Williams (1995) finds that many male tokens in 

predominately female occupations experience an almost exaggerated male privilege.  

The salience of their gender in these contexts actually proved an asset to these men, 

pushing them to the highest status jobs in their fields.  Thus, although members of 

disempowered groups such as women and/or minorities might suffer from being 

numerical minorities in certain settings, men (members of a powerful group) seem to 

thrive in these roles.  These findings raise the question of whether the same would 

hold true for members of other powerful groups.  Would whites, for instance, reap the 

benefits of a magnified white privilege within a predominately minority context?   

Perry’s research suggests that minority white students might indeed enjoy 

such benefits in school settings, but as I stated, the processes of such potential 

advantages have not been fully explored.  In the case Williams observes, formal 

organizations, specifically traditionally female occupations, compose the context.  In 

such organizations, one must remain aware not only of the numerical dispersion of 

minority and majority groups, but also how the rules and processes of decision 

making shape individual experiences.  Further, one must consider not only the 

perceptions of those who compose the numerical minority, but also those who, in 

such situations, compose the majority that now has numerical power.  For example, 

Williams finds that the perceptions and actions of many women vis-à-vis masculinity 
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in predominately female occupations often aided the advantages of men in these 

fields.      

 

Educational Context and this Study 

Like the occupational arena, educational organizations also operate under formal and 

informal processes of decision making, which influence and shape student 

experiences.  Examining “whiteness” in these contexts should consist not only in 

probing white identities, but also examining how organizational procedures and other 

people’s perceptions construct particular ideas about being white, and correspond to 

the treatment of those considered white.  This view frames race in the lives of white 

people not as something that inheres in individuals, but as a social construction 

largely dependent on institutional processes and group meanings.  For the purposes of 

this study, I define “whiteness” as a system of racialized meanings and patterns of 

interaction that pertain to those considered “white.”  Through this study, I examine 

these meanings and interactions as they intersect with social class and gender within a 

predominately minority educational context.  I concentrate less on the internal 

attitudes and identities of individual white students, and more on how whiteness 

becomes enacted in this setting.  I focus on three areas of this enactment: school 

disciplinary procedures, teachers’ perceptions of students, and student relationships 

and interactions with each other.  Next, I describe the methodological design for 

studying this complex of processes and meanings at Matthews Middle School.         
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RESEARCH DESIGN 

The design of this research uses a case-study approach.  Case studies are especially 

suited to examining social processes within a particular context (Feagin, Orum, and 

Sjoberg, 1991).  Because the experiences of white students in predominately minority 

schools remain relatively unexplored and unique, I chose to locate this study in a 

single school to develop a fine-grained analysis that can illuminate this situation, and 

provide a rich basis for subsequent research.  My focus on white students in this 

predominately minority school constitutes a “unique” or “exceptional” case (Bettie, 

2002; Williams, 1991).  Looking at this unique case can highlight how the meanings 

and advantages of whiteness might vary according to institutional and neighborhood 

context.  This can provide further insight into the precise mechanisms which support 

white privilege and advantages in education overall.   

In my view, three general levels of social reality deserve attention in this case 

study.  The first can be called the structural or organizational level.  This refers to the 

types of formal (as well as informal) rules and procedures that govern and shape 

students’ schooling experiences.  Patterns of institutional academic procedures, such 

as patterns of test scores and ability grouping, would fall under this level of analysis.  

Individuals within this school structure compose another level of focus.  This level 

refers to an individual’s race, class, and gender, as well as their identities, attitudes, 

and aspirations (as often related to, but not necessarily caused by, their race, class, 

and gender), and how these might shape adaptations to organizational constraints.  

For instance, different students might resist or comply with institutional mechanisms 
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of privilege or disadvantage.  This does not negate the influence of organizational 

procedures and mechanisms on a student’s performance, however.  This structural 

apparatus persists in patterning opportunities for students despite their possible 

opposition.  Further, in some cases what students view as “resistance” might actually 

quell their chances to succeed, and reinforce race and class stratification (see Ogbu, 

1978; Willis, 1977). 

 A third level consists of continuing face to face interaction.  This level 

describes relationships between different individuals, as well as the interface between 

individuals and the institution.  How teachers develop an understanding of students’ 

strengths and weaknesses through their continued interactions with students and each 

other, for example, would relate to this level.  How students develop understandings 

of race, class, and gender vis-à-vis schooling and academic performance also pertains 

to this interactional level (Fordham and Ogbu, 1986; Eckert, 1989).  

Although the individual and the organizational both constitute vital influences 

on interaction, the interactional level is not reducible to one or both of these factors.  

Face to face interaction really composes the cornerstone at which individual and 

institutional pressures meet, and find resolution.  This resolution is never absolute, 

but changes through continuing negotiation.  Hence, student academic experiences 

might relate to a host of factors, such as parental involvement, teacher perceptions, 

student perceptions, and ability groupings to name a few.  Although all such 

influences might seemingly inhere just within individuals or schools, they also 

emerge and change through a process of ongoing interaction (Blumer, 1969).  Thus, 
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interaction represents the intersection of individuals with the organization, and with 

each other.  In this study I focus especially on this level of social reality because I 

intend to describe and analyze the collective development of meanings relating to 

race, class, gender, neighborhood location, and schooling. 

My research design employs an ethnographic approach, which can be defined 

as “the study of groups and people as they go about their daily lives” (Emerson, Fretz, 

and Shaw, 1995: 1).  In this study, these groups consist primarily of students, 

teachers, and administrators going about their lives in the context of a particular 

school.  Although much research underscores the importance of extra-school 

processes in parenting and home life on educational dynamics (e.g., Lareau, 1987; 

2002), I focus primarily on the school environment here.  This should not indicate 

that I view home life as insignificant to education, but that I have simply chosen to 

concentrate on a few of the many stories enacted within the immediate setting of the 

school (as I discuss in Appendix A, I could not even capture all of these).  This 

ethnography uses intensive participant observation and in-depth interviews, as well as 

school documents and achievement test results, to understand the roles of the 

organization, the individual, and interaction in the experiences of white students in a 

predominately minority educational setting.   

 

Site 

The site for this case study is a predominately minority middle school located in a 

low-income area of a large Texas city.  As I have stated, I call this school Matthews 
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Middle School.  According to school records when I began research at the school 

(2000-2001), Matthews’ student body was 47 percent African American, 40 percent 

Hispanic, 9 percent Asian, and 4 percent White, with 60 percent of its students 

receiving free or reduced price lunch (Tables 1.1 and 1.2 show key characteristics of 

the school during both years of my study).1  The faculty of Matthews was roughly 

two-thirds African American and one-third white, and the principal was an African 

American woman.  The school experienced a rather rapid demographic change during 

the 1980’s when the white student population, once an overwhelming majority, 

declined steadily.  During my observation period the student body had only a handful 

of white students, around 40-50 each year I conducted fieldwork.  I describe the 

school context and history of Matthews in greater detail in Chapter 2. 

Table 1.1. Student Characteristics for Matthews Middle School, 2000-
2001 

  
Race and Economic Background Percentage of Student 

Body 
  

African-American 47%
  

Hispanic (Latino) 40%
  

Asian/Pacific Islander 9%
  

White  4%
  

Economically 
Disadvantaged 

60%

  
Note: Figures have been rounded 
Source: Texas Education Agency, http://www.tea.state.tx.us 
                                                           
1 I use the names of racial categories as defined by school records. Throughout this 
manuscript, I alternate between African American and Black, Hispanic and Latino, 
and Asian and Asian American for readability and because educators and students at 
the school alternated between these terms.  
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Table 1.2. Student Characteristics for Matthews Middle School, 2001-
2002 

  
Race and Economic Background Percentage of Student 

Body 
  

African-American 46%
  

Hispanic (Latino) 43%
  

Asian/Pacific Islander 7%
  

White  3%
  

Economically 
Disadvantaged 

66%

  
Note: Figures have been rounded 
Source: Texas Education Agency, http://www.tea.state.tx.us 
 

Matthews constituted an ideal site for the study of white students in 

predominately minority schools for several reasons.  First, whites composed a 

numerical minority, but still had significant enough numbers for me to observe and 

get to know many different white students, as well as allow for the quantitative 

reporting of achievement test results.  Second, this school included a sizeable number 

of not only black students, but also Latino and Asian American students.  As 

reviewed above, much of the literature on the race/class debate and educational 

stratification focuses on black people and white people.  Although still the most 

polarized racial/ethnic groups in terms of achievement, this black/white focus 

downplays the recent growth of Latino and Asian American students in schools 

nationwide.  Looking solely at whites and blacks seems narrow given this 

demographic reality.  Thus, this study will also compare whites to Latinos and 
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Asians.  Matthews provides an opportunity to expand the study of white educational 

advantages beyond a black/white dichotomy, to reflect the reality of increasing 

diversity in the U.S. educational system, and society in general. 

 Third, middle school is an interesting and important transition period in a 

young person’s academic trajectory.  When students transition from elementary to 

middle school they encounter a new school with new teachers, new schedules and 

new organizational procedures.  These organizational practices often include 

stratification procedures not typically encountered in elementary school, such as 

formal tracking and course sequencing (Dauber, Alexander, and Entwisle, 1996: 291; 

Stevenson, Schiller and Schneider 1994: 187).  During this time, some students and 

parents learn the new school procedures and forge amicable relationships with 

teachers and administrators, paving the road to future academic success.  At the same 

time, others may fall behind.  Further, many high schools rely heavily on middle 

school ability group placement to determine high school placement (Gamoran, 1992).  

This suggests that once a student is assigned to “honors” courses in middle school, 

they should continue on an advanced track in high school, and those not considered 

honors students in middle school will have difficulty moving up to advanced high 

school placement.  Thus, academic stratification procedures which structure future 

academic opportunities and performance are in their formative stages in middle 

school.  By focusing on a middle school, I can closely examine how these procedures 

initially steer students toward particular academic paths. 
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 Fourth, and most practically, the Annenberg Foundation for school reform 

facilitated my entrée to the school.  The Annenberg Foundation provides funds to 

impoverished schools and asks them to implement certain educational reforms and 

produce reliable data documenting progress, while remaining open to outside research 

evaluation.  My research proceeded under the auspices of a large-scale study of 

Annenberg reform efforts, including many school sites and many researchers.  This 

study encouraged compliance from participating schools, and provided Institutional 

Review Board clearance to interview teachers and school administrators.  The process 

of Annenberg reform in this school created a unique context, however, and may have 

shaped the data I collected in a somewhat different way than if I collected this data 

more independently.  I discuss this methodological issue, in addition to issues relating 

to my race, class, gender and social position, as well as the costs and benefits of my 

research strategies, in Appendix A.   

 

Academic Experiences at Matthews 

For this project I study what I call the “academic experiences” of students at 

Matthews Middle School.  I use this term to denote what the students undergo within 

the academic setting, including for instance, their treatment by teachers and 

administrators, their behavior in the classroom, their interaction with peers, and their 

achievement outcomes.  I limit this study to experiences and processes pertinent to 

the academic environment.  It is beyond the scope of this study to examine, for 

instance, individual student’s racial/ethnic identities as such – a popular topic among 
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research on “whiteness.”  However, I do consider these identities, especially the ways 

they become enacted and negotiated through interaction, in so far as they impact the 

academic lives of the students.  Thus, I primarily examine how students experience 

their schooling in this setting, but include a host of factors I find relevant to this 

experience, especially those stemming from race, class, and gender.  

 

Data Collection: Participant Observation and In-depth Interviews 

The primary data sources for this study come from participant observations in the 

school setting, and in-depth interviews with teachers.  During the course of my time 

at Matthews, I observed countless classes, volunteering as a tutor for many of them.  I 

also served as a writing tutor to prepare eighth grade students for the writing portion 

of the state assessment test (I discuss this test in more detail in Chapter 2), both 

during and after school.  I conducted semi-structured interviews with teachers and 

administrators, conversed with most of the teachers, and conversed with and tutored 

many students.  I conducted a student survey that primarily served to assess student 

racial/ethnic identification.  This survey asked students to circle all that apply from 

the following choices (which corresponded school and state racial designations): 

African American/Black; Latino/Hispanic; Asian; White/Anglo; Native American; 

and Other, followed by space for them to write in their own choice.  I attended after 

school activities such as sporting events, club meetings, and various festivals and 

performances.  During my time at the school, most teachers and students became very 

familiar with me.  The principal referred to me as “one of the staff,” and many 
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students knew me as “Mr. Ed,” a college student who was “doing a research project” 

at the school. 

 I typically spent two to three days a week at the school, virtually every week 

of the school year.  The study proceeded, as I mention, over the course of two school 

years, beginning in the fall of 2000.  However, I only visited the school three times 

during the fall of 2000, and started more frequent visits in 2001 until May of that 

year.  These frequent visits continued in the 2001-2002 school year, ending in May 

2002.  During my initial visits, teachers and administrators seemed somewhat 

cautious around me.  As I continued research, this gave way to astonishment that I 

was there so often (one teacher commented when I walked in the front door after 

about three months of frequent visits, “You must love this school – you’re here 

everyday!”).  And finally, around April of 2001 and for most of the 2001-2002 school 

year, teachers and students appeared to grow accustomed to my presence.   

 Much of my time at the school was focused on classroom observation.  When 

not participating as a tutor, I typically took down notes from observations into a small 

notebook as they occurred.  When helping in a class, or if I sensed that my note 

taking might appear obtrusive in a situation, I wrote down notes as soon as possible 

afterwards (see Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw, 1995).  I also wrote down conversations 

with teachers and students in classrooms as soon as possible after they occurred, 

usually in the school library, lunchroom, or my car.  Upon entering classrooms, I 

introduced myself to teachers, explained that I was there to conduct research for my 

dissertation and the Annenberg Foundation, and asked if I could observe.  I made it 
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clear that they should not feel compelled to let me observe, and occasionally some 

would say that they “didn’t feel like it” that day, which I respected.  I generally 

contained my observations to classrooms or school-based activities.  I do not use 

conversations I had with teachers or students outside of classroom situations, or any 

statement prefaced with “off the record” as direct data (see also, Spradley, 1979), 

although such conversations did affect my general thinking.   

Following Spradley (1979), I collected quick, brief jottings of observations in 

my notebook at the site, and later added detail to these when off-site.  Spradley 

suggests maintaining three notebooks as a field researcher, one for a brief 

“condensed” account of observations, another for an “expanded” account of these 

same observations, and a third to record thoughts, hunches, and issues encountered 

during the research process.  I began research with the intent to use these three 

notebooks, but they began to overlap as I proceeded through my fieldwork, partly 

because I had a long commute to the school.  I abandoned the third notebook early on, 

and began to record thoughts, hunches, and issues within my primary field notebook, 

under separate headings.  This was simply easier logistically, and allowed for a 

quicker recording of thoughts when they arose.  Similar to Spradley’s suggestion, 

though, I did continue to keep a condensed account in my primary field notebook, and 

then expanded this account in a computer file. 

I tape-recorded two educator interviews, but because of the uneasiness this 

caused the interviewees, I wrote down the other interviews as I conducted them (I 

conducted 14 formal interviews in all).  These interviews followed a semi-structured 
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format.  I used an interview guide (which appears in Appendix B), but occasionally 

deviated from this guide to pursue topics of particular interest that I did not have 

specific questions for.  I also altered this guide somewhat as I became more 

acquainted with the field, to pursue topics that were particularly meaningful in that 

setting.  However, I did follow the same basic interview schedule with all 

interviewees, especially in the second year of my research, when I conducted the bulk 

of the interviews.  I provided all interviewees with an information sheet/consent form, 

which explained the purpose of the study and their voluntary participation in it (a 

copy of this form also appears in Appendix B).   

All interviews occurred in the teachers’ rooms during their off-periods, and 

lasted about one hour each.  The teachers’ rooms were not ideal locations for privacy, 

as many times students and other teachers interrupted briefly, but I hope these 

locations gave the teachers a more empowering feeling of being on “home turf.”  

When unsure of a statement made during an interview, I asked the respondents for 

clarification.  If I was ultimately unsure about the wording of a statement made to me 

in an interview or that I overheard when observing, I did not record this as a quote.  

Thus, while the quotes provided in this study are not verbatim, they are reasonably 

accurate. 

 

Data Analysis 

I analyzed my data in a similar way to the modified version of the “grounded theory” 

approach (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) advocated by Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw (1995).  
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Grounded theory stresses that a researcher should remain very open when analyzing 

qualitative data, and allow connections and theories to emerge from the data 

themselves, rather than being imputed artificially by the researcher (Glaser and 

Strauss, 1967).  Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw (1995), by contrast, suggest that one 

should remain relatively open to making new discoveries from the data, but caution 

that ethnographers cannot pretend to stand apart from the data they collected.  

Collecting ethnographic data, they contend, constitutes a dialectical process, in which 

ideas developed through data collection shape the way subsequent data are collected.  

Thus, ethnographic data arrive in a way already patterned by the researcher’s biases 

and interests, even if the researcher developed these in the field.  This means that a 

researcher should approach analysis of these data with certain broad themes in mind.   

I coded data in a “focused” way (Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw, 1995), relating to 

key themes that I interpreted as important to race, class, gender, and academic 

experiences at the school.  I entered the field with broad interests in race, class, 

gender and schooling as they related especially to white students in this setting, and 

narrowed this to more specific sub-themes (some of which were completely 

unexpected) after some time in the field.  After data collection, I read through 

fieldnotes and interviews manually, searching for examples that fell within these sub-

themes, and coded them as such.  These themes correspond to the three main analysis 

chapters that appear in this study: discipline in terms of race, class, and gender, 

teachers’ perceptions and interactions with white students, and students’ perceptions 

and interactions regarding white students and “being white.” 
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In my final write-ups of interview and fieldnote excerpts, which appear in the 

remainder of this study, I have occasionally purposefully deleted or obscured certain 

details.  In making these decisions, I had to balance the need to provide necessary 

information about individuals, settings, and situations, against my promise and 

conviction to protect participant confidentiality.  Unless it was absolutely crucial to 

understanding a situation, for example, I have deleted references to the exact subject 

matter taught in a class or by a particular teacher.  Matthews employed about sixty 

teachers, but certain subject areas were small enough that identifying the area would 

all but identify the teacher.  Similarly, because few administrators worked at the 

school, I refer to them as administrators, rather than identifying their particular area 

or title (except with the principal, whose position I found it necessary to identify).  

These decisions have caused me to sacrifice some more precise details in my data 

excerpts, but I attempt to compensate for this by supplying detail in descriptions that 

would not necessarily identify a particular school, classroom, or individual. 

 

Conceptualizing Race, Class, and Gender 

I view race, class, and gender not as characteristics that individuals inherently 

possess, but as socially constructed concepts that guide interaction and are negotiated 

through interaction (Schwalbe, Godwin, Holden, Schrock, Thompson, and Wolkomir, 

2000; West and Fenstermaker, 1995).  This view should not minimize the fact that 

social groups and structures often ascribe these characteristics to individuals in such a 

way that profoundly constrains their actions (see Collins et al., 1995 critique of West 
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and Fenstermaker, 1995).  Rather, this perspective should emphasize the ways that 

inequalities of race, class, and gender emerge from particular contexts by examining 

the day to day “processes that produce and perpetuate (them)” (Schwalbe, et al., 

2000).  In this study, I focus on these processes as they exist within the school 

environment of Matthews.  As I have mentioned, I am most concerned with how 

people in this setting develop meanings relating to race, class, and gender, and react 

to others based on those meanings (see, for example, Blumer, 1969; Mead, [1934] 

1967).  Thus, I focus primarily on how race, class, and gender become enacted and 

articulated through the observable interactions and discourses of the school, not, for 

example, particular individuals’ racial identities or social class backgrounds per se.2 

 The observations I make in this manuscript characterize individual students 

most apparently in terms of race and gender.  Because these concepts are socially 

constructed and context specific, it is problematic to assume that an individual “is” or 

“is not” an African American girl, for instance, without considering the social forces 

prevalent in a particular context that shape such an understanding (Omi and Winant, 

[1986] 1994).  Thus, in most cases, I triangulated my initial impressions of a student’s 

race and gender with teacher perceptions, and my survey of student self reports.  If, 

                                                           
2 I do not intend for this strategy to minimize the important impact of racial identities 
and/or class background, however. I simply think that while much important recent 
research has concentrated on the role of race and class (as well as individual agency) 
in influencing how individuals form identities and orient themselves toward social 
institutions such as education (e.g., Bettie, 2002; Flores-Gonzalez, 2002; Lareau, 
2002), less work has focused on how people within institutions interpret and react to 
these race and class-based formations. 
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after collecting additional data, I changed my perception of the student’s race (this did 

not occur with gender), I will indicate this.  My goal in this process was not to assess 

a student’s “real” race, but to understand students’ and teachers’ standpoints on this 

concept.  I then considered these along with my own perceptions as an 

“outsider/within” (Collins, 1986), which I consider an equally valid standpoint.  Also, 

as the analysis below shows, students actively “performed,” or symbolically 

displayed, race, class, and gender through ongoing interactions (Bettie, 2000; Foley, 

1990; West and Fenstermaker, 1995).  By recording these interactions, I attempt to 

document the use and meaning of these concepts at the school.    

In recent research on youth and education, Julie Bettie (2000; 2002; 2003) 

utilizes the notion of “performance” to conceptualize categories of difference and 

inequality, especially social class.  Bettie distinguishes between how class is 

“performed,” or how individuals actively manage themselves to project a particular 

notion of class (see also, Goffman, 1973), from how class is “performative,” or how 

individuals unconsciously enact certain class-based styles and preferences.  I find this 

notion of social class useful, however I am less concerned than Bettie is with how 

individuals’ perform an identity that diverges from their class-based origins (her 

notion of “performance”).  I view the act of performing a particular identity as 

virtually always stemming from conscious and unconscious forces, and I intend not 

so much to reveal these forces, as to trace the meaning of particular enactments of 

social class within the school setting of Matthews. 
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Because class is arguably less socially visible than race and gender, students 

and educators at Matthews relied especially on interpretations of bodily displays and 

modes of interaction to develop their understandings of others’ social class 

backgrounds.  What I call “street styles” (see also, Dance, 2002; Flores-Gonzalez, 

2002) served as especially important markers of class background, although these 

styles were also inflected with elements of race, gender, and personality.  Students 

and educators at Matthews interpreted these styles as both representative of class 

origin, as well as representative of class aspirations in the form of a student’s 

orientation and attitude towards schooling.  These styles were “performed” by 

particular youth to some extent intentionally and to some extent unintentionally, but 

how others interpreted and reacted to them serves as my primary concern.    

 

THEORETICAL FORMAT AND ORGANIZATION OF CHAPTERS 

In this introductory chapter I have laid out the broad theoretical and methodological 

apparatus for this study.  I assume race, class, and gender to be intertwined and 

context specific modes of advantage and disadvantage, and I intend to trace their 

reproduction and negotiation within this school setting.  This idea, of course, is not 

new, but I hope to convince the reader that the way I demonstrate how these concepts 

shaped and modified each other in influencing the educational experiences of white 

(and non-white) students at Matthews will be.  In each of the analytical chapters 

(Chapters 3, 4, and 5) I utilize concepts stemming from the French theorists Pierre 

Bourdieu and Michel Foucault, the social construction of whiteness, and the symbolic 
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process of social interaction and interpretation.  I will explain these concepts in more 

detail in each of these chapters.  One might ordinarily expect such theories to be 

prominently developed and displayed in the introduction and then applied throughout.  

For my purposes here, however, I only borrow particular elements from such theories, 

and do not wish for them to serve as my absolute guiding framework.   

The following chapter of this manuscript, Chapter 2, provides an overview of 

the historical background and context of the neighborhood and school environment of 

Matthews.  It tells the interesting story of how the school changed from 

predominately white to predominately minority virtually overnight, and how adults at 

the school interpreted these changes.  It also describes the school environment of 

Matthews during my fieldwork.  Chapter 3 analyzes disciplinary procedures at 

Matthews, especially in terms of dress and manners.  I explore how school officials 

tended to view the behaviors of African American girls as not “lady-like” and the 

behaviors of Latino boys as especially threatening.  Members of these groups tended 

to receive strict and persistent discipline in how they conducted themselves.  White 

and Asian American girls and boys, by contrast, tended to be viewed as non-

threatening and gender-appropriate, and most school officials focused less 

disciplinary attention on them.   

Chapter 4 concentrates on how teachers perceived and interacted with the 

white students at Matthews.  I show how perceptions of race, class, and neighborhood 

context combined to influence how teachers reacted to these unique white students.  

Further, the teachers’ racial background appeared to impact their perceptions of these 
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students in counterintuitive ways.  I find that black teachers typically saw white 

students as “middle-class,” and good students.  Most white teachers by contrast, 

interpreted these students as low-income, and unremarkable students – “trailer trash,” 

as one teacher described them.  Whiteness in this predominately minority setting 

represented very different things to these different teachers. 

Chapter 5 examines the meanings and boundaries of whiteness for white 

youth and racial/ethnic minority youth at Matthews.  I explore how white youth at the 

school consistently enacted styles, consciously or unconsciously, that distanced them 

from normative or stereotypical whiteness, using the examples of white students such 

as Lisa, John, and Jackson.  In the peer culture of Matthews, being “white” had few 

advantages for white youth or minority youth.  Thus, white students often, with the 

help of minority students, constructed notions of race that eroded much of the power 

from whiteness, and blurred the boundaries typically separating “whites” and “non-

whites.” 
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Chapter 2 

Matthews Middle School in Historical and Contemporary Context 

 
 
In this chapter I describe the history of Matthews Middle School, and important 

characteristics of this school during the time of my fieldwork.  This context provides 

a crucial framework for understanding the subsequent analyses (Chapters 3, 4, and 5) 

that make up the bulk of this study.  I begin this chapter with a current description and 

historical overview of the neighborhood, and then narrow this to the school itself.  As 

discussed in the Methods section of Chapter 1, I will attempt to provide the reader 

with a sense of the rich historical background and context of the school, but have 

chosen to not identify certain key elements that might compromise confidentiality.  

This chapter utilizes data gained from the U.S. Census, school and district records, 

interviews, and my own observations. 

 
 
The Neighborhood 

Matthews Middle School opened its doors in 1974 on the edge of a large suburban 

school district called Maplewood School District.  Matthews is on the edge of this 

district closest to the central part of a teeming, busy Texas city named Balcones City.  

At the time of my research, the neighborhood around the school consisted largely of 

busy roads, sprawling apartment complexes, and strip malls.  The most evident 

businesses in the area were fast food chain restaurants, convenience stores, liquor 

stores, “all items 99 cents” stores, and a few small local Mexican, Indian-Pakistani, 
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and African food shops.  Although certainly an urban area, the density of the 

neighborhood was uneven, with a scattering of vacant lots interspersed between strip 

malls and multi-level apartments.  The area had no recognizable parks, and evoked 

little sense of serenity.  Two major highways nearby added to the traffic and noise 

level, although few drivers ventured down neighborhood side streets, which wound 

past the relatively old, low-rent apartment complexes and modest, occasionally 

dilapidated houses. 

The neighborhood only recently came to have such urban characteristics.  The 

story of the area surrounding Matthews is one of rapid change throughout the later 

part of the twentieth century.  The Maplewood school district was established in the 

early 1900’s to serve a then small rural community.  Eventually, Balcones City began 

to increase in population and area, and in the later part of the twentieth century much 

of this growth spilled over into Maplewood.  This caused Maplewood to change 

quickly from rural to suburban to urban within a few generations. 

 According to district records, even as late as the early 1970’s, when Matthews 

first opened, the area of Maplewood consisted mostly of farmland and open spaces.  

Many of the multi-lane roads, which at the time of my research overflowed with 

heavy automobile traffic, were still unpaved in the 1970’s.  Urbanization spread 

briskly across Maplewood in the 1980’s however, increasing the density of 

businesses, homes, and traffic, beginning in the area of the Matthews attendance zone 

(the boundary from which Matthews draws its students).  Balcones City incorporated 

the then popular suburban area of Maplewood into the city limits beginning in the late 
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1970’s.  By the early 1980’s, the city expanded bus routes to the area, and developers 

turned the once empty spaces of pastureland into large, low-rent apartment 

complexes.  According to district records, the population of Maplewood almost 

quadrupled from 1970 to 1985.  Seemingly overnight, the area had changed from a 

sleepy patchwork of rural grassland to a bustling urban neighborhood within a 

burgeoning city. 

 Portions of the Maplewood district lying on the outskirts, relatively far away 

from Matthews, still had many “suburban” characteristics at the time of my research, 

such as quiet roads that wove through tree-lined neighborhoods, connecting volumes 

of large, virtually identical houses.  The area surrounding Matthews, by contrast, had 

much more of an “urban” quality, with a density of small businesses (especially 

convenience stores and fast food chains, as I have mentioned) and residences 

connected by busy, multi-lane roads.  Few home-owners remained when I conducted 

fieldwork, and in the year 2000 the area consisted of over 75 percent renter-occupied 

housing (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2000).  As mentioned, the Matthews attendance 

zone lay on the edge of Maplewood closest to the central city area of Balcones City, 

and at the time of my research it appeared as part of a seamless connection of growth 

outward from that city. 

 As many researchers have documented (e.g., Lipsitz, 1995; Massey and 

Denton, 1993; Oliver and Shapiro, 1995), changes in neighborhood racial 

composition tend to accompany metropolitan outgrowth.  The Matthews area was no 

exception to this.  As the area became more urbanized, more minority residents, 
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especially African Americans and Latinos, moved in and more white residents moved 

away.  These racial changes began to take hold in the mid-1980’s and intensified 

through the 1990’s.  Census data from 1990 and 2000 demonstrate these changes 

rather dramatically.  I compared four census tracts that fell approximately within the 

attendance zone of Matthews in 1990 and 2000.3  (Information on the race and 

economic characteristics of each of these tracts appear in Tables 2.1 through 2.6.  I do 

not use the tracts’ actual identification numbers because I do not want to identify the 

area4 ). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
3 The actual tract identification numbers and tract areas changed in these two 
censuses, so I used the Tiger mapping programs available on the Census bureau 
website (www.census.gov) to link the tracts from both censuses to the approximate 
school attendance boundaries. In both cases, some tracts included a small amount of 
area that lay outside the school boundaries. Because of these shortcomings, the data I 
report here should be viewed as just a very rough means of comparison.  
 
4  I realize that a map depicting the census tracts I use with their actual identification 
numbers, along with the school attendance zone, would give this description 
substantially more clarity, and allow the reader to trace and judge its accuracy for 
themselves. However, I have chosen to avoid this in order to ensure the 
confidentiality I promised to the school and my participants, discussed in the 
“Methods” section of Chapter 1.  
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Table 2.1. Race Characteristics for Matthews’ Attendance Zone, 1990 (N=41,912) 
     
  African-American Hispanic (Latino) Asian/Pac. Islander  White 
     

Tract 1990 A 39% 25% 5%   30% 
(N=10,897)     

     
Tract 1990 B 23% 16% 13%   47% 
(N=12,746)     

     
Tract 1990 C 13% 14% 22%   51% 
(N=12,023)     

     
Tract 1990 D 37% 16% 7%   39% 
(N=6,246)     

     
Total  27% 18% 14%   43% 

     
Note: Figures have been rounded.   
Source: U.S. Census Bureau   
 

Table 2.2. Race Characteristics for Matthews’ Attendance Zone, 2000 (N=25,436) 
     
  African- Hispanic Asian/Pac. White  Multi-Racial
  American (Latino) Islander   
     

Tract 2000 A 67% 15% 6% 10%  3% 
(N=6,199)     

     
Tract 2000 B 49% 28% 9% 13%  4% 
(N=7,133)     

     
Tract 2000 C 44% 13% 31% 10%  3% 
(N=2,271)     

     
Tract 2000 D 28% 35% 21% 15%  4% 
(N=9,833)     

     
Total  45% 26% 15% 12%  4% 

     
Note: Figures have been rounded. Tracts do not precisely match those in Table 2.1.  
Source: U.S. Census Bureau   
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Taken as a whole, the four tracts that had substantial portions in the 

attendance zone of Matthews in 1990 had a total of 41,912 people reporting their 

race.  Of these, 43 percent reported themselves as non-Hispanic white, 27 percent as 

African American or Black, 14 percent as Asian American or Pacific Islander, and 18 

percent as Latino or Hispanic.  In 2000, the census tracts became smaller, and the four 

I use from the 2000 Census fit more precisely within the school boundaries.5  In 2000, 

25,436 people in these tracts reported their race.6  Of these, 12 percent reported 

themselves as non-Hispanic white, 45 percent as African American or Black, 15 

percent as Asian American, and 26 percent as Latino or Hispanic.  Thus, within a 

period of ten years, whites went from being the most populous group in the Matthews 

attendance zone area, nearly double that of the next largest group, to being the least 

populous group – a numerical minority.  This could, of course, be an artifact of the 

changes in census tract area, but the surrounding census tracts in 2000 show similar 

racial demographics, suggesting that the entire area made up of the 1990 census tracts 

demonstrated these same patterns of racial change. 

                                                           
5 For this reason, as I note in the tables, the tracts are not precisely comparable to 
each other across these censuses. However, tract “A” in 1990 roughly corresponds to 
the same region of the Matthews attendance zone as tract “A” in 2000. The main 
difference is that the 1990 tracts included more geographic area that spread outside of 
the Matthews attendance zone. 
 
6 The 2000 census allowed respondents to select more than one race to describe 
themselves. The percentages I report here are for individuals choosing only one race 
out of the total number of respondents. I have placed those respondents who chose 
more than one race (N = 909) into a separate category. The most common race chosen 
by respondents reporting multiple races was African American.  
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As Tables 2.3 and 2.4 demonstrate, economic changes are also apparent from 

1990 to 2000, although not as drastic as the change in racial composition.  In 1990, 

two of the four census tracts had median household incomes slightly above the 

median income for the nation that year ($30,056).  These tracts also had poverty rates 

(as reported for individuals) substantially below the national rate of 13 percent that 

year.  The other tracts, however, showed median household incomes well below the 

national median, and poverty rates in one tract over double that of the national rate.  

In 2000, all the census tracts in the school attendance zone had median incomes 

below the national median and poverty rates above the national rate.  The median 

household income for the nation that year was $41,994, and the poverty rate 12 

percent.  The 2000 census tracts surrounding Matthews, by contrast, all had poverty 

rates around 20 percent, and median incomes that ranged from $26,591 to $36,322.  

Thus, although the income and poverty changes do not show as dramatic a shift as 

race, they do show that poverty and lower incomes dispersed across the area since 

1990.  Further, they provide a view of the economic situation of the area surrounding 

Matthews during my fieldwork there, with few adults earning incomes above the 

national median, and many living below the poverty line. 
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Table 2.3. Economic Characteristics for Matthews’ Attendance Zone, 1990 
   
  Median Income Percent Poverty (for individuals) 
   

Tract 1990 A 19,151 27  
   

Tract 1990 B 30,070 9  
   

Tract 1990 C 30,561 9  
   

Tract 1990 D 22,676 13  
   

Source: U.S. Census Bureau  
 

Table 2.4. Economic Characteristics for Matthews’ Attendance Zone, 2000 
   
  Median Income Percent Poverty (for individuals) 
   

Tract 2000 A 26,616 20  
   

Tract 2000 B 26,591 20  
   

Tract 2000 C 28,633 20  
   

Tract 2000 D 36,322 18  
   

Note: Tracts do not precisely match those in Table 2.3.  
Source: U.S. Census Bureau  
 

These demographic changes and current statistics have great meaning to 

researchers trying to understand the social characteristics of an area.  However, they 

have even greater meaning to individuals living and working in that area, who are 

trying to understand their own social reality.  The social changes and the current 

situation of the neighborhood documented above had an immediate, lived meaning to 

the participants of this study.  Although educators at Matthews did not reference 

census data, themes of race, social class, place, and change were very important parts 

of how they interpreted the reality of the neighborhood, and their place within it (see 
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Berger and Luckmann, 1966).  They constructed this reality in two ways.  First, and 

most obviously, through continuing interaction in the school and neighborhood.  

Second, they constructed and shared a local history of the area, which mirrored much 

of the history described above, and guided their perceptions of the neighborhood’s 

current social characteristics.         

 The census figures merely corroborate the demographic changes that already 

composed an important part of the historical lore at Matthews.  Teachers at Matthews 

often described how “the demographics have changed” in the school and 

neighborhood, and one teacher even characterized this as “white flight.”  Officials 

referenced these changes as an important reason why the school sought help for 

reform from the Annenberg Foundation (which I discuss in the “Methods” section of 

Chapter 1, and Appendix A).  They did so, many claimed, because the old ways of 

proceeding did not work with the new student population.  A document I collected 

from the school shows the way that many educators there interpreted the history of 

change in the neighborhood.  It states: “our once vibrant, middle class [Maplewood] 

neighborhood has become an area of concentrated poverty, unemployment, lower 

education levels, poor housing, substance abuse, and crime.”  This statement 

encapsulates how adults at the school viewed the neighborhood – as once “vibrant” 

but now riddled with poverty and other social problems.  For many educators, this 

perception stemmed from working and (for some) living in the area of the school for 

a long time (some teachers had worked at the school since it first opened).  
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 For others, however, this history and perception was learned from other 

teachers. Newer teachers and administrators, for example, tended to informally 

receive this historical perspective from more experienced ones.  This even occurred to 

me when I first entered the school as a researcher, when a new teacher named Ms. 

Cohen told me her understanding of the historical background of the school.  Her 

account gave the changes demonstrated in the census data a much more human face.  

Ms. Cohen, a white woman, asked me one morning if I had ever looked at the class 

pictures in the main hallway of the school (Matthews displayed class pictures in the 

hall from every eighth grade class since the school opened).  I told her I had noticed 

them, but had never taken a good look, so she showed me all the pictures as they 

progressed from the 1970’s through the 1980’s and 1990’s and into the year 2000.  As 

Ms. Cohen pointed out, the racial change represented in these pictures was dramatic.  

In the early years of Matthews until the mid-1980’s, the students were almost entirely 

white – there were no black students at all in some of these pictures.  In the mid-

1980’s some more non-white faces started showing up, until the early 1990’s when 

the pictures became mostly non-white, and predominately African American.  

Towards the end of the 1990’s, more students that looked Latino appeared in the 

pictures, along with more that appeared to be Indian or Pakistani.  The white faces 

dropped dramatically from these pictures over time, appearing in recent pictures only 

here and there, as black faces did in the school’s early years.  We often read about 

“white flight” and trace it demographically, but here was an actual pictorial 

documentary of this process, represented through the smiling faces of real students.     
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 Aside from serving as a visually compelling example of rapid racial change, 

Ms. Cohen’s story also shows how quickly teachers learned and incorporated the lore 

of this historical transition at the school.  Here was a first year teacher showing me, a 

researcher who had been at the school a matter of months, this demonstration of racial 

change and framing it as an important part of how she understood the school, the 

students, and her relationship with them.  This same story was undoubtedly passed on 

from teacher to teacher and gave teachers a shared sense of the historical and social 

position of the school and its current students.  However, teachers did interpret this 

story differently, especially teachers of different racial backgrounds, and this related 

to different perceptions of the neighborhood and students, which I discuss in more 

detail in Chapter 4.  

 

The School 

The school itself was still housed in the same external structure as when it opened.  

From the outside, this made the school appear like the stereotypical image of an 

“inner city school,” with dingy, stained bricks, and an unremarkable façade and 

courtyard.  However, inside the school exuded brightness and cheer.  Student artwork 

hung on the walls, and appeared in two prominent display cases outside the front 

office.  The charismatic principal, a black woman named Ms. Walker, was typically a 

visible presence in the front hallway and throughout the school.  Ms. Walker wanted 

very much to create a caring, family-like atmosphere at Matthews.  In the mornings 

she often warmly greeted virtually everyone entering the school, including students, 
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teachers, and myself.  The school had two main hallways that led to a “cafetorium,” 

which served as a combination cafeteria and auditorium.  The small gymnasium lay 

on the other side of the cafetorium, in a separate building.  Networks of classrooms 

honeycombed out on either side of each of the main hallways.    

The interior of the school followed an “open concept” plan, with classrooms 

connected by mutual corridors, separated only by small, occasionally temporary 

walls.  This created a challenging teaching situation, especially for middle school, as 

any commotion in one classroom could easily spill over into others.  The open 

concept plan allowed me to hear and sometimes observe occurrences in several 

classrooms at once, but posed challenges even for me.  Sometimes other classes were 

so loud I could not even hear people speaking in the class I was observing.  In one of 

my first observations at Matthews, an eighth grade Math class, I sat in the corner of 

the room near a flimsy, portable partition that separated that classroom from the one 

next to it.  During the class, kids7 in the classroom next door proceeded to yell and 

bang on the partition so hard it started to move and hit me on the shoulder.  Soon, the 

entire structure swayed as if it would tip over, accompanied by vigorous guffaws next 

door.  The teacher noticed this quickly, went next door to stop it, and apologized to 

me.  This incident led me to realize that my study would not consist of quiet and 

                                                           
7 I will occasionally refer to adolescents as kids in this manuscript because that is how 
teachers often referred to them, and how they often referred to themselves (see also, 
Thorne, 1993; Moore, 2002). 
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detached classroom observation, and began my indoctrination into the sometimes 

turbulent, but always exciting, environment of Matthews Middle School. 

School officials tended to react to such youthful excitement and limits-testing 

with a stern sense of order and discipline.  Rules and regulations abounded at the 

school – the most evident being the uniform dress code policy.  Matthews required 

students to wear uniforms based on the school colors, with navy blue, red, or white 

shirts (not tee shirts), and navy blue or khaki shorts or pants.  Girls could wear navy 

blue or khaki skirts or skorts (half skirt, half shorts) that were required to fall below 

the knee.  Most sneakers and dress shoes were allowed, except sandals and boots.  

The school expected students to have their shirts tucked in at all times.  According to 

teachers, the movement for uniforms at Matthews began about eight years before my 

fieldwork began.  Teachers told me that this was a collaborative effort between 

parents and the school, and the few parents I spoke with supported the uniforms.  

Similar to many urban schools, the uniform dress code at Matthews was intended to 

decrease gang activity (to rid the school of the “flying colors” according to one 

teacher), and make student poverty less visible.  This uniform dress code policy 

features prominently in Chapter 3, where I discuss how it served as a source of 

conflict at Matthews. 

Rules, regulations, and adult monitors also structured how the students moved 

through the space of the school.  Virtually all student activity was structured, 

including lunch.  During lunchtime, classes of students led by their teachers came into 

the cafeteria and sat, by class, at specific tables.  Once sat, students were supposed to 
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remain silent.  Once a class of students achieved complete silence, an assistant 

principal selected them to go get their lunch, and this proceeded until all tables were 

eating.  During this time, students could get up and move around only briefly.  They 

could not wander around the cafeteria, and certainly not walk through the doors that 

led to an outside courtyard.  Assistant principals patrolled throughout the lunch period 

– little more than thirty minutes – before the teachers came back to collect their 

classes.  This tableau of students in uniforms being lined up and sat at specific tables 

in a lunchroom patrolled by stern looking assistant principals with walkie-talkies, 

evoked an image of prison films, and seemed to contradict the desire of many at the 

school to create a caring atmosphere. 

Indeed, most educators at the school emphasized that the school should 

function like a caring family, although “tough love” was part of this goal.  Educators 

at Matthews thought that most students needed, above all, discipline and “structure.”  

There seemed to be some conflict among the staff about how to achieve this 

regularity at the school, however.  Some teachers fell more on the “tough” end of the 

spectrum, and some fell more on the “love” end.  Some emphasized understanding 

the social and family backgrounds of the students in order to connect with them 

effectively, and others thought this information should be irrelevant.  Some saw 

uniforms as crucial to instilling a sense of order at the school, and others saw latent 

problems with this policy.  The school actually appeared to be in the midst of an 

ideological transition when I observed there, attempting to move away from the strict 

approach that still manifested in many policies and teaching styles. 
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School Structure 

State and school district-based educational policies also patterned student educational 

experiences at Matthews.  Based on district guidelines, the school employed a 

mechanism of “tracking,” or grouping students according to ability.  Core subjects 

such as english, science, and social studies all had “pre-Advanced Placement” 

courses, “regular” courses, and “resource” courses.  Math progressed in a course 

sequence, with students deemed higher ability taking Algebra in eighth grade (or with 

one student, Geometry), and other students taking “regular,” or grade level math, and 

still others taking below grade level “resource” math.  The school left entrance into 

accelerated pre-Advanced Placement and higher level math courses relatively open, 

only asking for a parent’s signature and proof of meeting minimum requirements on 

the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills, the state assessment test.  However, 

teachers informally urged certain students to move up to pre-AP or drop out of pre-

AP.   

Students deemed as having “special educational needs,” (which included such 

students as those diagnosed with Attention Deficit Disorder – not those with more 

severe physical or mental disabilities such as Down Syndrome, who took separate 

courses) typically took resource classes which progressed at a much slower rate.  All 

other students took regular classes.  While the school had several vocational and 

technical education courses, it did not have a vocational or “vo-tech” track per se.  

Eighth grade course taking only determined enrollment in high school classes in 

math, where one had to take Algebra in order to advance to Geometry.  However, in 
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my observations of interactions between high school counselors and Matthews 

students, the counselors strongly urged against taking high school Advanced 

Placement courses unless the student currently excelled in pre-AP courses.  

In her classic book Keeping Track, Jeannie Oakes (1985) argues that the 

process of assigning students to particular instructional groups, whether within a 

certain class or subject, or in separate curricular streams, works against educational 

equality.  Oakes argues that in lower tracked classes, instruction proceeds at an 

egregiously slow pace, and learning in such classes is characterized by rote 

memorization, following directions without questioning, and discipline.  At 

Matthews, I especially noticed an emphasis on discipline and manners in resource 

classes, such as in this example from my fieldnotes: 

10/10/01, 1:15. Seventh grade resource math, Ms. Anderson. The class 

appears very slow – they are still working on graphs and subtraction in the 

seventh grade. Ms. Anderson tells me they are two to three years behind grade 

level. The teacher has extremely good discipline for a resource class, but often 

the class seems more geared toward comportment than subject matter. A black 

boy yawns, and Ms. Anderson tells him not to do that because it’s rude. Soon 

after, she tells a black girl, Janicia, to tuck in her shirt. At one point, Marcus, a 

black boy with an Afro hairstyle, asks Janicia for a pencil. Ms. Anderson 

instructs Marcus to ask for the pencil “nicely.” He complies, and asks Janicia 

quietly, “Please, can I have a pencil?” The one Hispanic girl in the class, who 

has not spoken all period, asks to use the bathroom sometime in the middle of 
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the class. She goes, and when she returns, Ms. Anderson instructs her to tuck 

in her shirt, which is only partially tucked in. The girl sighs and tucks it in. 

 

Such constant instruction in manners and comportment often detracted from time 

spent on instruction in the subject matter of this, and other, resource classes.  This 

contrasted greatly with pre-AP classes, in which teachers often led students in 

impressive discussions, urging them to articulate their views on certain topics or ways 

of solving problems.  These classes encouraged students to question subject matter, 

and spent less time on discipline, including teaching “proper” dress and manners.  It 

is beyond the scope of this manuscript to fully assess the costs and benefits of the 

particular system of tracking at Matthews, but these examples serve as a description 

of one of the primary ways the school patterned and differentiated the educational 

experiences of its students. 

 Oakes levels several arguments for the view that tracking perpetuates 

educational inequality, one of the most cogent of which is that white, Asian, and 

middle and upper class students tend to appear in higher tracked classes, while 

African American, Latino, and working class and poor students tend to appear in 

lower tracked classes.  Subsequent research, by Pamela Perry (2002) in particular, 

indicates that white students more often take higher tracked classes even when these 

students compose a numerical minority at the school.  Perry argues that especially 

with the very visible characteristic of race, the racially skewed tracking process at the 

school she examined implicitly constructed white and Asian students as normative 
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and ideal students because they dominated the higher tracked classes.  Based on my 

analysis of school records at Matthews, I found that white students there were slightly 

over-represented in higher tracks: white students composed 8 percent of the 

enrollment in pre-AP courses, and 4 percent of the student body.  However, based on 

my observations, this did not result in pre-AP classes composed predominately of 

white students, because the school did not have enough white students to dominate 

these classes.  Pre-AP courses, like all other courses, had predominately African 

American and Latino students.  Further, I frequently observed white students in 

regular classes and in resource classes.  Thus, although white students were more 

likely to be enrolled in pre-AP courses at Matthews, they did not predominate in these 

courses, which did not really convey a sense of white normativity or dominance at the 

school in terms of academic achievement (although, as I discuss in Chapter 4, some 

teachers still viewed white students as particularly academically skilled).  As I 

explore further in Chapter 5, the fact that the Matthews tracking system did not result 

in de facto racial segregation may have encouraged progressive notions of race and 

inter-racial acceptance among students at the school.  

 The Texas system of school accountability also shaped student academic 

experiences at Matthews.  This system “held schools accountable” for achievement in 

terms of test scores, dropout rates, and attendance rates.  At the time of my fieldwork, 

the state required students from third through eighth grade and tenth grade to take the 

Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS) exam, the state assessment test each 

year.  The TAAS exam has been called a “high stakes” test because the scores 
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students receive on it are used to rate schools and districts, and are reported to the 

public.  The state also groups these publicly available results by race, gender, and 

economic disadvantage.  Hence, Texas schools faced considerable pressure at the 

time of my research to improve student achievement as measured by the TAAS.  

Many Texas schools implemented strategies such as TAAS “cheers,” and devoted 

entire weeks to practice testing to motivate and prepare their students for the exam 

(McNeil, 2000).  Matthews was no different in this regard.  The school even staged a 

TAAS pep rally before the exam, intended to boost student motivation to score well 

on the test, which included music and skits about TAAS, and a cheer urging students 

to “attack” the test. 

 Such strategies apparently worked fairly well for Matthews, because the 

school earned an “acceptable” performance rating each year I conducted fieldwork 

there (the Texas accountability system ratings include, in order from lowest to 

highest, “low performing,” “acceptable,” “recognized,” and “exemplary”).  This 

rating was quite good considering the high poverty and English as a Second 

Language (ESL) populations at Matthews, but still meant that many students could 

not reach the minimum requirements as assessed by TAAS.  The school’s overall 

passing rates, although good, fell behind state and district averages for students in 

general (these passing rates appear in Table 2.5 and Table 2.6, below).  Achieving the 

next step up to “recognized” would have required the school to have 80 percent of its 

test-taking students pass in each “subgroup” (delineated by race and economic 
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disadvantage) as well as in the school overall.  This would have entailed substantial 

improvement, especially in certain subgroups of students at the school. 

Table 2.5. Percent of Matthews' Students Passing the Texas Assessment of Academic 
Skills Test (TAAS) in 2001, by Race/Ethnicity  

   
  African-American Hispanic (Latino) Asian/Pacific Islander White 
   

Grade 7   
   

Reading  82 69 91 88 
Math  75 74 88 67 
All Tests  68 63 85 67 

   
Grade 8   

   
Reading  91 74 89 100 
Writing  76 53 77 86 
Math  79 81 95 92 
Science  87 73 95 100 
Social Studies  62 44 81 85 
All Tests  52 34 66 79 

   
Note: Figures have been rounded  
Source: Texas Education Agency, www.tea.state.tx.us  
 

Table 2.6. Percent of Matthews' Students Passing the Texas Assessment of Academic 
Skills Test (TAAS) in 2002, by Race/Ethnicity  

   
  African-American Hispanic (Latino) Asian/Pacific Islander White 
   

Grade 7   
   

Reading  86 77 96 82 
Math  79 83 92 100 
All Tests  73 71 88 83 

   
Grade 8   

   
Reading  91 85 91 92 
Writing  84 66 94 85 
Math  88 86 97 77 
Science  83 87 94 93 
Social Studies  71 58 77 86 
All Tests  58 43 71 71 

   
Note: Figures have been rounded  
Source: Texas Education Agency, www.tea.state.tx.us  
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The logic behind reporting TAAS passing rates by subgroup holds that 

schools must focus efforts on all students to attain certain minimum standards, rather 

than relying on the most advantaged students to lift the average for the school.  In 

terms of race, as I reviewed in Chapter 1, white and Asian students in the U.S. tend to 

score the highest on standardized tests in general, and this remains true for TAAS.  At 

Matthews, however, this was not necessarily the case, especially for white students.  

As Tables 2.5 and 2.6 show, white students’ passing rates at Matthews, although 

relatively high, did not consistently outpace their minority peers.  These passing rates 

also substantially trailed the overall rates for white students in the state. 

This created the ironic situation at Matthews that white students’ low passing 

rates in certain areas could have put the school’s current or desired performance 

rating at risk, because the state assessed performance within each racial subgroup.  As 

one teacher told me in looking at these passing rates, “the weird thing is, if we’re just 

looking at math scores, it’s our white student subgroup that’s actually keeping us 

from ‘recognized.’” (Fieldnotes, 5/10/02).  This realization represented a shift from 

the typical discourse of the school, from both teachers and students, who tended to 

assume that white students were academically competent.  For example, I tutored in 

many classes to help the students in their TAAS preparation, for which teachers 

typically pointed out struggling students I should help.  Although because of my 

research design I disproportionately attended classes with white students in them, a 

teacher never pointed out a white student to me as a struggling student that needed 

extra help.  Such perceptions of the academic performance and ability of white 
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students at Matthews form a major portion of Chapter 4, where they are examined in 

greater detail.                           

State policies such as the TAAS test placed certain strictures on academic life 

for the students, as well as the teachers.  Teachers continuously criticized TAAS, 

viewing the test as anywhere from racially biased to just plain annoying.  TAAS 

made many students somewhat nervous, but made teachers more so, and dominated 

much of the teacher discourse at Matthews.  Many teachers viewed the test as an 

unwelcome intrusion into their instructional purview that placed too many restrictions 

and guidelines on their teaching.  One teacher in criticizing TAAS, for example, 

viewed the test as a mechanism for surveillance and mind control: “the government is 

trying to control how teachers and students think.”  Few teachers viewed this test 

positively, but regardless of this, most put forth considerable effort to prepare their 

students for it.  

As shown in Tables 2.5 and 2.6, the TAAS passing rates for Hispanic students 

remained the lowest overall of any student subgroup.  Similarly, in my classroom 

observations, Latino students tended to be the ones most disconnected from 

classroom activities, often with little notice from teachers.  School officials tended to 

perceive Latino boys, in particular, as potentially threatening and oppositional, which 

I discuss further in Chapter 3.  Similar to other research (e.g. Quiocho and Rios, 

2000; Valenzuela, 1999), I find that the lack of Latino and Spanish speaking teachers 

may have contributed to the marginalization of many Latino students.  Matthews 

made concerted efforts to hire a faculty that racially matched its student population, 
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but the school could only muster employing one educator identified by records as 

Hispanic in the first year of my research, and just two the second year.  This 

undoubtedly hindered the school’s ability to communicate to Latino students that it 

cared about them, and valued their cultural background (see Valenzuela, 1999). 

 

Race, Gender, and Class at Matthews 

However, the school succeeded admirably in creating a sense of racial harmony 

among students and teachers.  While Matthews had difficulty attracting Latino 

teachers, it did attract many African American teachers, who actually composed the 

majority of teachers at the school.  According to school records, Matthews had 

approximately half white teachers and half African American teachers the year before 

I began my research, and this proportion shifted to approximately one-third white and 

two-thirds African American during my fieldwork.  Many black educators, women 

especially, held leadership positions at the school, including administration (the 

principal, as I have stated, was a black woman).  This predominately black staff, 

along with the predominately minority and poor student population, set Matthews 

apart from the other middle schools in the district which tended to have a slightly 

higher proportion of white students, and overwhelmingly white staffs.  

This was strikingly apparent one day when counselors and a few principals 

from the high schools that Matthews’ students fed into came to the school.  

Matthews’ students did not all feed into the same high school, but several different 

ones, and the counselors came to meet with groups of eighth graders at Matthews and 
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help them select their high school classes.  Virtually all these counselors and 

principals were white women.  This appeared rather intimidating for many minority 

students at Matthews, for whom the transition to high school undoubtedly signified a 

transition to a white dominated arena.  I recall observing an interaction with one of 

these counselors, a young white woman, and a Latino student named Daniel, whom I 

had tutored before.  Daniel, an amiable, laid-back kid, seemed eager to please the 

counselor, who had given a stirring account of her high school’s greatness.  I recorded 

their interaction in my fieldnotes: 

3/6/02. The counselor asks who is taking Algebra currently and passing it. 

Three students, a Hispanic boy, a Pakistani or Indian girl, and an African 

American girl raise their hands. After a slight delay, Daniel also raises his 

hand. Jawad, a black boy sitting next to Daniel whispers to him, “you ain’t 

taking Algebra, are you?” Daniel nods that he is, and then asks the counselor, 

“Miss – I’m taking Algebra, what do I do?” The woman seems reluctant to 

believe Daniel. She says, “well, if you know you are taking Algebra – and 

passing it – then sign up for Geometry.” A little later, Daniel tells the 

counselor that he wants to sign up for the schools’ drill team, which she had 

mentioned was very prestigious. She smiles and asks him, “now are you sure 

you want to join the drill team?” Daniel nods adamantly. The counselor says, 

“now, that’s like a bunch of girls marching around with flags…” Daniel grins 

sheepishly and admits that he actually does not want to do that. 
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Daniel, along with many students at Matthews, interacted with the high school 

counselors in a rather awkward and shy way.  Students I knew as boisterous and self-

assured suddenly became quiet and hesitant around these counselors.  Of course, the 

transition to high school alone would provoke this in most eighth graders, but the fact 

that virtually all of these counselors were white, while the majority of adults at 

Matthews were not, appeared to accentuate the distance of the step from Matthews to 

high school. 

 Perhaps because of its proximity to the central city area of Balcones City, 

many teachers said that Matthews had a reputation as a “bad” school in the district.  

Indeed, once when I spoke with a district substitute teacher at Matthews, he described 

the school as a “bad” school and the students as unruly.  Many Matthews teachers 

also interpreted other schools and the district leadership as subtly, or even blatantly, 

hostile to Matthews.  This annoyed these educators because they perceived the school 

as very good, and thought the district did not adequately recognize its 

accomplishments.  Some claimed that this stemmed directly from the racial 

composition of the student body.  A black teacher named Mr. Caldwell, for instance, 

stated: 

Matthews has a reputation since I’ve been here as becoming a blacker or 

quote “diverse” school, so people thought that was bad. Let me put it this way 

– if we were doing the same things we’re doing, but the school was lily white, 

it would be different. (Interview, 4/24/02)  

 

 67



 

Thus, the racial composition of Matthews set it apart from most other middle schools 

in the district, according to teachers, perhaps because of outright racism.  Further, as 

Mr. Caldwell implies, the white flight away from Matthews as it increased in 

minority enrollment underscored the distance many who lived in other parts of the 

district wanted to establish from Matthews.  According to several teachers at 

Matthews, this fueled the refusal of many in the district to acknowledge the school’s 

achievements.     

As mentioned in the introduction, the student body of Matthews was indeed 

mostly African American and Hispanic, followed by Asian and white students.  

Considerable diversity existed within these broad categories, however.  Many of 

those students included in the “African American” category were recent immigrants 

from Africa or, less often, the Caribbean.  “Hispanics” consisted mostly of Mexican-

Americans, but many also had roots in El Salvador, Guatemala, Cuba, Brazil, 

Argentina, and other Latin American countries.  “Asians” consisted about equally of 

those from East Asian origin, especially Chinese and Vietnamese, and those of South 

Asian origin, especially Indian and Pakistani.  Even some students considered 

“white” by school records had Spanish surnames or recently emigrated from non-

English speaking countries.  Within each of these categories, students differed based 

on their generation of immigration – generally marked by whether they took English 

as a Second Language (ESL) classes or not.  Also, based on my student surveys, 

several students identified themselves with more than one of these racial categories. 
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I was fascinated at times to watch the mix of students from such diverse social 

and cultural backgrounds fuse into the framework of a single class.  Often students 

borrowed cultural elements from each other, but at the same time used culture to 

restrict the behaviors of themselves and others.  The following excerpt from my 

fieldnotes gives an indication of the type of cultural and social diversity typically 

present at Matthews, and how kids negotiated this: 

4/5/01, 10:40. Ms. Klein, art class. The students are working on various 

projects at their own pace. Ahmed, a Pakistani boy I recognize from another 

class, is acting pretty rambunctious and is play boxing with a group of Latina 

girls and a black boy named Robert. He then goes to the front of the room and 

practices hip-hop dance moves.  

 

A quiet boy sitting by himself who seems to be African (and whom I later 

learn is named Peter) keeps staring intently at a map of the world hanging on 

the wall near his table, and points toward a West African country. Ms. Klein 

comes over to see if he needs help and he silently points the country out to 

her.  She acknowledges this and he continues his work.  

 

One of the Latina girls (whom I later learn is named Luisa) eventually accuses 

Ahmed of pinching her, which Ms. Klein ignores. Seeing that she is getting no 

response from the teacher, Luisa walks up to Ahmed, fakes like she will hit 

him, laughs, and then continues to Ms. Klein’s desk to get some supplies. 
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The girl then goes back to the group of girls and tells the story of what she did 

the past weekend in a mix of Spanish and English. I overhear the word “mall” 

for instance, followed by “con mis hermanos.” During this conversation, a 

small black boy in the back of the room (whom I later learn is named 

DaMario) mocks her. He starts shouting, “Odelay, holmes!” “Quit talking 

Spanish, holmes!” and “Ay Chihuahua, holmes!” He continues these 

exclamations periodically for the rest of the class, seeming to be entertained 

by the way the words sound coming from his mouth. He sits at a group with 

two black boys and a Latino boy, but the Latino boy doesn’t seems to care. 

DaMario eventually takes his clay roller (he and other students have been 

working with clay) and starts to bang it around, still repeating his new Spanish 

phrases. He turns to a black boy at the table behind him, and without a pause, 

smashes a clay sculpture of a small dog that boy had been working on. “Ay 

Chihuahua!” DeMario exclaims, looking at the pile of clay that used to be a 

dog. The boy working on the dog says, “Man, why’d you do that?” DeMario 

can offer no explanation, but apologizes. 

 

I relay this passage at length because it conveys a good sense of how students at 

Matthews managed the mix of cultural backgrounds present in most classrooms.  

Ahmed, a Pakistani boy, practices African American-based dance moves, and flirts 

(in the middle-school style of attempting to inflict pain) with a group of Latina girls.  
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The Latinas speak using Spanglish, a mix of Spanish and English, while an African 

American boy at first mocks their speech, but eventually appears fascinated by it, and 

incorporates it into his own lexicon.  Meanwhile, a quiet boy whom I learn has 

recently emigrated from Africa, appears homesick and isolated from the social 

interchange of the other students (African students, many of which took ESL classes, 

straddled ESL/immigrant and African American social groups at the school. See also, 

Waters, 1999 study of black Caribbean immigrant youth).  Cultures often fused 

together in the peer interactions at Matthews, but at the same time subtly competed 

for dominance.  African American culture, especially in the form of music such as 

hip-hop and Rhythm and Blues (R and B), held the most popularity among students, 

and in my observations black students tended to set the cultural norms at the school, 

which I describe in more detail in Chapter 5. 

 While the school made genuine efforts to encourage the recognition and 

expression of all cultures at the school, African American cultural forms remained the 

most prevalent.  This stemmed from both the popularity of these forms in the larger 

youth culture, and the predominately African American staff of the school.  The 

excellent band at the school, for instance, was led by a young African American man 

named Mr. Harris.  This band patterned itself after historically black college bands, 

and featured a strong base drumbeat, and various physical movements from the 

players to embellish the songs.  The band composed a salient and popular presence at 

virtually all assemblies, and played many R and B songs, including some sung by a 

vocalist.  It interested me to watch the few white students and Asian students in this 
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band, who stood out visually but whose playing blended right in.  During such 

assemblies, African American students, especially girls, were the most involved, 

often clapping with the band and standing up near their seats to dance.  Boys by 

contrast, especially those in eighth grade and/or Latinos, were typically more subdued 

during these assemblies – too cool to participate.   

 When I first talked to teachers at Matthews, I asked them about the main 

social groups among students at the school.  These teachers surprised me by saying 

that few distinct social groups really existed.  They claimed that students separated 

themselves somewhat by race, and somewhat by popularity or “coolness,” but not 

into distinctively observable groups.  I interpreted this view critically at first, but after 

continued participant observation, I was inclined to agree that only vague student 

groupings existed.  In contrast to ethnographic studies of high school students, I did 

not find an array of distinct, crystallized social groups among students at Matthews 

(see for example, Bettie, 2003; Foley, 1990; Perry, 2002).  Like any school, Matthews 

had kids considered “cool” (“tight” in the kids’ vernacular) and kids considered nerdy 

or “uncool” (hatin’ or haters in the kids’ vernacular).  This did not necessarily relate 

to school performance – a nerd could be found in a regular class just about as easily 

as a pre-AP class.  But it did relate to interactive style, including what the student 

chose to wear, how they spoke, and who they “hung out” with.   

Although student groupings were rather vague, race and gender composed the 

most apparent distinctions among students at Matthews.  Girls tended to group with 

girls and boys with boys, often under the instruction of school officials (see also, 
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Schofield, 1989; Thorne, 1993).  However, particularly towards the end of eighth 

grade, these gender distinctions began to erode, and more boys and girls interacted 

with each other.  In most classes, such as those in my fieldnote excerpts above, 

students of different racial backgrounds tended to interact and share friendships with 

each other.  However, it remained most common for students to socialize, especially 

in closer friendships, with others of their same race.  Interestingly, white students 

formed somewhat of an exception here.  As I discuss further in Chapter 5, these 

students did not tend to socialize exclusively with other white students at Matthews.  

However, I did observe more social connections between white and Asian American 

and Latino students than white and African American students.       

Student dress and display marked subtle differences in student groupings, and 

indicated where students aligned themselves vis-à-vis schooling.  This system was 

complex, and functioned rather clandestinely within the uniform restrictions.  Boys 

tended to prefer oversized pants and shorts, worn substantially below the waist so that 

they bunched at the bottom.  The pants and shorts boys wore were often “Dickies,” a 

brand marketed as durable, blue-collar work clothing.  Students who wore Dickies 

tended to take regular or resource classes – in my observations of pre-AP classes I 

saw few students wearing this brand.  However, many boys in pre-AP classes, 

especially those considered popular, still wore their pants or shorts (often a generic 

version of the “Dockers” brand marketed for white-collar work or leisure) baggy and 

below the waist.  Boys also tended to wear oversized polo shirts with tee shirts 

underneath (even in hot weather), which gave many the illusion of bulkiness.  Boys 
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who wore tighter, more fitted clothing, tended to be seen as “nerdy.”  By contrast, 

girls at Matthews preferred tighter fitting clothing, especially with pants, shorts, and 

skirts.  Girls also occasionally wore Dickies pants, but less often than boys did 

because at the time of my research this brand did not make clothing specifically 

designed for women and girls.  Girls who wore longer, looser skirts (which the dress 

code actually called for) tended to be seen as “nerdy.”    

Some differences in student stylistic presentation appeared along racial, as 

well as gender, lines.  Latina girls, and some white girls, especially those in regular or 

resource classes, wore liberal amounts of make-up.  These girls often devoted the few 

minutes before the bell in many classes to elaborate make-up application rituals, 

meticulously checking their appearance using compact mirrors and their girl friends 

(see also Bettie, 2000).  Some of these girls wore very thick, dark eye-liner and lip-

liner that some teachers told me they interpreted as a mark of gang affiliation.  

African American and Asian American girls rarely wore thick make-up, and tended to 

not apply make-up openly in classrooms.  For boys, some subtle differences emerged 

over footwear.  Black boys tended to prefer high-top basketball shoes similar to the 

popular “Air Jordan” line from Nike, worn with ankle length socks.  Latino boys 

tended to prefer “old school” leisure-type tennis shoes, especially brands such as 

Nike, Adidas, and Puma.  I also noticed differences in which students wore Dickies 

brand pants.  I only occasionally observed East Asian students wearing Dickies, and I 

almost never saw white students wear them (I only saw one white student wear 

Dickies – Lisa, whom I will mention later – but only on one occasion toward the end 
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of the school year).  As I explore in Chapter 3, some teachers interpreted Dickies 

pants, especially when worn baggy and oversized, as representing opposition to 

schooling. 

Many aspects of student life at Matthews, such as the importance of dress and 

fitting in with a desired social group, reminded me of my own middle school 

experience.  However, my observations also reminded me of how the lives of these 

students differed substantially from my middle-class adolescence.  It was not unusual, 

for example, for students at Matthews to talk to each other about crimes committed 

near their residences the night before.  In one pre-AP class I sat next to two African 

American girls discussing a shooting at their apartment complex the night before in 

an almost blasé manner, dryly rehashing the details of the shots and the police 

arriving, while simultaneously filling out their science worksheets.  I occasionally 

viewed police making arrests and handcuffing people on the same sidewalks 

Matthews’ students walked on to get home.  After school one day I observed police 

officers frisking a group of boys lined up against an outside wall of the school.  Crime 

and the police composed a prevalent, almost mundane presence in the school and the 

neighborhood.  

Further, as I mentioned above, the neighborhood consisted almost entirely of 

rental properties, many of them run-down and poorly managed.  A black boy named 

Charles articulated this reality in a deceptively whimsical way in a class I observed: 

4/6/01, 11:40, Ms. Cohen’s class. The assignment is for the students to write 

a business letter to appropriate parties. Ms. Cohen asks for volunteers to read 
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their letters to the class. Charles volunteers to read his letter. It is a business 

letter addressed to the apartment complex in which he and his mother used to 

live. Charles reads: “Dear [Fifth Avenue Apartments], my mother and I used 

to live at your apartments and it was awful. First we had ants, then we had 

cockroaches that would fly all around the kitchen. Then we had lizards, and I 

even found one under my bed. You never did anything about any of these 

problems. Therefore, I am suing you for one hundred million dollars and 

nineteen cents. Sincerely, Charles. P.S., I have ten lawyers and one of them is 

[a local lawyer with popular television advertisements]. This letter brings 

roars of laughter from the class. Ms. Cohen asks, “Charles, I’ve got to know 

what the nineteen cents is for.” Charles replies, “so I can buy some extra 

candy,” which prompts further laughter. 

 

Charles’ experience was humorous and relatively benign, but it exemplifies the 

typical existence for most students at Matthews, who came from poor or working-

class backgrounds.  These kids often lived in crowded and exploitative rental 

conditions, and many were forced to move around in search of better locations.  The 

high mobility rate of the school (26 percent) demonstrated this, as did my often 

frustrated attempts to get to know students and learn their names, only to have new 

ones arrive at the school, and old ones leave.  Interestingly, in my experience, this 

occurred relatively equally among all races of students at the school, and hindered my 

association with white students just as much as other students. 
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CONCLUSION 

This chapter describes the historical and contemporary context of Matthews Middle 

School.  I view this context as critical to understanding the more specific school 

discourses and actions addressed in the chapters that follow.  As noted throughout this 

chapter, I will draw from many of these contextual themes to further explore and 

analyze important areas of educational experiences at Matthews.  Such themes 

include the educators’ understandings of the local history of racial change, the 

importance educators placed on discipline and dress, and the prevalence of cross-

racial student groupings and interactions at the school, among others.  While this 

manuscript focuses on white students, I argue that one cannot properly assess the 

particular circumstances of these students without considering how they might fit 

within the contemporary and historical framework of the school as a whole.  

Similarly, I argue that one cannot fully assess the circumstances of these white 

students without also considering the experiences of other groups of students at the 

school.  Following this argument, the next chapter explores the disciplinary 

experiences of various race, class, and gender groups at Matthews, especially black 

girls, Latino boys, and Asian American and white girls and boys. 
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Chapter 3 

“Tuck in that Shirt!”: Race, Class, Gender and Discipline 

 

Teachers commanded students to “tuck in that shirt!” virtually every day I conducted 

research at Matthews Middle School.  As I mentioned in the previous chapter, the 

school had a uniform dress code policy that required students to keep their shirts 

tucked in at all times.  This was a constant battle between students, who despised this 

rule, and most teachers, who saw such rules as crucial to maintaining a sense of order 

in the school.  Students often tried to avoid keeping their shirt tucked in through 

various strategies.  Often for instance, after returning from the bathroom, a student 

might conveniently “forget” to tuck their shirt back in.  Or, a student might tug and 

pull on their shirt so much during the course of the day that it eventually hung over 

their waist – still technically tucked in, but not demonstrating the neatness for which 

the rule was intended.  Although ostensibly trivial, I eventually saw this disciplinary 

policy and the conflicts it created as a key tension at the school, and one that reflects a 

larger debate over social mobility and inequality in education. 

This debate does not just concern uniform dress codes.  In broader terms, it 

concerns the struggle over bodily display and bodily discipline related to race, social 

class, and gender.  Recent research in education has stressed the relationship of bodily 

display and behavior to inequalities in schooling.  One line of this research, stemming 

from the theorist Pierre Bourdieu shows how forms of “cultural capital,” including 

styles of dress and behavior, influence student success.  Another line of research, 
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stemming from the theorist Michel Foucault, examines how schools discipline, 

control, and shape students’ bodily activity.  In this chapter, I use both perspectives to 

analyze how educators at Matthews identified students deemed deficient in cultural 

capital, especially in terms of manners and dress, and attempted to reform these 

perceived deficiencies through bodily discipline.  Although many school officials 

viewed this discipline as a way of teaching valuable social skills, I show that 

disciplinary concern differed importantly according to a student’s race, class, and 

gender, and that students often experienced their persistent and inconsistent 

regulation as confusing and alienating. 

 The theories of Bourdieu and Foucault have become popular in educational 

analyses and studies of inequality more generally.  Many suggest that elements of 

these theories (especially Bourdieu’s notion of cultural capital, discussed below) may 

be overused and are often manipulated to explain any findings.  I use them here, 

however, simply because they best explain the struggles I documented over dress and 

manners at Matthews.  Teachers at Matthews were very concerned with the students’ 

dress and manners – important aspects of the set of cultural skills and knowledge 

Bourdieu calls “cultural capital.”  Based on this concern, teachers constantly 

regulated the ways that students spoke, dressed, and behaved, a process similar to 

what Foucault would call “bodily discipline.”  I argue that these theories, used 

together, can shed considerable light on how assumptions of cultural competencies 

and resultant disciplinary practices differ according to perceptions of students’ race, 

class, and gender.   
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As I will discuss, for example, white boys often escaped the type of strict 

discipline and monitoring typically aimed at black and Latino boys, even when they 

enacted similar “street based” styles and unruly behavior.  Perceptions of race and 

gender in this case triggered some educators to interpret white boys as docile and 

appropriate and black and Latino boys as irascible and aggressive when both 

exhibited similar behavior and dress.  Thus, perceptions of cultural competency or 

deficiency based on race resulted in disciplinary practices that tended to privilege 

white boys in this case.  Before analyzing these findings more specifically for several 

student groups at Matthews: black girls, Latino boys, and white and Asian American 

girls and boys, I discuss reproduction theory in more detail below.          

 
Reproduction Theory 

One the most enduring perspectives on social inequality in education has been 

reproduction theory.  This theory, broadly defined, argues that schools tend to 

reproduce and even exaggerate inequalities of race, class, and gender (e.g., Bowles 

and Gintis, 1976; Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977; Willis, 1977).  Pierre Bourdieu 

developed one of the most popular versions of reproduction theory.  According to 

Bourdieu (1977; 1984), social status in various fields, or social settings, is strongly 

tied to certain cultural tastes, skills, preferences, and knowledge, or “cultural capital.”  

People who understand and appreciate cultural norms held by those with societal 

power have a greater ability to obtain this power themselves.  Clothing styles can 

function as one rather visible aspect of cultural capital.  It is often repeated, for 

instance, that to succeed in the white collar business world one must learn to “dress 
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for success” – wear appropriate attire to convey the impression of neatness, order, and 

ambition.  In this case, occupational success relates strongly to a particular set of 

cultural norms surrounding clothing style.  According to Bourdieu, people tend to 

have differing abilities to understand such norms, or differing amounts of this 

particular “cultural capital,” depending on their class position growing up. 

Research in education has utilized and examined Bourdieu’s version of 

reproduction theory, especially the concept of cultural capital (e.g. Farkas, 1996; 

Lareau, 1987; Lareau and Horvat, 1999; see Lamont and Lareau, 1988 for a review).  

These studies find that the cultural capital students bring with them to school can 

affect their success within that institution.  Success within education can then lead to 

the acquisition of more cultural capital, in the form of degrees from different levels of 

schooling.  However, many students, particularly those who are poor or racial/ethnic 

minority group members, are often perceived to lack the cultural background and 

skills that schools reward.  In fact, some research finds that the cultural styles of poor 

and racial/ethnic minority students can rankle many educators, often leading to the 

alienation and marginalization of these students (Delpit, 1995; Farkas, 1996; Gilmore, 

1985; Ogbu, 1978).   

According to this argument, poor and minority students have obtained certain 

knowledge, as well as ways of speaking, behaving, and dressing, from their 

community context.  These communities require such skills for survival and cultural 

participation.  However, schools require a different set of skills and knowledge, 

which poor and minority students are often seen to lack.  Further, the forms of 
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cultural capital useful in poor and minority communities often become deleterious 

within the school context, hampering these students’ access to education.  For 

example, Angela Valenzuela (1999) describes a mismatch between styles of dress in a 

poor, Latino neighborhood, and that neighborhood’s high school.  A Latina student, 

Carla, had been scolded by school officials for her “ganglike attire” which they 

interpreted as conveying opposition to the school.  Valenzuela (1999: 83) explains 

that Carla merely tried to dress like everyone else in her community: “far from trying 

to make a statement, she is doing her best not to stand out in her neighborhood.”  

Carla’s dress, while normative in her neighborhood, acquired a connotation of 

opposition within the school’s walls, causing educators there to assume Carla did not 

care about school. 

Students who do not comply with a school’s standards of dress and behavior 

are not necessarily ignorant of these school norms, however.  Indeed, some students 

might act and dress in particular ways to purposely oppose the authority of the school.  

Youth, especially working-class youth, might use certain styles of speech, behavior, 

and dress to signal their resistance to middle-class norms, which they experience as 

oppressive (Foley, 1990; Hebdige, 1979; Willis, 1977).  Dick Hebdige’s (1979) study 

of British subcultures, for instance, describes clothing as a particularly important 

form of class-based youth identity.  Many working-class youth wear certain clothing, 

according to Hebdige, to challenge the “symbolic order” of bourgeois institutions.  A 

similar form of style-based challenge exists in the contemporary U.S. with hip-hop 

fashions such as oversized baggy pants, conspicuous gold chains and jewelry, and 
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hooded sweatshirts to name a few.  Although sometimes embraced by white and 

middle-class young people, these styles acquire a threatening tenor of opposition for 

many when worn by minority youth, especially boys (Anderson, 1990; Patillo-

McCoy, 1999). 

A second area of research on social reproduction examines how schools 

attempt to mold students, especially those perceived as lacking or resistant in some 

way, into embodying what school officials consider proper comportment.  Schools 

exercise this goal, according to this perspective, through persistent bodily discipline.  

Foucault ([1977] 1995) argued that modern control is enacted through techniques of 

surveillance and physical regulation, or “discipline,” aimed at the body.  Although 

Foucault focused his analysis on prisons, he claimed that an array of modern 

institutions, including schools, utilize similar disciplinary techniques.  Subsequent 

research in education has pursued this claim, and documented how schools attempt to 

discipline students into embodiments of compliance (Ferguson, 2000; Martin, 1998; 

McLaren, 1986; Noguera, 1995).  Schools use this discipline to re-work the behavior 

and appearance of students so their bodies display acceptable, normative 

comportment. 

Schools include some aspects of this bodily regulation, such as dress codes, as 

part of their overt curriculum.  However, schools teach most lessons about 

appropriate behavior, such as which students should be quieter and more docile for 

instance, as part of a “hidden curriculum” (Giroux and Purpel, 1983; Snyder, 1971).  

The hidden curriculum tacitly teaches students unspoken lessons about their race, 
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class, and gender (Anyon, 1980; Orenstein, 1994), and often manifests in how schools 

regulate their students’ bodies.  According to Karin Martin (1998: 495-96), “this 

curriculum demands the practice of bodily control in congruence with the goals of the 

school as an institution…in such a curriculum, teachers constantly monitor kids’ 

bodily movements, comportment, and practices.” 

Coupling the notions of the hidden curriculum and disciplinary control, 

researchers have recently examined how bodily regulation includes different goals 

and procedures for students based on their race, class, and gender.  Martin (1998), for 

instance, shows how pre-schools shape the bodily practices of children, producing 

girls and boys with gender specific mannerisms.  The schools she studied restricted 

girls’ behaviors more than boys’ behaviors.  Ann Ferguson (2000) considers race and 

gender simultaneously in her study of disciplinary procedures aimed at black boys.  

The school she studied viewed the behavior of black boys as recalcitrant and 

oppositional.  Ferguson argues that culturally-based assumptions about black males 

made these boys appear as “challenging, oppositional bod(ies),” requiring constant 

surveillance and discipline in dress, behavior, and speech.  Such strict social control 

from school officials often engenders resistance from students, which causes the 

schools to perceive them as deserving even greater discipline (McNeil, 1986).  This 

cycle can perpetuate disengagement from school. 

Although streams of educational research employing the concepts of cultural 

capital and bodily discipline have remained largely separate, some studies have 

merged aspects of these perspectives productively (e.g., Ferguson, 2000; Connolly, 
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1998).  Ferguson’s study, for example, shows how educators often interpret the 

cultural styles of black boys negatively, and target restrictive bodily discipline at 

them.  Her work provides an excellent platform for analyzing the importance of 

bodily display and bodily discipline in educational interactions.  However, she limits 

this study to black boys.  To understand more about how processes of bodily display 

and discipline can hinder attachment to school, we need to expand this view to other 

groups of students.  Studying how disciplinary procedures relate to other race, class, 

and gender groups can link these processes to a broader array of educational 

inequalities.  Latino boys, for example, currently have the highest high school 

dropout rate of any major racial/ethnic and gender group in the U.S., at 32 percent 

(U.S. Department of Education, 2001).  White boys, by contrast, have among the 

lowest dropout rates, at 7 percent – over four times lower than the rate for Latino 

boys (U.S. Department of Education, 2001).  How educators interpret these boys’ 

presumed cultural capabilities or deficiencies, and attempt to reform them through 

bodily discipline, could compose a key factor in influencing their attachment to 

school or alienation from it. 

In this chapter, I explore the relationship between race, class, gender, bodily 

display, and discipline in more detail.  I attempt to expand our view of this problem to 

include the educational experiences of African American girls, Latino boys, and 

white and Asian American girls and boys.  I examine how educators’ assumptions 

about these students drove the different ways they disciplined their bodies, especially 

in dress and manners.  School officials tended to interpret African American girls as 
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not “lady-like” and Latino boys as oppositional and potentially dangerous, and 

disciplined these students regularly.  White and Asian American students, by contrast, 

were seen as less problematic, and these students often avoided discipline in dress and 

manners.  In what follows, I show how educators’ responses to students based on 

intersections of race, class, and gender resulted in disciplinary practices that could 

inadvertently maintain these areas of educational inequality.      

 

The Importance of Dress  

As I mentioned at the introduction of this chapter, hearing adults tell students to “tuck 

in that shirt!” was a daily, and virtually hourly, occurrence at Matthews. The phrase is 

peppered throughout my fieldnotes, and although adherence to the dress code was not 

an initial concern of my study, I soon found it to be emblematic of the exhaustive 

focus on bodily discipline at the school.  According to the principal, a survey of 

teachers conducted by the school just before I arrived found that dress code violations 

and discipline problems were among the top issues teachers wanted improved.  

Indeed, like other urban schools requiring uniforms, teachers and administrators at 

Matthews linked the dress code to student discipline and order in general (Stanley, 

1996).  The school sent an information sheet entitled “Standard Mode of Dress” home 

to each student and their parent(s).  This document states that the purpose of the dress 

code is to “ensure a safe learning environment” and “promote a climate of effective 

discipline that does not distract from the educational process.”  It describes the dress 

code, and emphasizes in bold print that “baggy and over-sized clothing will not be 
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allowed” (emphasis in document).  Students who deviated from this code, typically 

those who did not tuck in their shirts, were often spotted by adults and disciplined 

into compliance. 

Beyond simple adherence to the dress code, Matthews emphasized teaching 

students how to dress “well.” For example, the school held what they called a “dress 

for success” day, when students were invited to dress as one might for the “business 

world.” Also, many teachers encouraged their students to dress up when giving a 

presentation in class, and teachers at the school were expected to dress up (often in 

suits and ties for men and dresses and nylons for women), lending a tone of formality 

to the school.  Matthews devoted entire assemblies to instructing students on how to 

dress properly, such as the following: 

5/11/01, 8:30. The school has an assembly for advisory period. The point of 

the assembly appears to be to remind the students of how they should dress for 

upcoming events. Ms. Gilroy, a black assistant principal, first lectures the 

students on how they have strayed from the dress code recently and need to 

get back in line. “We need shirts tucked in and I don’t want to see boys with 

earrings.” Several kids laugh at this, but she isn’t joking at all – this is all 

presented as if it were deadly serious. Next, she describes how the kids should 

dress on the upcoming “dress for success” day. “You need to dress like you 

would for a business. You may have something cute, but it may not be 

appropriate for what you would wear in a business setting.” Next up to speak 

is Ms. Thomas, a white teacher who is in charge of the graduation ceremony. 
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She tells the kids where and when the ceremony is, and that they must be 

present in school that day to graduate. Then, she continues with a lengthy 

description of what the kids should wear. She says there will be no cap and 

gown and emphasizes repeatedly that the kids should be in “Sunday dress,” 

and “what you wear to church.” Finally, another teacher gets up and continues 

the dressing theme to talk about the upcoming dance, again emphasizing 

“appropriate” clothing. 

 

Thus, beyond the uniforms, the school sought to discipline the kids into 

wearing clothing considered appropriate on non-uniform school days and events.  

Instructions in how to dress well typically fell along gendered lines.  For example, the 

school had two popular student clubs, called The Proper Ladies and Gentlemen of 

Excellence, that, according to their statements of purpose, aimed to groom members 

into “gentlemen” and “ladies.”  Members of these clubs wore formal attire (suits for 

the boys and dresses for the girls) to school on the days of their club meetings.  

Fieldnotes from my observation of a dual meeting of these clubs show their emphasis 

on how to dress and act in gender appropriate ways: 

4/12/01, after school. Ms. Adams, the faculty sponsor of The Proper Ladies, 

has a very strong and humorous personality. When she wants the kids, boys 

especially, to behave, she takes off her heeled shoe and shakes it at them. She 

begins the dual meeting by going over the proper attire for the girls in her 

group to wear at a private graduation ceremony for the two groups. She warns 

 88



 

them, “don’t come in here with no hoochie-mama dress all tight up on your 

butt!” and demonstrates by hiking her skirt up and walking around with large, 

bold steps as the kids laugh. She continues to lecture the kids on attire and 

personal hygiene while they laugh: “ladies, don’t come with your hair all 

poofy – comb your hair or get a hairstyle at the beauty parlor,” “ladies, and 

this goes for you gents too, I don’t want to have to smell nobody – make sure 

you smell good,” “boys don’t wear white socks with your suits. There is 

nothing that looks worse than white socks with a suit and dark shoes – and 

don’t even think about wearing tennis shoes.” 

 

Ms. Adams also instructs the girls on how to sit at the ceremony, which is 

mostly an instruction on how not to sit. Ms. Adams demonstrates what she 

calls the “hoochie-mama” way to sit with her legs spread open rather wide, 

one arm hanging off the back of the chair, and the other hanging between her 

legs. She then demonstrates the proper way to sit “like a lady,” as she says, 

with her legs together and tucked back and to the side, and hands clasped on 

her lap. 

 

Ms. Adams also instructs the girls to “make sure you are wearing a slip and 

panties!” This provokes raucous laughter, especially from the boys, who are 

suddenly more interested. Ms. Campbell, a teacher who assists Ms. Adams, 

says, “You laugh, but some ladies didn’t do this a few years ago and they 
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were in white dresses – now imagine what all you could see!” Ms. Adams 

then instructs the girls individually on what type of slip to wear depending on 

their skin color. 

 

In addition to sponsoring formal events such as graduation ceremonies and 

dances, the clubs also took students on tours of area colleges.  They implicitly 

connected proper dress and grooming to college life, particularly in fraternities and 

sororities.  The club sponsors, two African American women, and an African 

American man, sought to provide their student members with extensive knowledge of 

how to dress and conduct themselves appropriately in college or the business world.  

They seemed to assume, perhaps because most students at the school were from poor 

or working-class backgrounds, that many of their members lacked this knowledge – 

how to sit formally, for instance, or what socks to wear with a suit.  Thus, while the 

clubs disciplined the bodies of their members, creating more acceptable embodiments 

of masculinity and femininity (Martin, 1998), they also attempted to transmit what 

they saw as a form of “cultural capital,” aiming to familiarize their members with the 

type of dress and conduct that could be linked to upward mobility.8 

                                                           
8 Gender specific youth organizations such as these, emphasizing social skills, formal 
etiquette, and community service, analogous to college-level fraternities and 
sororities, are not uncommon in the African American community. During the time of 
my fieldwork, for instance, many predominately African American schools in the city 
hosted similar clubs. 
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As the excerpt above shows, however, much of the training in dress and 

etiquette was aimed toward girls (the school also had an etiquette club composed 

mostly of girls, for example).  In terms of dress, this probably stemmed from the fact 

that school officials feared girls might wear revealing clothing that could be construed 

as overly sexual.  However, adults also feared that boys might wear something 

considered inappropriate, such as oversized pants that sagged below the waist, which 

many interpreted as a mark of danger and an oppositional stance.  Educators viewed 

this gendered prescription of dress as a central part of teaching the students 

appropriate manners.  In this process, they distinguished “street” styles, which they 

deemed brash, from more “appropriate,” conservative styles of dress and behavior.   

Many adults at Matthews saw making students adhere to the dress code and 

use proper manners as a way of providing them with social skills, including those 

needed for future employment.  An African American teacher named Mr. Kyle, for 

instance, said this: 

They have to learn to follow the rules – like coming to class late – I won’t 

tolerate that. Or tucking in the shirts…it’s a rule and you have to learn to 

follow it. I teach them to say ‘Yes Sir’ and ‘Ma’am.’ It’s a way to model good 

behavior, so that way they’re not just booksmart – if they go for an interview 

for a job, they’ve got to learn how to talk to someone…if you know how to be 

respectful, you can get a job. (Interview, 3/22/02) 
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Thus, many adults thought that teaching students “the rules” of dress and manners, 

including adherence to the dress code, was an important way to prepare students for 

future success.  Educators viewed their discipline of student’s bodies, especially in 

appropriately masculine and feminine ways, as transmitting cultural capital – 

modeling the type of dress and conduct that could be linked to upward mobility.  

 However, school officials did not appear concerned with the dress and 

manners of all students in the same way.  Disciplinary action differed according to a 

student’s race, class, and gender.  In my observations, disciplinary focus at Matthews 

took three general forms, which I discuss in detail below.  First, educators were 

concerned with “lady-like” behavior and dress, especially for African American girls.  

Second, educators were concerned with threatening and oppositional behavior and 

dress, especially for African American and Latino boys (because Ferguson (2000) has 

already provided an in-depth account of the disciplinary experiences of African 

American boys, I focus on the discipline directed at Latino boys below).  Third, many 

school officials assumed that some students, particularly white and Asian American 

students, required little discipline in their behavior and dress. 

 

Acting like a Young Lady 

Aside from “tuck in that shirt!” the most prevalent phrase in my fieldnotes was some 

variation on “act like a young lady!”  Adults invariably directed this reprimand at 

African American girls – I never recorded it directed at Latina girls, Asian American 

girls, or white girls (although members of these groups did receive other reprimands).  
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Teachers and administrators often instructed black girls in how to sit and get up 

properly, dress appropriately, and speak quietly.  The following excerpt illustrates 

how African American girls were instructed to act in gender appropriate ways: 

(Fieldnotes, 3/21/01, 1:00).  As the students are working on Texas Assessment 

of Academic Skills (the state achievement test) worksheets, Brittany, a black 

girl wearing dark blue shorts and a white shirt, gets up from her desk to get a 

tissue. The action seems perfectly innocuous to me, but Ms. Taylor, a black 

teacher, sees something unacceptable in it. Before Brittany can get to the 

tissue box, Ms. Taylor makes her go back to her seat, sit down, and then get 

up “like a young lady.” Brittany seems rather confused by this and seems 

about to protest, but eventually obeys with some huffing. She gets up much 

slower this time and with her legs closer together, looking at Ms. Taylor the 

whole time for assurance that everything is correct. Ms. Taylor says, “Thank-

you, Brittany.” And Brittany proceeds to get her tissue while still looking 

rather perplexed.      

 

In a subsequent interview I conducted with Ms. Taylor, she explained why she 

considered it necessary to teach some girls “lady-like” behavior, as she did with 

Brittany: 

I talk to them about how a lady talks and walks – I used to put books on their 

heads, so they would learn to stand straight and sit straight, with no slouching. 

I’ve had to say things like ‘close your legs – ladies don’t sit like that.’ But 
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there is a lack of parental involvement, and they are not taught these things. 

Some come in here as young ladies already, but some have to learn. (3/27/02)  

 

Ms. Taylor’s statement reflects an emphasis on persistent discipline as a way of 

molding students’ bodies into appropriate representation of gender – training them to 

become “ladies.”  Because of perceived deficiencies stemming from their parents, 

Ms. Taylor saw it as part of her task as a teacher to mold some students into 

exhibiting this gender specific behavior: “some come in here as young ladies 

already,” she emphasizes, “but some have to learn.”  Thus, according to Ms. Taylor, 

teachers had to recognize and identify which students did not possess the cultural 

capital of appropriately gendered behavior first, and then discipline them into learning 

this behavior.  

 According to my observations, the girls that adults thought needed to learn 

this lady-like behavior tended to be African American.  One teacher, a black man 

named Mr. Neal, told me in a conversation that black girls in particular required 

instruction in acceptable manners:  

(Fieldnotes, 3/6/02) Mr. Neal talks to me about how important he thinks it is 

for black, urban youth to learn how to express themselves in acceptable ways, 

like through video and film. He tells me: “like the black girls here – they lack 

social skills. The way they talk – it’s loud and combative. They grow up in 

these rough neighborhoods and that’s how they act to survive. We need to 

teach them more social skills because that’s one of the big problems now.” 
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Mr. Neal’s statement echoes Linda Grant’s (1984) finding that teachers tend to focus 

on improving the social skills of black girls.  Grant does not explicitly examine the 

racial background of the teachers in this process, however.  My findings from 

Matthews indicate that, interestingly, this concern over the social skills of black girls 

stemmed from African American teachers as much, if not more so, than teachers from 

other racial backgrounds.  Further, African American teachers appeared most 

interested in providing black girls with the training to improve these social skills. 

However, many teachers, both black and white (as the reader will recall, the 

school had very few Latino or Asian American teachers), interpreted black girls as 

overly “loud” and aggressive.  This was one of the main ways adults thought African 

American girls deviated from their model of ideal feminine behavior, and it often 

stimulated reprimands: 

(Fieldnotes, 5/11/01, 10:30) I am walking outside among the portable 

buildings that are used as classrooms while the school building is under 

construction. It is between classes, and the kids are running around to find 

their friends, and laughing boisterously, as usual. A group of three black girls 

runs by Mr. Henry, a black male teacher, laughing loudly.  This upsets him 

and he scolds them as they leave: “hey! You need to act like young ladies!” 

 

In this passage, Mr. Henry is offended not only by the volume of the girls’ laughter, 

but also the speed of their movements.  He implies through his gendered scolding of 
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this behavior that the girls could conduct themselves in a more acceptable and gender 

appropriate manner if they slowed and controlled their bodily movements, and spoke 

quietly.  Thus, similar to Martin (1998), I find that school officials restricted the 

movements of girls, encouraging them to exert greater self-control over their bodies, 

and cover less physical space. While the children in Martin’s (1998) study were 

predominately white, however, my findings from Matthews indicate that adults 

directed these bodily restrictions primarily at black girls.  Adults seemed to interpret 

the actions of black girls as overly aggressive and bold.  They tended to read the 

behaviors of these girls as more stereotypically masculine than feminine, and 

attempted to discipline African American girls into exhibiting behavior closer to 

stereotypical femininity, which involved restricting their movements, dress, and 

speech. 

 Interestingly, however, this concern with the gendered comportment of black 

girls did not seem to affect teachers’ perceptions of them academically.  While black 

girls were frequently disciplined, they were not viewed as particularly “bad.”  African 

American girls were over-represented in “pre-Advanced Placement” classes, and 

teachers frequently described African American girls in “regular” classes as among 

their best students.  In fact, stereotypically masculine behavior, such as the boldness 

many adults interpreted as “loud,” often seemed to benefit black girls in the 

classroom.  As Mr. Wilson, a white teacher, said in describing some of the best 

students in his class: “the black girls up there I don’t worry about, they can fend for 

themselves – they’re loud, but they’re a sharp bunch and do their work.”  Although 
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many adults viewed training girls to “act like young ladies” as putting them on a path 

to upward mobility, their discipline of African American girls seemed to curtail some 

of the very behaviors that led to success in the classroom. 

 

Symbolizing Opposition 

In contrast to girls, adults saw many boys at Matthews as “bad,” and occasionally 

threatening.  This was particularly true for Latino and African American boys.  In my 

observations, members of these groups were the most likely to “get in trouble.”  In 

contrast to girls, this discipline often entailed stern reprimands, and referrals to the 

office for punishment.  My findings of the negative disciplinary experiences of 

African American boys match those of Ferguson (2000).  However, I found that 

school officials at Matthews also considered many Latino boys as equally, if not more 

dangerous, and subjected them to constant surveillance and bodily discipline.  The 

discipline directed at Latino boys was strongly mediated by their presentation of self, 

however, especially through their choice of clothing, hairstyle, and response to 

authority (Bettie, 2000; Goffman, 1973; West and Fenstermaker, 1995).  Teachers 

interpreted Latino students who projected a “street” type of persona through their 

dress and behavior as indifferent toward school, and often threatening.  Markers of 

this persona included gang-related dress such as colored shoe laces, colored or 

marked belts, or a white tee-shirt or towel slung over a particular shoulder, among 

others.  Other markers of this street style were less directly related to gang 
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involvement, such as baggy Dickies brand pants, shaved or slicked-back hair, or 

refusal to maintain a tucked in shirt.   

Latino boys provoked fear from many teachers, especially when suspected of 

gang involvement.  One white teacher, for example, referred to a group of Latino 

boys she called “gangsters” as “the type that would get back at you.”  Although many 

adults and students told me that most kids affiliated with gangs at the school were just 

“wannabe’s,” rather than full-fledged members, teachers viewed any “gang-related” 

students as potentially dangerous and disciplined them accordingly.  Students 

suspected of being in gangs were almost always Latino boys, and were monitored 

closely by adults, especially in terms of their dress: 

(Fieldnotes, 4/26/01, 9:45) Mr. Pham, an Asian American teacher, is 

overseeing a class made up of students from different classes who have 

finished TAAS testing early. The kids are very unruly, and few heed Mr. 

Pham’s directions for silent reading. During the course of this “class,” Mr. 

Pham reprimands several Latino and African American boys, but no girls. 

Carlos, a Latino boy that another teacher told me is affiliated with the “Crips,” 

a large and popular gang, has been sent to the office. Towards the end of class 

he returns, and in a show of defiance, immediately untucks his shirt. Mr. 

Pham eventually notices, and tells him to tuck it back in. Carlos complies 

somewhat, tucking half of it in. As the class draws to a close, Carlos walks by 

Mr. Pham and fakes like he will hit him. Mr. Pham seems to not notice amid 

all the other activity.  
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After class I talk to Mr. Pham about Carlos causing so much trouble. Mr. 

Pham says, “yeah, well he’s in a gang. I won’t back down to him, though.” 

 

Most students at Matthews resisted the dress code prescription to tuck in their shirt.  

However, teachers interpreted the resistance of Latino boys, such as Carlos, as 

particularly threatening and oppositional.  This appeared to stem from adults’ 

assumptions that Latino boys in particular were more likely to be involved in gangs 

than other groups of students.  As Mr. Wilson told me, “the gang influence is bad 

among these Hispanics.” 

 School officials often interpreted clothing as gang related when worn by 

Latino boys.  Ms. McCain, a white teacher, expressed this view in an interview: 

 E. Morris: How do you identify gang members? 

 

Ms. McCain: Like if one of my Hispanic boys is wearing all blue – blue shirt 

and blue pants…the Crips – they wear blue rag. 

 

Students of many different race and gender backgrounds wore blue clothing at 

Matthews, occasionally all blue.  Yet, Ms. McCain implies that she interprets such 

clothing to indicate gang membership only when worn by Latino boys.  The 

combination of race and gender with dress in this case could signal the difference 

between a potentially dangerous student and a harmless one.   
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Several Latino boys at the school were indeed involved with gangs, including 

the “Crips,” and announced this verbally as well as through their bodily displays.  

However, many adults viewed Latino boys in general as having the potential for gang 

involvement or violence, even if they did not openly display gang markers.  For 

example, in another class I observed with Mr. Pham, he reprimanded a Latino boy 

who was wrestling with another boy.  The Latino boy protested, saying he didn’t 

think he was hurting the other boy.  Mr. Pham told him to stop anyway, and added, 

“one day you’re gonna hurt someone and not know it and go to jail.”  This particular 

Latino boy did not wear any salient markers of gang affiliation typically used at the 

school.  However, Mr. Pham still interpreted his actions as overly aggressive, and 

warned the boy that they could one day land him in jail.   

Discipline and surveillance were especially directed at Latino boys who 

projected various elements of a “street” persona.  This persona did not necessarily 

include direct gang markers, but almost always included wearing baggy Dickies 

brand pants.  Many Latino and African American boys preferred this brand of pants 

and shorts, usually wearing them oversized and low on their hips.  The choice of 

Dickies by these students suggests a class-based, “tough” identity because the brand 

is primarily marketed as men’s blue-collar work clothing (see Hebdige, 1979, for a 

discussion of other styles of clothing and class identity).  Many adults at Matthews, 

such as Ms. Boyd, an African American teacher, interpreted Dickies negatively: 

You know how they wear these baggy Dickies pants and stuff – you know 

where that comes from? It’s like how they dress in prison. A lot of them see 

 100



 

their older brothers or whatever in prison and that’s what they pattern 

themselves after. (Fieldnotes, 4/20/01) 

 

For Ms. Boyd, Dickies represented oppositional values.  She viewed students who 

wore this brand as modeling themselves after criminals.  Interestingly, I almost never 

saw Dickies worn by white students, and only a few Asian students.  The brand was 

overwhelmingly preferred by black and Latino students, usually boys.  This parallels 

Ferguson’s (2000) finding that school officials viewed many black boys as “bound for 

jail.”  My findings from Matthews expand this view to include Latino boys, and 

highlight how something as simple as a style of pants can indicate potential 

criminality when worn by black or Latino boys.  

However, bodily display, especially clothing choice, had a major influence on 

how educators viewed and treated Latino boys (more so than with African American 

boys).  The few Latino boys who wore Dockers brand pants, dark sneakers or dress 

shoes, and kept their shirts tucked in signaled to teachers that they were good 

students.  One Latino student of this type was named Thomas.  Thomas projected a 

middle class, “schoolboy” type of persona through his Dockers pants, tucked in shirt, 

and parted hair.  Although I heard him called a “little nerd” by some of his 

classmates, he received positive reactions from teachers in class.  Thomas was 

rambunctious, and did have a few referrals to the assistant principal’s office.  

However, these referrals were not for severe and persistent behavior, and teachers did 

not interpret Thomas’ actions as threatening. 

 101



 

Thomas serves as an example of how Latino boys, largely through their dress 

and manners, could signal to school officials that they were conscientious students, 

and came from middle-class backgrounds.  This class-based display was important 

because teachers seemed to hold more polarized views of the potential class 

backgrounds of Latino students than they did for other students.  Many told me that 

Latino kids at the school could come from either relatively wealthy, upwardly mobile 

backgrounds or very disadvantaged ones.  A white teacher named Ms. Phillips, for 

instance, explained in our interview that she thought many of the school’s Latino 

students were middle-class or at least stable working-class, and in a better economic 

situation than most of the white students: 

Ms. P.: I’m pretty sure most of the white kids who go here live in apartments, 

and are poor like a lot of the other kids. Now, if you drive through the 

neighborhood just down from here – the one with all the houses – it’s all 

Hispanic. A lot of the Hispanic families here are home-owners. 

 

E.M.: So the white kids here are poorer than a lot of the Hispanic kids? 

 

Ms. P.: Yes. 

 

Similar to Bettie (2000), I found that many Latino students actively  “performed” 

class identity and membership, especially through their dress.  A middle-class 
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performance displayed the students’ possession of cultural capital in the form of dress 

and grooming, and this mitigated the discipline they received. 

 

Self-discipline and Benign Resistance 

Matthews contained a small minority of white students, and a larger minority of 

Asian American students.  I almost never saw these students disciplined in terms of 

dress or manners, even when I observed clear violations.9  I never saw Asian 

American girls disciplined for behavior or dress – in many ways these girls 

exemplified the educators’ ideal self-disciplined student.  I rarely observed school 

officials discipline Asian American boys.  Behaviors that adults frequently rebuked 

African American and Latino boys for (e.g., getting out of their seat without 

permission, being loud) often went unnoticed when engaged in by Asian American 

boys.  Further, some Asian boys exhibited almost identical behavior and dress to 

Latino boys considered dangerous and gang affiliated, but were still considered good 

students.   

One Pakistani student named Roshan, for example, dressed in a “street-based” 

style, including wearing baggy Dickies pants.  Roshan could be quite disruptive in 

classes, and received some discipline, but educators did not perceive him as very 

                                                           
9 One could argue this stems from the fewer numbers of whites and Asians at the 
school, and that I was simply less likely to encounter discipline aimed at these 
students. However, as I mention in the introductory chapter, I purposely observed 
more classes and interactions involving white students than other students. It is 
possible that I missed some of the discipline aimed at Asian students, but this is 
highly unlikely in the case of white students. 
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threatening, and I never saw him referred to the assistant principal’s office (for 

serious infractions).  Roshan often dressed in all blue, and I learned, had some 

leanings toward gangs: 

4/15/02, 12:50. I am tutoring a group a group of boys that includes Roshan, 

and two Hispanic boys named Arturo and Ramon. They have not done 

anything on their project yet, so I try to get them started writing some things 

down. Roshan asks why I am at the school, and I say I am volunteering to 

tutor and that I’m doing a research project at the school for college. Roshan 

then tells me that Arturo is in a gang and I should put that in my report. 

Ramon clarifies that Arturo is not really in a gang, but is just a wannabe. 

Ramon then asks me if there are gangs in college. I say, no, chuckling a little. 

Ramon informs me that Arturo is going to get jumped after school by a rival 

gang, and Roshan confirms this. Ramon then tells me an important twist to 

this story: Roshan is involved with this rival gang, even though he and Arturo 

are both friends. 

 

Thus, even when Asian American boys such as Roshan exhibited particular markers 

associated with gang affiliation, and in his case actually did have some involvement 

in gangs, educators still did not view them as threatening, potential gang members, 

especially compared to Latino boys. 

 Adults rarely disciplined white girls or boys, although, as with Latino boys, 

this was strongly mediated by race and class-based performance.  Some white 
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students, through their interactive style, choice of clothing, and friendship groups, 

seemed to signal to observers a type of “street,” persona.  This persona incorporated 

styles of dressing and speaking commonly associated with urban black youth, which I 

describe in more detail in chapter five.  Although I never saw these white students 

wear Dickies pants, some wore gold or silver chains outside their shirts, similar to 

many black and Latino students at the school, and spoke using expressions and a 

cadence similar to many African American students at the school, what many might 

call “Black English” or “ebonics” (Labov, 1972).  Students affecting this persona 

tended to receive more disciplinary action than other whites.   

One example is a student named Lisa.  As I discuss in more detail in chapter 

five, Lisa often wore her dark hair in styles similar to many black girls at the school, 

such as in cornrows, she tended to hang out with black girls, and she spoke in a 

rhythm similar to her black friends.  Teachers occasionally monitored and regulated 

Lisa’s comportment, such as when she gave a class presentation in the following 

example: 

(Fieldnotes, 11/14/01, 9:10) Lisa, who has her hair styled like many of the 

black girls in a sort of bun on top of her head, and is dressed up, goes next. 

The teacher, a black woman named Ms. Lewis, again tells the class how 

important it is to “look nice” when doing a presentation for a job. She gives 

Lisa quite a bit of coaching, including making her take off her jacket: “you do 

not wear a jacket giving a presentation for a job unless it is part of your 

outfit.” Lisa reluctantly takes the jacket off. Then Ms. Lewis tells her, “take 
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your hand off your hip, and stand up at the front – don’t slouch.” Ms. Lewis 

also asks why Lisa’s parent didn’t come (students were given extra credit if 

they brought their parent(s) to see their presentation). Lisa says she doesn’t 

know. She then starts her presentation, which she goes through quickly. She 

speaks in a slight southern/black cadence – similar to most of the black 

students at the school, but also somewhat similar to the white students – sort 

of in-between.  

 

Lisa certainly received bodily discipline in this instance, which differed from what I 

observed with other white girls.  The “coaching” of Lisa’s behavior parallels what I 

witnessed with many black girls, and appears as an attempt to instill Lisa with 

knowledge of how to conduct herself in a business setting.  However, this discipline 

differed from that directed at the black girls discussed above in that the adult did not 

label Lisa’s actions specifically “unlady-like.”  Ms. Lewis, like most of Lisa’s 

teachers, did not seem to assume she really lacked knowledge of how to “act like a 

young lady.”  Although Lisa dressed and acted in ways virtually indistinguishable 

from many black girls at the school, adults did not interpret her behaviors as overly 

bold or aggressive.  Lisa’s whiteness, however non-stereotypical, seemed to indicate 

adequate femininity in itself.     

The same class contained another white student who spoke in a style similar 

to many black students at the school, and hung out with black friends.  This student, a 

large boy with light brown hair named Jackson, marked “White” on the student 
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survey form I distributed, and in the “Other” space wrote in “white chocolate,” which 

I discuss further in Chapter 5.  Jackson very much portrayed this “white chocolate” 

racial identity.  He hung out with African American friends, used Black English in his 

speech, and wore gold or silver chains outside his shirt.  Although Jackson often wore 

his pants or shorts well below his waist, and rarely tucked in his shirt, I never saw 

him scolded for it.  He did “get in trouble” frequently for other reasons, however, 

such as in this interaction with Ms. Lewis from the same class period listed above: 

After a few presentations at the beginning that Ms. Lewis seemed satisfied 

with, the rest have not pleased her – many students had multiple misspellings, 

and failed to follow directions. Ms. Lewis is particularly angry with Jackson 

for his. She has already scolded him and moved him away from the class for 

causing a disruption. I notice as he moves, Jackson is wearing a large gold 

chain on the outside of his shirt, and that his shirt is not tucked into his long 

baggy shorts. No one has told him to tuck it in. As Jackson starts his 

presentation, his clothes contrasting with many of the other students who have 

dressed up for their presentations, he tells Ms. Lewis, “I ain’t finish.” Ms. 

Lewis tells him to do it anyway. He attempts to, but has not done most of the 

things she asked for. Ms. Lewis scolds Jackson for this, and seems fairly 

angry with him. However, Jackson resists her by talking back and raising his 

voice, saying, “I told you I ain’t finish yet.” Ms. Lewis, growing more 

agitated, responds, “but why did you tell me it was done last week when you 

weren’t doing anything?” Jackson tries to mount a weak defense: “It was – I 
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just had it somewhere else.” Ms. Lewis tells Jackson to see her after class, but 

interestingly, when the end of class comes she forgets about it, and he goes 

free. 

 

Teachers often reprimanded Jackson like this for not doing his schoolwork or being 

insolent.  However, as in the example above, they tended to not monitor or correct his 

clothing or mannerisms, and virtually never told him to tuck in his shirt.  School 

officials did not appear to perceive Jackson as particularly “bad” or threatening.  In 

fact, although some teachers watched Jackson closely during assemblies, he was 

allowed to walk around rather freely and stand near the teachers at the same time they 

often warned other students to “get in your seat!” or “tuck in that shirt!”  Jackson’s 

whiteness seemed to make his technically deviant (according to school rules) dress 

and behavior appear harmless and benign to many educators. 

 Interestingly, however, the discipline directed at white students depended 

largely on educators’ racial backgrounds.  As I have mentioned with African 

American girls, black teachers expressed more of an interest in teaching them the 

social skills to become “young ladies.”  Similarly, white teachers remained more 

concerned and aware than black teachers of the transgressions of white students such 

as Jackson.  Because black teachers composed the majority of teachers in the school, 

this meant that my observations of Jackson overall indicated that he tended to evade 

discipline.  But white teachers tended to view him as more problematic than black 

teachers, as I will show in Chapter 4.  While white teachers focused more disciplinary 
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attention on white students, however, I did not observe white teachers chastising 

white girls to “act like young ladies.”  White teachers appeared to view both white 

girls and white boys rather negatively, and did not describe their discipline of these 

students as a way of providing social skills.  Nevertheless, white teachers, like other 

teachers, still disciplined black and Latino boys more than any other students.   

 In her study of the disciplinary experiences of black children, Ferguson (2000: 

72) states that “…the closer to whiteness, to the norm of bodies, language, emotion, 

the more these children are self-disciplined and acceptable members of the 

institution.”  In my observations, students such as Jackson and Lisa performed 

identities that deviated from stereotypical whiteness despite their white skin, and 

categorization of themselves as white on a survey form.  Because these students lived 

in this working class, predominately minority urban neighborhood, they reflected and 

aligned themselves with their experience in this context, which produced an 

alternative projection of whiteness.  While this performance tended to slightly 

differentiate these students from other white students in terms of discipline, however, 

their whiteness still afforded them less concern and monitoring from teachers than 

that directed at most African American and Latino students, especially in terms of 

manners and dress.  This differed interestingly depending on the teacher’s racial 

background, however, which suggests that white teachers and black teachers had 

different measurements of how close white students in this context were to 

“whiteness.”  I explore this topic in more detail in Chapter 4.  
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Student and Teacher Perspectives on Bodily Discipline 

Most teachers at Matthews supported the concept of a dress code and saw it as crucial 

to creating a sense of order in the school.  Many actually thought that the main 

problem with the dress code was in its lax enforcement.  However, the constant 

policing of students to tuck in their shirts belies a lack of strict regulation in student 

dress.  Instead, I found that the discipline itself engendered student resistance, which 

made the dress code appear ineffective and undermined its stated purpose.   

 A few teachers, however, did not favor strict discipline in dress and manners.  

A white teacher named Ms. Scott, for example, said this when I asked why she 

thought so many adults insisted on making the students tuck in their shirts: 

Because it’s an easy battle. You might not be able to get them to sit in their 

seat and do their work, but you can make them tuck their shirt in. It’s an easy 

way for teachers to assert their authority over the kids and make it look like 

they have control. (Fieldnotes, 2/1/02) 

 

Ms. Scott implied that teachers who did not have enough control over their students 

to make them do schoolwork could project a façade of control through regulating 

student clothing.  Similarly, some teachers I observed made their students tuck in 

their shirts before going to lunch, while ignoring untucked shirts in their own 

classrooms.  These findings emphasize how important teachers considered the 

visibility of student compliance with clothing rules, and echo Foucault’s ([1977] 

1995: 187) assertions that “in discipline it is the subjects that have to be seen. Their 
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visibility assures the hold of power that is exercised over them.”  Students displaying 

tucked in shirts symbolized and embodied the control and order sought by the school. 

In contrast to adults, virtually all the students I talked to at Matthews 

expressed displeasure with the dress code, especially the policy of keeping shirts 

tucked in.  Most complained that the dress code made them physically uncomfortable 

and stifled their ability to express creativity.  For example, I tutored Daniel, a Latino 

boy whom I mentioned in chapter two, on a persuasive paper he was writing against 

the school policy of maintaining a tucked in shirt.  I asked him why he thought adults 

cared so much about making the kids tuck in their shirts.  He replied, “because they 

think it makes us look like we’re educated.”  When I asked him why he opposed that, 

he thought for a while, and finally stated, “because it doesn’t matter what you look 

like to be educated, it’s all up here (points to his head).”  In contrast to adults at 

Matthews, Daniel viewed regulation in dress and manners as unnecessary, and 

asserted that mental development itself should be the primary form of cultural capital 

that teachers transmit to students. 

 Student displeasure with the dress code often translated into resistance.  This 

resistance, especially untucked shirts and baggy pants worn low on the hips, 

symbolized defiance to the school for many teachers.  According to Mr. Simms, a 

white teacher: 

We’ve tried to get them to wear pants that fit around their waist, but that 

hasn’t really worked. That baggy style with the pants hanging low came from 
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the black community and the prisons – they use it as a way to defy authority. 

(Interview, 5/8/02) 

 

Mr. Simms, similar to Ms. Boyd, claimed that the baggy style came from prison.  But 

unlike Ms. Boyd, he also located its origins in “the black community,” specifically 

connecting it to race.  Although he thought this style originated with black prisoners, 

in other conversations I had with Mr. Simms he pointed out Latino kids who also 

used baggy pants as a mode of defiance.  Thus Mr. Simms, along with other school 

officials, interpreted the race and class-based “street” styles of black and Latino 

children in particular, as purposely oppositional.   Many educators seemed to think 

that purging these styles from the school would also purge the opposition.  However, 

similar to Valenzuela (1999), most youth I talked to at Matthews wanted to wear 

baggy pants and untucked shirts not specifically to oppose the school, but because 

this was normative dress in their neighborhood.  The restriction of these styles 

confused many students, and led them to see the school as an alien, unfairly punitive 

institution.  This, it appeared, encouraged many students to disengage from school, 

and often promoted resistance. 

For example, I tutored an African American boy named Derek, who wore 

baggy Dickies pants and his hair in cornrows, on a position paper he was writing on 

school uniforms.  Derek, a somewhat shy and thoughtful kid, explained to me why he 

was against the uniform policy during a tutoring session: 
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12/10/01, 9:30. I sit with Derek in the library, and he tells me his reasons why 

he is against uniforms. As I talk to him, I learn that he feels strongly about this 

and is not just making up reasons for the exercise. One of his reasons is that 

the kids already have clothes, and buying extra uniform clothes makes it more 

expensive. Another is that the uniforms create a prison-like atmosphere in the 

school. He writes that you could compare the students to prisoners because of 

the control the school uses with uniforms and timetables: ‘they (prisoners) 

wear uniforms, we wear uniforms, they have a certain time to eat, we have a 

certain time to eat.’     

 

I ask Derek to explain his point that the uniforms make kids feel like 

prisoners. He explains, “It’s ‘cause like everyone is wearing the same thing 

like in prison.” I ask what specifically is bad about that. He responds, 

“because it’s like we did something wrong but we didn’t do anything. 

Prisoners are there because they did something wrong. We’re just here to 

learn, we didn’t do anything wrong, but it’s like we’re being punished.”      

 

While adults such as Mr. Simms saw the restriction of certain styles of clothing and 

behavior as eliminating prisoner-like defiance, Derek interpreted this discipline as 

creating a prison-like atmosphere in the school.  Ironically, Mr. Simms and Derek 

seem to agree in their view of him being like a prisoner.  However, in Mr. Simms 

case this view stems from a stereotypical assumption that guides disciplinary practice, 
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and in Derek’s case it stems from being a target of such practice.  Foucault ([1977] 

1995) argues that disciplinary institutions such as schools and prisons intend to 

produce individuals who internalize discipline, and regulate themselves.  Similarly, 

the disciplinary practices aimed at students at Matthews, based on often stereotypical 

assumptions about their lack of conformity, seemed to produce students who 

internalized these very assumptions about themselves.  Because some adults 

interpreted certain dress and behaviors as oppositional or inadequate and sought to 

discipline them away, students subject to this discipline often came to see themselves 

as oppositional or inadequate.  

 

CONCLUSION 

Schools teach children many lessons.  These lessons often transgress the formal 

elements of overt curricula, and instruct children on how to speak, what to wear, and 

how to move their bodies.  Schools use persistent and subtle discipline to produce 

students who will embody this appropriate conduct.  At Matthews, this form of 

discipline was so lauded by teachers and administrators it verged on becoming part of 

the overt curriculum.  Many school officials helped implement and regulate dress and 

manners out of an expressed, genuine desire to help students.10  Left hidden, however, 

were the assumptions of which students needed this discipline, and in what form. 

                                                           
10 While certainly strict, Matthews’ climate was not one of harsh and severe 
discipline, such as that described by Anyon (1997) in her study of a predominately 
African American urban school. 
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 In this chapter, I show how race combined with gender and social class to 

form the assumptions officials used to guide their disciplinary practices (see also, 

Collins, 1990; 1998).  “Blackness” of students seemed to indicate aggression and 

forcefulness.  When combined with gender, this influenced perceptions of masculinity 

and femininity, leading adults to see black girls as inadequately feminine, for 

example.  This was true not only with skin color, but also self-presentation.  Adults 

viewed students adopting a “street” persona as potentially dangerous and 

oppositional.  They monitored this persona more closely with African American and 

Latino boys, however, whose race and gender alone already seemed to indicate their 

potential for dangerous resistance.  When adopted by white and Asian American 

students, a street type of persona elicited some discipline, but appeared less menacing 

to many educators.  Even when affecting this style, white and Asian American boys 

were often seen as harmless, and white and Asian American girls as well-mannered.   

“Whiteness” and “Asian-ness,” although partially qualified by performative 

display, appeared to indicate docility, and normative masculinity and femininity.  

How educators interpreted a “street-oriented” performance from these students was 

important, however, and indicative of how this persona could signal class 

background.  Interestingly, this street style appeared to tarnish the perception of 

docility and normativity of white students for white teachers more so than black 

teachers.  In this sense, white teachers perhaps approached this style as more 

indicative of a lower class-based, oppositional persona when enacted by white 

students, while black teachers viewed it more as artificial posturing.  Interpretations 
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of social class also stemmed from educators’ understandings of the neighborhood, 

and the residential situation of student groups in this neighborhood.  This seemed to 

influence educators’ perceptions of Latino students in particular, because many 

thought some of these students could be from middle-class home-owning families.  

Educators saw Latino students who manipulated their outward appearance to suggest 

such a middle-class background as good, docile students, even when they exhibited 

unruly behavior. 

 However, educators had very polarized views of Latino students, who could 

also be considered some of the worst and most dangerous students.  My findings 

suggest that in general, school officials viewed Latino boys as acutely oppositional.  

This perhaps stemmed from popular culture characterizations of urban Latino boys as 

threatening gang members (Fregoso, 1993).  While many Latino boys at Matthews 

were indeed involved with gangs, most were not.  Yet all endured adult assumptions 

that, because of their race and gender, they had the potential for danger and should be 

monitored and disciplined accordingly.  Overcoming this assumption required 

displays of cultural capital from Latino boys in the form of dress and manners not 

required of other students, especially white and Asian students, whose race often 

seemed to represent cultural capital in itself (see also, Lareau and Horvat, 1999).   

Such race, class, and gender assumptions actually worked to subvert the goal 

of many educators at the school to provide students with the skills to gain upward 

mobility.  Many students targeted for disciplinary reform came to see themselves as 

incompatible with school norms.  Like Derek, they appeared to internalize the 
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discipline aimed at them, and while for some this led to self-regulation and 

complicity, for others it produced resistance and disengagement from school.  As I 

will revisit in the concluding chapter, these findings question the efficacy of 

persistent discipline in dress and manners, especially when targeted according to race, 

class, and gender.  Rather than creating opportunities for advancement, this practice 

only seems to bolster perceptions of poor and minority girls and boys as flawed in 

some way, and has the potential to push many away from schooling.   

While this chapter does not focus exclusively on white students, it sets the 

stage from which I will concentrate on these students more closely in the following 

chapters.  This chapter shows that overall, educators tended to view white students at 

Matthews, even when they performed similar interactive styles to minority students, 

as good students who already possessed cultural capital, and did not require 

disciplinary reform.  However, not all teachers viewed white students in the same 

way.  As I discuss in the next chapter, important differences surfaced between 

African American teachers and white teachers in how they interpreted “whiteness” 

and interacted with these white students at Matthews. 
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Chapter 4 

From “Middle-Class” to “Trailer Trash:” Teachers’ Perceptions of White 

Students 

 

During my fieldwork I tried hard to avoid focusing too extensively on the most 

popular and assertive students at Matthews, a bias Barrie Thorne (1993) suggests can 

skew research into ignoring marginalized groups and individuals.  This bias can 

distort a researcher’s ability to see the complete picture, and might cause them to miss 

important pockets of resistance and change within a group or organization.  I knew 

this – but at times I just couldn’t help it.  One student named Jackson, who I 

mentioned in the previous chapter, simply fascinated me.  I noticed Jackson 

especially in relatively “free” spaces such as the hallways between classes (including 

when he skipped class), assemblies, and the lunchroom.  In these situations he tended 

to exhibit a rather aggressive and cocky style, displaying his toughness to other 

students through his disregard for most school rules.  As I discussed in the previous 

chapter, however, I became increasingly interested in how Jackson avoided much 

discipline when he exhibited similar behaviors and styles to other students, especially 

Latino and black boys, who tended to receive strict discipline.  Jackson, for all his 

foibles, even served as an office aide in the final year of my fieldwork – a position 

granted only to students considered especially responsible and conscientious! 

The more I observed Jackson, however, the more I noticed differences in how 

teachers and administrators reacted to him.  Interestingly, these differences related 
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especially to the teachers’ race.  White teachers tended to interpret and interact with 

Jackson more negatively, whereas African American teachers tended to ignore his 

transgressions, or discipline him lightly (recall that Ms. Lewis in the previous chapter 

originally tells Jackson to stay after class, but then forgets about it).  Although this 

finding may have reflected an observational bias, I learned that these subtle 

differences in how teachers reacted to Jackson also explained much of my then 

discordant findings involving other white students.  As I looked over my fieldnotes, I 

noticed that when white students received praise and positive feedback in classroom 

situations, this came especially from African American teachers.  When I saw white 

students overlooked in classroom situations, or reprimanded, this came especially 

from white teachers.  This chapter tells the story of these different reactions to white 

students at Matthews, which I argue stem from different perceptions of the 

neighborhood in which these students lived, and different perceptions of the white 

students’ class background.        

In this chapter, I focus on how teachers at Matthews perceived white students 

at the school.  I find that the academic advantages of these white students depended 

largely on how teachers perceived their race, class, and academic ability.  Different 

teachers expressed very different views of the family and class backgrounds of white 

students in this setting, which ranged from “middle-class” to “trailer trash.”  I argue 

that these views of social class related to how teachers interpreted whiteness in this 

predominately minority context, and shaped how teachers reacted to these students 

academically.  In tracing the interpretation of whiteness in the teachers’ discourse, I 
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attempt to highlight how race and class work in combination.  As I mentioned in 

Chapter 1, it may be helpful heuristically to separate these concepts, but race and 

class often interrelate in complex ways, which tend to defy a clear division.  Often in 

social interaction, one of these concepts symbolizes the other.  In this chapter, I show 

how student race – in this case whiteness – symbolized a particular class background 

to teachers.  Further, teachers interpreted whiteness differently based on their racial 

background.  Black teachers typically saw white students as middle-class, and good 

students.  White teachers tended to interpret white students as low-income, and 

unremarkable students.  These perceptions of class background and academic ability 

corresponded to how these different teachers made sense of the unique situation of 

white students in the predominately minority setting of Matthews, and influenced 

how they reacted to these students.    

 

Studying White Students 

While most research on educational inequality focuses on racial/ethnic minority 

students, a few studies have critically examined the experiences of white students.  

Rather than looking solely at the disadvantages faced by minority students, this 

research asks how white students gain advantages in educational settings (Fine, Weis, 

Powell, and Wong, 1997; Lewis, 2001).  The concept of “white privilege” is central 

to this work (McIntosh [1988] 1996).  White privilege refers to the idea that white 

people in general, including white students, profit from hidden institutional benefits 

stemming from their whiteness.  Lareau and Horvat (1999: 42), for instance, find that 
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whiteness functions as an invisible but powerful “cultural resource,” aiding white 

parents and their children in school settings.  Much of the work on “whiteness,” 

however, has inadequately addressed the interrelation of race and social class.  White 

middle and upper class students undoubtedly benefit from race as well as class 

background, but this line of research has not often explored whiteness in the lives of 

poor and working class students. 

 This tendency to concentrate on race while downplaying class background is 

similar to much previous research on educational inequality.  In ethnographic studies, 

as well as survey-based research, scholars tend to position race or class as having a 

more important effect on educational processes.  Some tend to assign primacy to 

social class (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977; Bowles and Gintis, 1976; Willis, 1977), 

and others to race (Delpit, 1995; Ogbu, 1991; Fordham, 1988) in shaping educational 

experiences.  Such perspectives, although valuable, do not account for how race and 

class interact in everyday life, including within schools.  People do not experience 

these characteristics in isolation, and they develop understandings of others based on 

their perceptions of both at once. 

 Recent work by Julie Bettie (2000; 2002) has sought to show how race and 

class (along with gender) intersect in the lives of white students.  Bettie compares 

white working class students with Mexican American working class students in a 

mixed-race school (Bettie, 2002).  Although their class background hinders their 

upward mobility through education, Bettie argues that white working class students 

still benefit from their race.  For instance, she states that “white working-class 
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students can escape tracking more easily [than Mexican American working-class 

students] because their class does not as easily appear encoded onto the body” (Bettie, 

2002: 420).  Thus, according to Bettie’s findings, the whiteness of students may 

signal high status regardless of their actual class background.   

 However, missing from all these analyses of white privilege (including 

Bettie’s), is a thorough analysis of the institutional conditions under which white 

students gain advantages.  One of the most important of these conditions is how 

educators actually interpret the whiteness of students in different contexts.  Much 

compelling ethnographic work in education has explored how youth develop race and 

class-based identities that impel them to either embrace school or disengage from it 

(Bettie, 2000; 2002; Flores-Gonzalez, 2002; MacLeod, 1995; Fordham and Ogbu, 

1986; Willis, 1977).  But little of this research thoroughly examines how educators 

actually perceive these identities.  Several studies suggest that teachers’ perceptions 

of students play a profound role in shaping educational experiences (Alexander, 

Entwisle, and Thompson, 1987; Ferguson, 1998; Muller, Katz, and Dance, 1999).  To 

more fully understand the impact of race and class in the educational experiences of 

students, including white students, we must also explore how educators interpret 

these characteristics. 

 

Perceiving Race and Social Class 

There is reason to believe that how people interpret race and social class varies 

significantly based on social context and the background of the observer.  Further, the 
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social position one holds, or attempts to project, does not always directly correspond 

to the social position others interpret.  Research on social interaction suggests that 

observers rely especially on visible cues and social context to develop interpretations 

of those they interact with (Anderson, 1990).  These cues are often highly interwoven 

so that some can imply others.  Because of its high social visibility, race often signals 

a range of characteristics, including social class position.  As discussed in the opening 

chapter, many middle-class African Americans report that white strangers often 

assume they have a lower social class position solely because of their race (Feagin, 

1991; Feagin and Sikes, 1994).  Other research indicates that many employers 

perceive black (and to some extent Latino) applicants as “lower-class,” “inner-city” 

residents, and therefore (according to them) undesirable workers (Kirschenman and 

Neckerman, 1991).  Employers in this study tended to equate white applicants, by 

contrast, with middle-class status, and therefore considered them desirable workers. 

 These studies indicate that whiteness often signals middle-class status, and it 

may be this very signal that results in forms of white privilege.  However, social class 

carries its own identifiers, and the perception of these can perhaps alter the perception 

of race, including whiteness (West and Fenstermaker, 1995).  An urban, 

predominately minority residential location, along with certain styles of speech, dress, 

and behavior are often interpreted as “lower-class” for example (Anderson, 1990; 

Kirschenman and Neckerman, 1991).  Observers, including educators, undoubtedly 

rely on understandings of neighborhood location and context, along with attention to 

styles of interaction, to develop their interpretation of a person’s social background.  

 123



 

Educators may react negatively to students exhibiting such “lower-class” and “street-

based” markers (Bourdieu and Paseron, 1977; Dance, 2002; Valenzuela, 1999).  

However, most previous research in the U.S. has focused on the educational 

experiences of racial/ethnic minority students who carry such markers.  Few have 

considered how teachers might view white students who live in predominately 

minority areas and may display these “street-based” styles.  How might educators 

react to these unusual white students? 

 Educators’ reactions will undoubtedly depend on how they interpret this 

unique form of whiteness.  Research suggests that whiteness in predominately poor 

and racial/ethnic minority locations often acquires a different meaning than whiteness 

in predominately white locations (Hartigan, 1999; Perry, 2002).  These findings point 

to the importance of context, especially residential context, in framing perceptions of 

race.  Residential segregation typically inhibits wide interaction between members of 

different racial groups, especially white people and black people (Massey and 

Denton, 1993).  These different racialized experiences influence how people perceive 

and assign meaning to race and class.  People may develop different interpretations of 

whiteness based on the immediate racial context, as well as how they have 

experienced and interpreted whiteness in the past. 

 Perhaps because of this infrequent and fleeting white/non-white social 

interaction, people perceive others differently depending on if they consider them to 

be from their own racial group or a racial “out-group” (Hill, 2002).  Although some 

of this language borders on reifying race as an essential cognitive element, rather than 
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as the changing product of a negotiated social process (Omi and Winant, [1986] 

1994), it suggests that race does shape how we view the world.  Such a perspective 

can actually emphasize how race is socially constructed because how we view others 

in terms of race largely stems from social interaction and contact between those 

groups we consider racial.  The less contact people have with those they consider to 

be from a different racial group, the more likely notions of basic racial distinctions 

will persist (Allport, [1954] 1958).  In this way, “race,” along with the particular ideas 

it might represent, becomes part of how we organize our social experience (Omi and 

Winant, 1994).  Our past race-based experiences congeal into what Hill (2002: 106) 

calls “a powerful social prism,” that “filters” our perception of those we consider 

racially different from ourselves.     

For teachers, I suggest that such a prism could refract different understandings 

and interpretations of the class background and academic ability of their students.  

Black teachers and white teachers, to the extent that they have had different 

residential and social experiences, could perceive whiteness in a predominately 

minority context differently.  Previous studies have shown that whites who live in 

predominately white suburban areas tend to view predominately black areas as 

dangerous, poor, and exotic (Farley, Steeh, Krysan, Jackson, and Reeves, 1994; 

Lewis, 2001).  African Americans tend to view predominately black areas less 

negatively, probably because they have often had closer physical and emotional 

connections to such areas (Collins, 1990; Farley et al., 1994).  Thus, race can frame 

perceptions primarily because of different patterns of experience.  In the case of white 

 125



 

students in a predominately racial/ethnic minority urban area, we might expect that 

these different frames of reference based on teachers’ race could influence their 

interpretations of these students.         

At Matthews I found that how teachers perceived and interacted with white 

students indeed differed according to the race of the teacher.  Interestingly, African 

American teachers tended to perceive and interact with these students more positively 

than white teachers did.  While this might seem counterintuitive, the whiteness of 

these students represented very different meanings for white and black teachers in this 

context.  African American teachers viewed white students in this setting as having 

relatively high status, while white teachers viewed these students as having relatively 

low status.  These different understandings of whiteness stemmed largely from how 

white and black teachers interpreted this predominately minority area and school, and 

the importance they assigned to race based on their own racialized experiences.  

How teachers interpreted white students in the predominately racial/ethnic 

minority setting of Matthews stemmed from several factors.  These factors consisted 

of a complex interplay of perceptions relating to school and neighborhood type, social 

class, and race.  In the remainder of this chapter I discuss these factors, beginning 

with teachers’ perceptions of students in the school generally, and then narrowing this 

focus to how teachers perceived and interacted with white students specifically. 
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Perceptions of the School and their Role as Teacher  

Educators at Matthews saw the school and their role in it in various ways.  White 

teachers tended to see themselves in somewhat of a missionary role to help 

disadvantaged kids: 

I chose to teach these kids because I think they deserve a quality education. 

Not that I’m like the greatest teacher or something, but they deserve the same 

education as rich kids. (Ms. McCain, Interview, 4/26/02) 

 

I was driving down the street one day and I saw a group of young black males 

in a ghetto type area with nothing to do than pitch pennies. I decided then that 

I wanted to go into education so these kids could grow up and have more 

opportunities and more to do than just sitting around pitching pennies (Mr. 

Wilson, Interview, 5/15/02) 

 

Many white teachers saw Matthews as a very disadvantaged inner city school, whose 

students they wanted to help.  Black teachers, however, seemed reluctant to 

characterize the school as “inner city,” or even particularly disadvantaged: 

I worked over in [another school district] through a computer company for a 

while. People say this school is an inner city school, and I guess it is, but over 

there they had a lot more problems. (Ms. Lewis, Interview, 2/22/02) 
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I guess this is the inner city, but not like where I taught (before). These kids 

need to learn that they have opportunities. (Ms. Boyd, Fieldnotes, 2/22/01) 

 

Few teachers, white or black, lived in the immediate vicinity of the school, 

which was quite impoverished.  Most African American teachers, however, lived 

closer to the school than most white teachers (many white teachers said they drove 

more than an hour to get to the school).  Some black teachers even had children in 

nearby schools, and told me they would see their students at area supermarkets.  

Thus, the school for many black teachers was less a distant or “other” reality than for 

many white teachers.  This appeared to shape the way each group of teachers saw the 

students in the school.  White teachers saw most students as having serious 

educational and social needs, whereas black teachers stressed that most students 

actually had “opportunities” for learning and upward mobility.   

Many African American teachers saw themselves as helping disadvantaged 

kids, similar to white teachers, but when they described this role they connected it 

more specifically to race and combating racism: 

My parents and schools gave me the tools for how to deal with racism. One of 

the things I try to teach these kids is how to survive in a racist society…but 

not to hate. Sooner or later they find out that education is the atomic bomb for 

dealing with racism. (Mr. Caldwell, Interview, 4/24/02) 

 

 128



 

Black teachers such as Mr. Caldwell tended to direct this racial focus especially at the 

black children in the school.  Black teachers sometimes mentioned that Latinos also 

suffered from racial discrimination, but emphasized this discrimination far less in 

conversations and teaching.  One black teacher named Ms. Taylor, whom I mentioned 

in the previous chapter, thought that Hispanic kids at the school tended to come from 

stable family environments which valued education, and gave the following example: 

Like the book fair we just had, the kids who bought something there were 

basically Hispanic kids. Our kids were buying candy bars and soda pop with 

their money. There are no books in the house in these families – they come 

here hollow. (Interview, 3/27/02)  

 

Interestingly, Ms. Taylor refers to “our” kids in this excerpt.  She implied throughout 

the context of the interview that this meant black children.  Ms. Taylor connected 

how families viewed education to race – with Hispanic families at the school being 

more supportive of education, and black families less so.  In contrast to Mr. Caldwell, 

she attributed problems faced by African American students more to their families 

than to racial discrimination.  Similar to Mr. Caldwell, however, she distinguished 

students primarily by race, and directed much of her concern at African American 

students.  This concern was also reflected in a poem celebrating black identity and 

pride that Ms. Taylor displayed in her classroom.     

 Thus, black teachers expressed an acute consciousness of race, especially in 

terms of disadvantages faced by African American students.  This consciousness 
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shaped their teaching style, and influenced the way they perceived students of 

different racial backgrounds.  African American teachers tended to be more aware of 

the variations and needs of African American students.  In addition, race itself acted 

as a primary organizing principle for black teachers in their stated perceptions of 

students in general.  I suggest that this race-based focus attuned African American 

teachers to the importance of race for racial minority students, as well as other 

students – for whom they often interpreted race to be an advantage (or less of a 

hindrance).  By focusing on the race-based disadvantages of black students, black 

teachers often constructed other groups of students as comparatively better off.  

Ironically, as exemplified by Ms. Taylor, this often led African American teachers to 

be most critical of African American students.   

White teachers, by contrast, denied that race played much of a role in shaping 

social processes in the school (see also, Lewis, 2001; Pollock, 2001).  Mr. Wilson, for 

example, responded with the following when I asked what he thought about the white 

students at the school: 

I’ve never thought about it really. I don’t think about race when I teach – 

when I look in [the classroom] I don’t see black, white, Asian – I just see kids, 

and that’s the way I treat them. And with my coworkers I don’t see that 

either…when we look in that classroom we don’t look at skin color. 

(Interview, 5/15/02)  
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White teachers such as Mr. Wilson often couched their discussion of educational 

inequalities in class-based, rather than race-based terms, and espoused a “color blind” 

perspective.  Perhaps because they experienced their race as a form of advantage, 

white teachers downplayed its potential significance (Frankenberg, 1993).  With 

exceptions, white teachers I spoke with tended to see all the students at the school as 

disadvantaged, and related this especially to class background.  Ms. McCain, for 

instance, stated that “the kids here are all on the same SES [socioeconomic status] 

anyway” (Interview, 4/26/02). 

This did not mean that race was unimportant to white teachers, however.  

Previous research finds that white people tend to stereotype predominately 

racial/ethnic minority residential contexts as having high rates of poverty and crime 

(Farley et al., 1994; Lewis, 2001).  I find a similar perception at Matthews.  White 

teachers characterized the school and the area as particularly poor, although it had a 

lower proportion of students receiving free or reduced lunch (60 percent the first year 

of my research, 66 percent the second) than several other middle schools in the same 

city (a nearby middle school on the edge of a district adjoining the Maplewood 

district had 97 percent of students on free or reduced lunch, for instance).  The 

predominance of black and Latino students at the school appeared to influence white 

teachers to see Matthews as very poor, which was not necessarily the perception of 

black teachers.  However, although race may have been a factor in their perceptions 

of the school, white teachers did not highlight it in their descriptions of educational 
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processes, which led them to downplay race per se as a potential source of 

educational disadvantage, or advantage.         

 

Social Class and Academic Ability 

While black and white educators held different views of the importance of race at 

Matthews, neither group attributed a causal role to race per se in student academic 

ability.  By contrast, they did tend to relate ability to social class.  Teachers used the 

term “middle-class” to imply a good student.  Many would point out a student whom 

they considered intelligent, and then tell me that their parent(s) had some middle-

income occupation such as police officer, teacher, or lawyer, implying that the 

parental occupation explained the student’s intelligence.  “Poor,” by contrast, 

indicated that the student faced greater obstacles in academics.  For instance, Mr. 

Reed, a black teacher, described the practical challenges faced by poor students: “it’s 

hard to think about academics if you’re just worried about surviving” (Interview, 

4/5/02).   

Living in rented apartments served as a key indicator of poverty to many 

teachers.  Recall Ms. Phillips’ characterization of the white students at Matthews 

from the previous chapter: “I’m pretty sure most of the white kids who go here live in 

apartments, and are poor like a lot of the other kids.”  Ms. Phillips, and others, used 

“living in apartments” as synonymous with “poor.”  Many educators considered 

students from such residential backgrounds to have low academic ability.  Ms. 

Taylor, for instance, connected parental reliance on public assistance and living in 
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apartments to a lack of student motivation.  In describing some students whom she 

considered troublesome she said, “[they] live in apartments – and they don’t want to 

live anywhere else – it just shows you how much motivation they have” (Fieldnotes, 

3/25/02).   

This should not imply that teachers were necessarily wrong in their 

assessment of the connection between social class and academic competence (see, for 

example Lareau, 2002), but that in the teachers’ discourse social class corresponded 

to academic ability more directly than race.  Thus, how teachers perceived a student’s 

social class was the most proximate factor in how they perceived that student’s 

academic potential.  Because social class did not have the same immediate visual 

impact of race, and teachers did not reference school records of those students 

classified as “economically disadvantaged,” determining social class was a rather 

complicated process in which teachers relied on various cues.  As mentioned above, 

parental occupation and residence served as some of these cues.  Teachers gleaned 

other cues from more direct interaction with the students, such as how students’ spoke 

and especially how they dressed.   

As discussed previously, Matthews enacted a dress code that was intended in 

part to make income differences less visible.  However, even within these strictures, a 

student’s dress – the brands they wore, the cleanliness and newness of their clothing – 

could still indicate class background.  As I argue in Chapter 3, students displaying 

noticeably neat and clean clothing tended to gain more positive reactions from 

teachers and less disciplinary action.  Teachers often interpreted such neat dress to 

 133



 

indicate a middle-class background or upward mobility – a symbolic representation of 

cultural capital.  In my conversations with teachers, some would even intertwine 

dress, family income, and being a good student so that one would imply the others.  

For example, one white teacher named Mr. Simms, whom I mentioned in the previous 

chapter, stated that one of his students was wealthy, and further explained this by 

saying, “he wears nice clothes and is a good student” (Interview, 5/8/02).  For Mr. 

Simms and other teachers, wearing “nice clothes” and being a “good student” 

indicated a relatively wealthy background.  Thus, teachers linked perceptions of 

academic performance and potential largely to perceptions of class background, based 

on certain cues gleaned from interacting with the students.   

 

School History and Perceptions of Students 

How teachers perceived the social class of students also stemmed from their 

understanding of the history of the school.  As I discussed in Chapter 2, teachers 

shared an oral and local history of the school among themselves, which most 

participated in learning and teaching to new staff.  This history related especially to 

the socioeconomic and racial changes the school had experienced since it first opened 

in the 1970’s.  These changes represented a classic case of “white flight” – many 

white residents near Matthews had moved away as more racial/ethnic minority 

residents moved in (Farley, et al., 1994).  Ms. Delaney, a white administrator, 

described this “white flight” and its affect on the school: 
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When Matthews first opened it was a white middle-class school – can you 

believe that?…Maplewood was once a suburb of Balcones City. Then, as 

minorities started wanting to get out of rough areas, a lot moved here. Then 

the whites said, ‘we don’t want to live next to THEM’ and moved even further 

out…Matthews was one of the first schools (in the district) to feel this change, 

and we’ve been through it. Now we’ve got these other middle schools calling 

us up, saying, ‘help – we don’t know what to do!’ (laughs). (Interview, 

10/1/01) 

 

Teachers at the school tended to associate this change, either implicitly or 

explicitly, with a more problematic student population.  Ms. Delaney in the excerpt 

above, for example, implied that the poorer and minority student population presented 

new and different problems for Matthews.  Other teachers were more explicit, and 

saw the current students as more troublesome – “wilder” in the words of one teacher.  

In either case, the history of the school framed a perception for many teachers that the 

most economically advantaged and stable families had left the area of the school.  

According to this view, Matthews was currently populated with poorer, and more 

difficult to manage students.  Corresponding to teachers’ association of apartment 

dwelling with impoverished and difficult students mentioned above, many teachers 

attributed this change to the growth of apartments in the area.  Ms. Phillips, for 

instance, described how and when apartment complexes came to dominate the area: 
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Around the mid-1980’s they sold off a lot of the empty land near the school. 

The developers came in and they turned it all into apartments because that was 

the way they thought they could turn the quickest profit. The apartments 

started advertising one dollar move in’s, and this brought a lot of low-income 

people in. (Interview, 11/26/01)          

 

Black teachers also described the changes at the school and linked these to the 

proliferation of apartments.  Interestingly, however, African American teachers such 

as Mr. Caldwell more directly described apartment dwelling families as black and 

Hispanic: 

They moved out here in Maplewood – a bunch of whites – to get away from 

everyone else. But the mistake they made was building a bunch of apartments. 

So, people who could only afford to rent moved out here. So now, if you look 

at the schools, all the students are black and Hispanic. (Interview, 4/24/02)  

 

While Ms. Phillips connected apartments to “low income” families without 

specifying race, Mr. Caldwell specifically cast apartment dwellers as black and 

Hispanic.  Mr. Caldwell also described the previous population of the neighborhood 

as white, without clarifying class background.  White teachers tended to stress that 

the previous population was white and “wealthy” or “middle-class.”  This 

discrepancy reflects how white and black educators at Matthews talked differently 

about race and class in this context, especially regarding white residents.  White 
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teachers tended to emphasize class differences more in their discussion of white 

people in the history of the neighborhood, whereas African American teachers tended 

to characterize whites especially in terms of race.  These notions relate to how white 

and black educators viewed the class background of students and their families living 

in the area currently, discussed in the next section.      

 

Perceptions of the Class Background of White Students   

Black and white educators tended to view the class background of white students at 

Matthews quite differently.  Interestingly, white educators I talked to thought most or 

all of the white students at Matthews were poor, whereas African American educators 

thought they were middle-class.  Recall that Ms. Phillips described the white students 

as poor in the previous chapter.  Mr. Wilson also thought that white families in the 

area had low incomes, and were drawn to the area because of affordable housing: 

E.M.: Now, the few whites that are still here – what do you think their income 

level is? Are their families sort of holdouts from before the change, or…? 

 

Mr. W.: Well, this is a predominately low-income area, and those that are 

here, whatever race, are probably of that group. So, I don’t think they are 

holdouts, but just for those families the availability of housing in the area is 

what they can afford. (Interview, 5/15/02) 

 

Ms. McCain expressed a similar view: 
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E.M.: What about the few white and Asian students who are here – do you 

think they’re from the same SES as the others, or…? 

 

Ms. M.: The school once had a large Asian population, but they moved. Most 

white students – yes they’re from the same SES as the other students. I have 

some of these [white] students – one young man I know they have like 5 kids, 

and the girl the same way – just like the other kids. For the most part I think 

their parents probably bought a house here in like 1978, when it was real hot. 

And then they were blue-collar, so they didn’t have the same opportunities to 

leave like the other whites when it started changing. (Interview, 4/26/02) 

 

Thus, white teachers thought that white students at Matthews came from 

economically disadvantaged families who could not find better housing elsewhere.  

This perception indicates that many white teachers at Matthews understood white 

families in the area as a particular type – those who lacked the resources or ambition 

to live in a “better” neighborhood, and were therefore particularly unfortunate.  These 

families could not or would not seize opportunities to live in wealthier and whiter 

areas, which made their competence suspect to many white teachers.  Mr. Simms, in 

his typically candid style, expressed his perception of the white students and their 

families very directly: 
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E.M.: What do you think about the white kids who are still here – like we 

were talking about [a white student] before – do you think they’re just middle-

class holdouts that don’t want to move, or…? 

 

Mr. S.: No – they’re from low-income families too… To say it bluntly, they’re 

what you would call “trailer trash” (laughs). (Interview, 5/8/02) 

 

Although Mr. Simms was the only white teacher to actually use the term “trailer 

trash,” the other white teachers’ comments, albeit more careful, express a similar 

perception of these students as poor and unfortunate.      

White educators’ perceptions of the families of white students at Matthews as 

poor, or “trashy,” contrasted sharply with the perceptions of African American 

teachers and administrators.  Black educators, such as Ms. Remier, assuredly told me 

that the white students at the school came from middle-class backgrounds: 

Ms. R.: Yes, [the white families] have been here for a while (interruption – 

telephone). What was I saying? Oh yes, they’ve been here – if we have 30 – 

maybe 5 have moved in recently. 

 

E.M.: What do you think their income level is then? 

 

Ms. R.: Oh, they’re middle-class. (Interview, 5/16/02) 

 

 139



 

Ms. Boyd also thought the white students were middle-class, and used their 

performance on the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS), the state 

achievement test, as evidence:11 

 E.M.: What do you think the SES of [white and Asian] students is? 

 

Ms. B.: I would say – the Asian kids probably upper middle. The white kids – 

middle to upper middle. You don’t see the poverty as much with those 

students. And I know, like if you look at the TAAS scores, the white kids and 

the Asian kids here score phenomenally on TAAS. (Interview, 5/10/02) 

 

This quote from Ms. Boyd shows how teachers conflated race, class background, and 

performance, in this case to presume that whites and Asians at the school were 

middle-class in part because of their achievement test scores.  However, as I have 

mentioned, the TAAS performance of white students at Matthews was not 

outstanding.  As Table 4.1 shows, in 2001 white eighth graders did have the highest 

passing rate overall on TAAS, but seventh graders had one of the lowest passing    

 rates.12  In addition, the passing rates of white students at Matthews were 

considerably lower than the state average for whites in virtually every subject.  In 

                                                           
 
11 As I mentioned in Chapter 2, this test covered a range of academic areas, and the 
Texas Education Agency publicly reports results (in percentage of students passing) 
from all schools by key student subgroups such as race, gender, and economic 
disadvantage. At Matthews, seventh graders took TAAS tests in reading and math, 
and eighth graders took TAAS in reading, math, writing, science, and social studies.  
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2001, for example, 67 percent of white seventh graders at Matthews passed all TAAS 

tests for that grade, versus 92 percent of white seventh graders statewide. 

  

Table 4.1. Percent of Matthews' Students Passing the Texas Assessment of Academic 
Skills Test (TAAS) in 2001, by Race/Ethnicity  

   
  African-American Hispanic (Latino) Asian/Pacific Islander White 
   

Grade 7   
   

Reading  82 69 91 88 
Math  75 74 88 67 
All Tests  68 63 85 67 

   
Grade 8   

   
Reading  91 74 89 100 
Writing  76 53 77 86 
Math  79 81 95 92 
Science  87 73 95 100 
Social Studies  62 44 81 85 
All Tests  52 34 66 79 

   
Note: Figures have been rounded  
Source: Texas Education Agency, www.tea.state.tx.us  
 

Ms. Boyd also describes the primary way teachers assessed student class 

background – through what the students looked like.  As discussed in Chapter 3, 

teachers at Matthews remained acutely aware of student appearances.  In Ms. Boyd’s 

assessment, it appears that the perception of race, a highly socially visible 

characteristic, shaped the perception of social class.  White (and Asian) students did 

not appear poor to Ms. Boyd or other African American teachers.  Instead, African 

American teachers thought white students looked middle-class.  This perspective 

                                                                                                                                                                      
12 Interestingly, Ms. Boyd taught seventh grade. She was also relatively new to the 
school when I interviewed her, and did not teach at the school in 1999-2000, when 
the 2000-2001 eighth graders were in seventh grade. 
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contrasts sharply with Mr. Simms’ perception of these same students as poor “trailer 

trash.”  For white teachers, the perception of race also shaped the perception of class, 

but in the completely opposite way regarding white students.  Most of these white 

teachers thought that white students attending this predominately minority “inner 

city” school must come from especially disadvantaged backgrounds.  

 

How Teachers Evaluated and Interacted with White Students 

As mentioned above, white students at Matthews exhibited marginally higher 

achievement than their minority peers in some areas.  In the 2000-2001 school year, 

eighth grade white students at the school did have the highest passing rate on TAAS 

for “All Tests” of any racial subgroup (see Table 4.1).  However, seventh grade 

whites did not perform substantially better than their peers, and were even the lowest 

performing subgroup at the school in math.  In 2002, white students’ passing rates for 

“All Tests” improved somewhat in both grades, but were still among the lowest in 

certain subjects.  According to my observations and school records, white students 

were somewhat over-represented in accelerated “pre-AP” courses,13 but plenty took 

“regular” courses, and some, who were classified as special needs, took remedial 

“resource” courses as well.  Student academic behavior ranged from complete 

disengagement from classroom activities to active “ability shows” (Tyson, 2002) to 

                                                           
13 White students composed 8% of the enrollment for pre-AP courses, and 4% of the 
student body. 
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gain teachers’ attention and demonstrate aptitude.  White students, like other students 

at Matthews, displayed behavior across this continuum. 

While white students did not appear particularly unique compared to other 

students academically, I found that teachers of different racial backgrounds perceived 

the white students differently in terms of their academic ability.14  Interestingly, the 

African American teachers I spoke to evaluated the white students more highly than 

the white teachers did.  During my classroom observations, white teachers never 

described a white student to me as intelligent or talented.  African American teachers, 

by contrast, did this with frequency, such as in the following examples from my 

fieldnotes: 

3/8/01, 2:20. Ms. Boyd’s class. Students are writing a murder mystery from 

different angles. They are brainstorming in groups to come up with a story. 

Ms. Boyd, a black woman, sits down next to me and points out Damien, a 

black boy, whom she says “just can’t sit down” and gets in trouble a lot. She 

also talks to me about Greg, the lone white student in the class. Ms. Boyd 

contrasts Damien with Greg, whom she sees as a good student. She says, 

“That boy over there, Greg, he’s always saying something funny. He’s real 

bright.” 

                                                           
14 Alexander, Entwisle, and Thompson (1987) suggest that teachers’ class origin is 
actually more important than their race in shaping reactions to students. Few teachers 
I talked to at Matthews, black or white, came from highly advantaged backgrounds, 
so it was difficult for me to explore this proposition. Race and class origin probably 
combined to frame teacher perceptions at Matthews, but I found the most obvious 
differences related to race.  
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3/30/01, 11:00. Ms. Taylor’s class. There are 12 students, including one 

blonde white boy named Jeremy. Jeremy yells out answers to all the 

questions. He is very persistent, and keeps trying to get the correct 

pronunciation for the word “caricature.” He demands a lot of attention from 

Ms. Taylor. Jeremy wears his pleated khaki pants pretty high up over his hips, 

and his shirt is tightly tucked in. 

 

After class I talk to Ms. Taylor, a black woman, about Jeremy, who is 

relatively new to the school and whose family has moved around a lot. I ask, 

“is his family in the military or something – I can’t believe he has traveled 

that much.” Ms. Taylor answers: “I don’t know, but something like that. I joke 

that his dad is a spy. He knows a lot, though …he knows a lot about other 

cultures…But his family thinks he will stay here until the end of the semester, 

and maybe even until he finishes high school, which is good because he is 

very bright – smart as a whip.”  

 

 African American teachers also called on white students frequently in classes, 

even when African American students were also eager to answer:  

Fieldnotes, 10/10/01, 1:00. Mr. Kyle’s class. There are 22 students in the 

class, including one white girl named Valerie. Valerie is very petite, with light 

brown hair tied back in a loose pony-tail. She sits with a black girl and a 
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Latina girl, both of whom are pretty quiet. During the course of the lesson, the 

teacher, an African American man named Mr. Kyle, calls on Valerie the most 

of any student, and she provides the most correct answers. Despite her 

diminutive size and quiet voice, Valerie is not afraid to volunteer – her hand 

shoots into the air like a rocket at every question. She has tough competition 

from an African American girl named Chartrice, though, who also seems very 

bright and is eager to answer. But Mr. Kyle calls on Valerie the most, and he 

calls on her frequently early on in the class. After a while he seems to realize 

that only a few students have been talking, and he tries to spread the 

questioning around more.    

 

Black teachers tended to give white students very positive feedback in the classes I 

observed.  As with Mr. Kyle in the example above, they called on white students first 

and often, and responded positively to their remarks and work.  In my observations, 

African American teachers regularly described the work of white students as 

exceptional, such as in the following excerpt from my fieldnotes: 

11/14/01, 9:10, Ms. Lewis’ class. The class is doing power point presentations 

on careers. Ms. Lewis, a black woman, has invited parents to come see the 

presentations for extra credit for their child. She asks John to go first, because 

his mother is there, and he completes his presentation with no errors. Ms. 

Lewis seems to think it was one of the best presentations. She tells his mother, 
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“Now, I used John’s as a model for other students to look at, because he did 

everything I asked for and even finished it early. He did a very nice job.” 

 

I observed several of Ms. Lewis’ classes with parents present, but this was the only 

time that I heard her directly praise a student in front of their parent.  She was very 

cordial to the other parents, all black and Latino, and thanked them for coming, but 

did not give them any evaluation of their child’s work, as she chose to with John.   

I observed the student mentioned above, John, in several other classrooms 

during my time at Matthews, and will discuss him more in the next chapter.  He 

appeared to be a fairly good student who took regular classes in seventh grade and 

pre-AP classes in eighth grade.  In my conversations with white teachers, however, 

they never described him as an exceptional student.  For example, Mr. Lang, a white 

teacher, once picked a few students to do their English presentations for me.  He 

claimed that these students – all African American girls – had developed the best 

presentations.  Although he mentioned that John’s presentation was good, Mr. Lang 

did not consider it one of the best. 

 The racialized difference in teachers’ evaluations of white students was also 

evident in the end of year honors announced at the eighth grade graduation ceremony.  

Matthews, like many middle schools, organized its teachers into “teams” made up of 

teachers of different subjects who all taught the same group of students.  At the end of 

the year, each team selected two students whom they considered to be the best all-

around students.  Although whites composed only four percent of the student body, 
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two white students were selected among this group of eight elite students: John, 

mentioned above, and Samantha, a white girl.  There were only eight white students 

out of 258 total students on the teams that selected John and Samantha as exceptional 

students.  Interestingly, black teachers predominated on each of these two teams.  In 

contrast, a team of predominately white teachers chose two Asian American students 

as their best students.   

Indeed, unlike black teachers, white teachers did not appear to perceive white 

students as academically distinguished.  Overall, the white teachers I observed almost 

never singled out white students to me for praise, even if these students took pre-AP 

classes or other teachers considered them good students.  Instead, white teachers 

tended to mention African American girls as exceptional students.  On occasion they 

also mentioned Asian American students – in my observations, East Asian boys were 

the only students teachers described to me as “geniuses” (Ms. Cohen, for instance, 

once described a Chinese boy named Jamie to me by saying, “he’s a genius – Mensa 

material”).  The few times a white teacher did mention a white student to me, they 

implied that the student was organized, but not necessarily bright, such as in the 

following example from my fieldnotes:   

4/5/01, 2:30. Ms. Scott’s class. Ms. Scott, a white woman, sits down next to 

me and goes through all the students in the class, loudly proclaiming their 

strengths and weaknesses. Among those she thinks are the better students, she 

seems to describe many of the boys: Pablo, a Latino boy; Ricky, a tall black 

boy with glasses; and Tony, an Asian boy whom she sent to the office are 
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described as “bright.” Many of the girls are described as “conscientious” or 

“hard workers,” except for an Indian girl wearing a head-scarf. She is 

described as “very bright” and Ms. Scott mentions that she went to school in 

India last year because her parents wanted her to become more enriched in 

Indian culture. Ms. Scott tells me that Martha, the lone white student, is the 

oldest of seven children. She describes Martha as organized and says that she 

likes to make sure that things get done, “like an oldest child would.” 

 

This example is one of the only times, however, that a white teacher told me of the 

academic strengths of a white student in any way.  In contrast to black teachers, white 

teachers seemed to overlook these students academically.  In my observations white 

teachers did not call on white students frequently, and tended to not discuss them with 

me. 

 

Discipline of White Students 

Adults at Matthews also differed in how they disciplined white students.  In my 

observations, white teachers and administrators tended to discipline white students for 

behaviors that black teachers tended to ignore.  Sometimes, this discipline took the 

form of minor scolding or reprimands in classrooms: 

Fieldnotes 1/31/01, 1:00. Mr. Wilson’s class. There are 14 students, including 

1 white girl named Ashley. Ashley is much more boisterous than other white 

girls I’ve seen, and is laughing and talking the whole time. She mostly talks 
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with Randall – a black boy near her. Randall gets reprimanded several times 

during this, but Mr. Wilson, a white man, also sternly reprimands Ashley, 

which prompts the entire class to yell “oooh!” in unison. It seems that Ashley 

does not get scolded very much, at least not as much as Randall. 

 

The social class-based displays of individual white students influenced the 

discipline they received.  As I have mentioned, several white students at the school 

presented a working-class, or “street” type of identity, which included urban, hip-hop 

based styles of clothing and speech.  Interestingly, white students enacting this style 

were especially susceptible to discipline from white teachers, but not necessarily from 

black teachers. 

 One white student of this type, as I describe in the introduction to this chapter, 

was named Jackson.  As I have mentioned, Jackson reflected his self-described 

“white chocolate” identity by enacting styles of dress and behavior similar to many 

black students, and by enacting a tough, street-oriented interactive style.  Black and 

Latino boys who projected a similar “street” style tended to be closely monitored and 

disciplined by adults.  According to my observations and school records, Jackson did 

“get in trouble” quite a bit, but white educators seemed more concerned with him 

than black educators, such as in the following example: 

Fieldnotes, 1/16/02, 8:30. I get there just as the kids are moving to advisory 

(homeroom). Several adults are in the halls telling kids to get to class and tuck 

in their shirts. I am standing near Ms. Oates, an African American 
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administrator. She tells a short black boy who walks by, “get to class, and tuck 

in that shirt please.” Then, Jackson roams by wearing a blue headband with 

his shirt not tucked in. He does not have advisory in [this part of the school]. 

But Ms. Oates does not tell him to tuck in his shirt or get to his advisory. Ms. 

Oates then tells another black boy to tuck in his shirt and asks why he is over 

here and not in his advisory in [another part of the school]. She tells him to get 

to class. 

 

In this example, Ms. Oates simply appeared unaware of Jackson, and focused her 

disciplinary attention on black boys instead.  In the final year of my research, 

Jackson, along with several black boys at Matthews, began wearing headbands 

similar to those worn by many (mostly African American) professional basketball 

players at the time.  Headbands fell under a gray area in the dress code, and the 

document I collected from Matthews delineating the dress code did not specifically 

mention headbands.  However, I saw several black teachers and administrators tell 

black boys to take their headbands off, or confiscate them.  Jackson, by contrast, often 

wore his with impunity.  Later the same day as in the fieldnote above, however, I saw 

a white teacher reprimand him for it: 

Fieldnotes, 10:35. It is between classes and Ms. McCain, a white woman, is 

standing outside of her classroom. Jackson tries to enter the class initially, but 

Ms. McCain says “Uh-uh – wrong class – and get that headband off!” Jackson 

turns to go to his correct class, but does not remove his headband. 
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Thus, while a black administrator had all but ignored Jackson’s behavior earlier, this 

white teacher made sure to reprimand him for being in the wrong place and violating 

the dress code.    

Jackson was one of the few white students I saw African American school 

officials reprimand at all, however.  Many seemed to identify that he could engage in 

troublesome behavior, but still treated him with kid gloves, such as in the following 

example: 

Fieldnotes, 12/3/01,12:55, Ms. Rogers’ class. Jackson is hanging out in the 

classroom before class begins, his shirt untucked as usual. He is getting some 

sort of note from Ms. Rogers, a black woman, to go to his next class (or to get 

out of this one – I’m not sure which). Ms. Rogers asks her student aide, a 

black girl named Rachael, to escort Jackson to his next class. She says, “make 

sure he goes to class, ‘cause he’ll play all day if you let him.”  

 

White adults at the school, by contrast, often identified Jackson’s behavior as more 

serious than African American adults did: 

Fieldnotes, 5/10/02, 1:00. I am tutoring for the class of a white teacher named 

Ms. Jacobs, which is in the library that period. I notice that several kids are 

running around the library (which has Ms. Jacobs’ class and another class in 

it) as I’m tutoring. The kids running around include Jackson, who is hitting 

some other kids with a rolled up notebook. The scene is somewhat chaotic, 
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and the teachers seem unable to control all of the kids. Mr. Newman, a black 

male administrator, comes in at one point and looks menacing, but does not 

say anything to Jackson. 

 

I go over to Ms. Jacobs’ room at the end of the period to drop off some 

information on the tutoring session. She thanks me and apologizes for the 

commotion in the library, which she seems somewhat upset about. She says, 

“yeah, that kid in the gray sweatshirt (Jackson) wasn’t even in either class – 

he was just roaming the halls!” I tell her I know him from other classes, and 

she continues, “yeah, we called the front office and they never did anything 

about him!” 

 

Black boys (and Latino boys) engaging in behaviors similar to Jackson’s were often 

sternly reprimanded by black teachers and administrators.  It appeared that primarily 

because of his whiteness, black educators hesitated to view Jackson as a problem or 

punish him.  White educators, by contrast, found Jackson far more disagreeable and 

unruly than black educators did. 

 White teachers also reacted more sternly to girls who exhibited a street type of 

identity, but interestingly, as I mentioned in Chapter 3, this did not result in warning 

these girls to “act like a young lady.”  Some girls who portrayed this style, such as 

Lisa, who I mentioned in Chapter 3, did not receive much discipline from white or 

black teachers, although this was difficult for me to gauge because Lisa did not have 
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many white teachers.  Another girl who exhibited a street-based persona named 

Melissa, however, whom I will discuss more in the next chapter, was often a 

disciplined, and white teachers appeared to see her as more of a problem.  I observed 

Melissa several times in Ms. Taylor’s class, for example, a teacher who was very 

interested in discipline and gender appropriate conduct, especially for girls.  I did 

observe Ms. Taylor discipline Melissa a few times, but far fewer than for black girls 

in her class, and never in the context of “unlady-like” behavior that needed to be 

reformed.  Mr. Wilson also did not interpret Melissa’s behavior as specifically 

“unlady-like” but did discipline her frequently compared to black girls in his class.  

He even pointed her out to me as a troublemaker one day, and stated that she was 

failing his class (Fieldnotes, 5/1/02).       

The reluctance of African American teachers to discipline white students, 

especially through formal channels such as referrals to the assistant principal’s office, 

is understandable considering the power whiteness represented to these teachers, even 

in a predominately minority context.  A desire to avoid retaliation by white parents 

might have influenced black teachers to avoid disciplining white students.  Black 

teachers’ perceptions of the school district administration may have also played an 

important role.  As I stated in Chapter 2, the Matthews attendance zone served the 

highest minority and highest poverty area of the Maplewood school district.  Several 

African American teachers complained about the conservative and white dominated 

leadership of the school district, which they claimed had not adapted to the racial 

diversity of students in the district, especially at Matthews.  Mr. Caldwell, for 
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example, called the district “a very racist school district” (Interview, 4/24/02).  This 

perception of racism imbedded in the district organization and hierarchy would 

understandably influence a teacher to avoid confrontations with white students and 

their parents.   

Similarly, black teachers perceived a broader institutionalized racism that 

benefited white students in general, including those at Matthews.  For example, I 

asked an African American teacher named Mr. Neal if he thought the white kids at 

Matthews were like the other kids there in terms of their disadvantages.  He replied:  

No, because they (white kids) get the benefits of the system. I’ll see these 

black boys around here and they are always thumping and hitting these black 

girls. But you won’t see them thump a white girl. Why? Because they’ve 

learned that the system will be against them if they mess with a white girl. 

(Fieldnotes, 3/1/02) 

 

I suggest that many African American teachers at Matthews viewed white students 

the way Mr. Neal suggests black boys did – as privileged by the system.  This 

perceived institutionalized privilege, combined with an understandable apprehension 

of white retaliation, may have influenced black teachers to avoid much discipline of 

white students.  Based on contemporary and historical cases of harsh retaliation 

against African Americans who criticized or “messed with” white people, the non-

critical way African American teachers interacted with white students at Matthews 

makes perfect sense.       
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CONCLUSION 

To sum, many white teachers at Matthews viewed white students as poor, and their 

families as rather unfortunate.  In my observations, white teachers did not react 

especially positively to these students.  They tended to overlook white students 

academically, while focusing more disciplinary attention on them than African 

American teachers did.  For many white teachers, white students’ markers of social 

class appeared to hold a particular stigma (Goffman, 1963), which influenced teacher-

student interaction.  White teachers remained especially aware of cues which marked 

these students as impoverished, “inner city” residents.  Hairstyles, methods of speech 

and interaction, and especially living in a predominately minority and low-income 

area seemed to shade the whiteness of many of these students for white teachers (see 

also, Hartigan, 1999; Perry, 2002).  The whiteness of these students did not, in my 

observations, act as a form of privilege in the eyes of most white teachers.  Instead, 

they viewed white students in this setting as somewhat anomalous, and extended 

more positive attention to students of other racial groups. 

This finding is consistent with the argument elucidated in the introductory 

chapter that many people, especially many white people, consider poor whites 

particularly aberrant and backward.  Hartigan (1997: 317) argues, for instance, that it 

remains popular for white people to invoke the term “white trash” to distance 

themselves from “whites who [have] disrupted the social decorums that have 

supported the hegemonic, unmarked status of whiteness.”  At Matthews, white 

students and their families seemed to represent a disruption of these “decorums” 
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through their proximity to urban African Americans and Latinos in residential 

location and interactive style.  Many white teachers interpreted the unique social 

location of these white students and families as indicating serious poverty and 

misfortune.  I propose that this teacher perception, which highlighted a presumed 

disadvantaged class background, influenced the less than positive way white teachers 

interacted with white students at Matthews.15  

In contrast, African American teachers at Matthews tended to describe white 

students there as middle-class, and reacted positively to them.  I argue that for many 

black teachers at Matthews, the whiteness of white students represented high social 

status.  They did not interpret the geographic location and social styles of these white 

students to indicate a disadvantaged background.  Instead, African American teachers 

considered white students among the highest in the school in terms of income level, 

achievement, and self-discipline.  This finding is not surprising when one considers 

the salience of race for most of these teachers.  Their awareness of the impact of race 

appears to have influenced them to view white students as privileged in multiple 

                                                           
15  These perceptions of should also be considered in historical and cultural context. 
Many people have historically viewed poor whites in a unique way – as “white trash.”  
Beginning in the mid-nineteenth century, it became increasingly popular for people, 
especially white people, to discursively separate themselves from the white poor. 
Concern with poor, “feeble-minded” whites steeped among white elites in the U.S. 
during the Eugenics movement of the late nineteenth century (Rafter, 1988; 1992). 
Eugenically influenced beliefs were popular primarily among middle and upper-class 
whites during this time, who feared that the proliferation of “inferior” (read: poor) 
whites threatened to corrupt the white gene pool (Foley, 1997). This history suggests 
that poor whites are often viewed with special repugnance because they threaten the 
hegemonic status of whiteness (Newitz and Wray, 1997). 
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ways.  Many African American teachers appeared to assume that whiteness – even in 

this setting – represented educational advantage and status, and carried with it the 

privileges of “the system,” in the words of Mr. Neal.  Interestingly, black teachers did 

not tend to describe themselves as part of this system that bestowed privileges on 

white students, even though they mediated these students’ educational experiences.  I 

propose that this may have obscured for black teachers how their own perceptions 

and actions might have actually helped construct white students’ systemic benefits, 

particularly in terms of achievement and discipline. 

I should not overstate the benefits African American teachers extended to 

white students, however.  For example, I did not observe much depth in the 

relationships between black teachers and white students.  In many ways, black 

teachers devoted more attention and mentoring to non-white students, especially 

African American students.  Although I frequently observed black students coming to 

black teachers’ rooms during off periods to visit, or to ask for help with an academic 

or emotional problem, I did not see this with white students and black teachers.  

While not necessarily forging an emotional bond with white students, many African 

American teachers just assumed they were good, well-disciplined students, and 

treated them this way.  The particular advantages for white students stemmed from 

these assumptions, and manifested primarily in classroom interactions, not in 

conscious efforts to spend more time and energy on white students.  

While social class indicators were strongly related to teachers’ judgments and 

treatments of students academically at Matthews, perceived race actually served as 
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one of the most important of these indicators.  Whiteness symbolized a particular 

class background for students in this context, although the background it suggested 

differed according to the race of the perceivers.  As I reviewed in Chapter 1, much 

previous research, in education and other areas, has attempted to separate race and 

class into independent effects, arguing that one has a greater impact than the other on 

an individual’s chances of accruing social rewards.  This chapter shows that in 

interaction at Matthews, race and class worked in concert, with the interpretation of 

one influencing the interpretation of the other.  Further, how these concepts acquired 

their particular interconnected meaning – and treatment associated with this meaning 

– depended on the local context, and the social backgrounds of those interpreting it.  

This suggests that perceptions of race and class can vary considerably, and these 

variations can influence particular patterns of advantages and disadvantages.16 

Teacher perceptions of students relating to race and class have been shown to 

impact teacher-student relationships, which can affect student progress in academic 

areas such as grades and ability grouping (Alexander, Entwisle, and Thompson, 1987; 

Muller, Katz, and Dance, 1999; Oakes, 1985, 1995).  My findings expand this 

literature to emphasize how students’ race and class intertwine in shaping these 

processes, and how teachers’ race plays a vital role.  The literature on teacher 

                                                           
16 This should not imply that perceptions tell the whole story, however. As Lareau 
(2002) compellingly demonstrates, social background also works within family life to 
influence how individuals approach institutions, and gain institutional advantages. I 
merely suggest that perceptions of social background compose an additional key 
element in how race and class influence life chances. 
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perceptions has not focused on how African American teachers perceive white 

students, nor how white teachers perceive poor and working class white students, 

particularly those physically and socially close to minority students.  Through this 

omission, many have generally assumed that teachers tend to forge more productive 

academic relationships with students of their own race.  At Matthews, I find evidence 

that counters this assumption.  This evidence suggests that teachers’ race matters, but 

not in the ways typically supposed – white teachers might view white students they 

perceive as poor with some disfavor, whereas black teachers might extend advantages 

to these students in certain situations.  More research on how race and class interact in 

education, and other social institutions, should work to clarify these complex 

dynamics.  

In addition, my findings emphasize the importance of interpretations of local 

history and geographic patterns on how teachers perceive the students they teach.  

These interpretations provided the guidelines through which educators approached 

and understood different groups of students at Matthews.  The unique case of white 

students in this minority neighborhood and school underscored this process, as white 

teachers tended to consider this group unfortunate because of their interpretations of 

the neighborhood, and black teachers tended to consider this group far less 

unfortunate because of their interpretations of the neighborhood.  Thus, 

interpretations of race combined with interpretations of neighborhood history to shape 

student-teacher interactions.  The particular interactions observed at Matthews 

perhaps reflect the particular residential patterns of that location.  But because 
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patterns of segregation and “white flight” continue in communities and schools 

nationwide (Reardon and Yun, 2001; Reardon, Yun, and Eitle, 2000), the impact of 

similar interpretations of local history could surface in more settings.  How educators 

and others make sense of neighborhood history appears to shape interpretations and 

reactions to race and class in interesting and important ways.       

 This chapter suggests that whiteness, and the particular advantages associated 

with it, are not monolithic.  Local history, neighborhood composition, and the racial 

background of powerful gatekeepers (educators, in this case) may all work to mitigate 

or enhance white privilege.  Whiteness relies primarily on context to gain its 

meaning, and patterns of interaction associated with that meaning.  Further, different 

people may develop different interpretations of whiteness and different reactions to it.  

This chapter proposes that these interpretations and reactions might differ especially 

according to racial background.  In the next chapter I explore this impact of race, in 

both group context and individual perceptions, on whiteness in the peer culture of 

Matthews.  This peer culture was dominated by minority students, and this resulted in 

unique perceptions and reactions to whiteness that exhibited some similarities, but 

also important differences, to the teachers’ perceptions.  
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Chapter 5 

“White Chocolate:” Meanings and Boundaries of “Whiteness” in the Peer 

Culture 

 

When I began my fieldwork at Matthews Middle School I intended to study how race 

shaped students’ academic experiences, especially for white students.  I planned to 

base this study particularly on my observations of classroom interactions at the 

school.  It initially seemed clear what would happen when I entered the school to 

begin this research.  I would simply identify the race (and gender) of the students and 

the teachers in certain classes, and record how they acted and reacted to each other, a 

fairly straightforward process in most studies I had read.  However, none of my 

readings on race, education, or observational methods fully prepared me for what I 

observed.  When I entered my first classroom at Matthews, an advanced placement 

course with a terrific teacher and impressive students, I looked over the classroom to 

identify students in terms of their “race” – but saw only multiple shades of brown. 

 The students of this class, which I later understood to be black, white, Latino, 

Asian American, and multi-racial, at first appeared almost indistinguishable to me in 

appearance, speech, clothing (as the reader will recall, the school had a uniform dress 

code), mannerisms, and friendship groups.  Because of my research focus, I intended 

to identify white students in particular at the school, and follow their academic 

experiences.  I learned that first day, however, that the initial part of this process 

would be more difficult than I had supposed.  To my complete and perhaps naive 
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surprise, I had trouble determining who exactly was white!  Of course, this merely 

substantiates the argument for the plasticity of race and racial distinctions in different 

contexts, as discussed in Chapter 1 (and recently studied among adolescents by Harris 

and Sim, 2002).  But I could not anticipate the complex ways whiteness was enacted 

and interpreted by students and teachers, both white and non-white, in this setting.   

In this chapter, I show how white and racial/ethnic minority adolescents in the 

predominately minority setting of Matthews collaborated to develop unique meanings 

and parameters for whiteness.  As discussed in the previous chapters, many teachers 

at Matthews tended to connect whiteness to the possession of social skills and 

manners, self-discipline, intelligence, and a relatively economically privileged 

background.  These assumptions about whiteness often resulted in certain forms of 

advantages for students considered white, particularly in classroom interactions and 

discipline.  However, as I explore in this chapter, the students tended to have a 

different interpretation of whiteness.  Although students accepted some of the same 

assumptions about whiteness as many teachers, what one might consider 

“stereotypical whiteness” had little currency within the kids’ culture.  This compelled 

all students at Matthews, including white students, to avoid being seen as “white” by 

their peers.   

Because of this, I found that white kids at Matthews consistently enacted 

styles, consciously or unconsciously, that distanced them from normative or 

stereotypical “whiteness” – so much so that I had difficulty initially distinguishing 

many of them as white.  White students, along with their African American, Latino, 
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and Asian American peers, constructed unique meanings for being “white” in this 

setting that transformed this racial category, and blurred the boundaries between 

white and non-white.  Further, whiteness was identified, exposed, and linked to few 

advantages in the peer culture of the school.  I did observe instances, however, where 

students seemed to stereotypically associate whiteness and white students with certain 

forms of power and knowledge.  In general, however, new possibilities emerged in 

this peer culture for a form of whiteness that did not rely on the exclusion or 

subordination of others.  Before discussing these findings, I review how various 

scholars have studied race and whiteness as a social construction, which can lend 

substantial insight into how and why such unique formations of whiteness emerged at 

the school.   

 

The Social Construction of Whiteness 

Although still a controversial topic, the argument that race is socially constructed has 

recently gained acceptance by most social scientists.  According to this view, race 

does not have an inherent “essence” rooted in biological or cultural constants.  

Rather, race is formed through social interactions shaped by particular political and 

power relationships, a process Omi and Winant ([1986] 1994) call “racial formation.”  

Using this perspective, scholars have examined how “whiteness” as a racial category 

(among other racial categories) is socially constructed.  This research spans many 

disciplines, and stems largely from historical and ethnographic analyses.  The primary 

goal and contribution of this scholarship involves shifting the traditional focus of 
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inquiry away from those disadvantaged by their race to those who experience their 

race as a form of advantage. 

 Such advantages are maintained, scholars argue, partially through attaining 

social and spatial distance from racially defined groups, especially African Americans 

(Lewis, 2001; Lipsitz, 1995).  In this way, white people can elide racial identification, 

while implicitly benefiting from their race (Frankenberg, 1993).  Further, as long as 

being white avoids a racial connotation, it remains the normative category, in 

opposition to racialized “others” (Dyer, 1997).  Scholars argue that this tacit 

normativity of whiteness leads to forms of “white privilege,” the unacknowledged 

advantages white people have because of their race (McIntosh [1988] 1996).  In 

education, for example, many argue that schooling tends to favor a white cultural 

perspective, although this perspective is never called “white” (Delpit, 1995; Fine, et 

al., 1997).  Students considered white invariably benefit in educational situations 

compared to their minority peers primarily because of this unstated white bias, 

according to this argument.  

While this research provides a compelling empirical and theoretical 

description of how whiteness emerges in predominately white settings, it does not 

explore this topic in predominately non-white settings.  As I discussed in the first 

chapter, anthropological accounts have recently begun to examine white identities in 

racial/ethnic minority contexts (Hartigan, 1999; Perry 2002).  These studies suggest 

that being white has very different meanings in predominately minority contexts than 

in predominately white contexts.  Pamela Perry (2002: 150), for example, states that 
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“the closer the association with racialized others, the more complex, multiple, and 

contradictory white identities become.”  Perry contrasts white students in a 

predominately white high school with white students in a predominately racial/ethnic 

minority high school.  She finds that white students in the predominately minority 

school tended to be more careful in their use of black cultural forms, and more 

knowledgeable and sensitive about issues in the black community.  Perry argues that 

white identity becomes more complex and visible upon proximity to non-whites 

because it cannot engage in the same practices that obscure whiteness while 

simultaneously positioning it as “normal.” 

John Hartigan (1999) also finds considerable complexity of white identity in 

his ethnography of poor whites in Detroit, a predominately African American city.  

His study shows that poor whites in Detroit tended to recognize their racial-ness 

rather than ignore it, and saw themselves as more structurally similar to urban blacks 

than suburban whites.  Hartigan argues that this view stems from social class position, 

as well as the context of African American political and social power: 

 

Whiteness, as an ideological order, requires material supports.  In Detroit’s 

core, these supports – segregated residential areas, race-conscious political 

and social institutions, racially selective employers – gradually deteriorated 

over fifty years … The means for assuring white privilege and for maintaining 

the illusion of its supremacy were undermined in Detroit.  For whites who 
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remained in the city, especially those in decimated inner-city areas, the 

significance of race has drastically altered (1999: 20). 

 

In those rare contexts in which whites do not benefit from numerical and 

structural power, Hartigan argues, whiteness becomes no longer hegemonic, but 

exposed and challenged.  This compels white people in these contexts to view race 

and whiteness in complicated ways.  As I have discussed in the introductory chapter, 

one of Hartigan’s poor white respondents claimed that “we’re all colored” (Hartigan, 

1999: 116), which exemplifies how these whites saw themselves as very similar to the 

minority residents they lived around.  This emphasizes how whiteness stems largely 

from structural patterns and cultural meanings, and in contexts where these patterns 

and meanings do not completely reflect white power, white people may eschew 

whiteness as much as possible, creating unique racial identities and dynamics.  

Because whiteness typically forms in opposition to non-white, “racialized others,” 

white people whose ways of life place them in close connection to these “racialized 

others” are typically viewed as “not quite white,” and appear to view themselves this 

way (Hartigan, 1999; Newitz and Wray, 1997). 

Although Hartigan and Perry show how meanings of whiteness change across 

contexts, their studies, along with most ethnographic studies of whiteness, stem 

almost exclusively from the perspective of whites themselves.  In order to balance 

this focus, we should give closer attention to how non-whites understand whiteness, 

and help construct it.  Studies of children and youth have provided the most insight 
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into how racial/ethnic minority individuals respond to whiteness in multi-racial 

settings (Chin, 2001, Moore, 2002).  This research provides an important look at how 

kids of color incorporate whiteness into their predominately non-white worlds. 

Valerie Moore (2002), for example, studies how kids from six to twelve years 

old established racial categories at two summer camps.  One of these summer camps 

had a multi-racial composition of kids and a “cultural awareness” focus.  At this 

camp, Moore (p. 68) argues that kids “often complicated the usual ways our culture 

categorizes and evaluates race category membership.”  Kids of color at this camp, 

while very aware of race and race membership, nevertheless creatively manipulated 

racial boundaries and criteria.  This included constructing creative definitions of 

whiteness and who could be considered white.  One black kid at this camp, for 

instance, insisted that a white counselor he confided in was “not white,” even after the 

counselor explained to him that she was white (Moore, 2002: 69).  It appears that 

whiteness for this boy, at least, stemmed more from social location and association 

than from physical characteristics.  He placed this counselor, perhaps because she 

worked in a multi-racial setting and cared for him, a black boy, outside the boundaries 

of whiteness – as simply “not white.” 

Such categorizations indicate that racial/ethnic minority children often 

conceptually transgress rigid boundaries between races, especially when 

incorporating whiteness into their milieu.  Elizabeth Chin (2001) provides another 

account of such a transgression in her analysis of how black girls in a poor, 

predominately black community played with dolls.  Chin finds that these girls did not 
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play with any of the variety of “ethnically correct” dolls available in darker skin tones 

– probably because these were too expensive.  Instead, these girls played with white 

dolls, but manipulated them in ways that made them appear more “black.”  For 

example, they braided the dolls’ long “white” hair into cornrows, a hairstyle also 

worn by the black girls themselves.  Chin argues that through this manipulation, these 

girls transformed whiteness: “by doing this, the girls bring their dolls into their own 

worlds, and whiteness here is not absolutely defined by skin and hair, but by style and 

way of life” (p.163).  Just as the African American boy in the example above seemed 

to dismiss the necessity of skin color in his construction of whiteness, so too did these 

girls look past this characteristic, assigning more importance to context and style in 

demarcating racial distinctions. 

During my fieldwork at Matthews, I also saw “black” hairstyles on “white” 

heads (Chin, 2001).  However, these hairstyles were not on the heads of dolls, but on 

the heads of white kids themselves.  Further, the incorporation of non-white style 

went beyond hair – many of these white students consistently spoke and interacted in 

primarily non-(stereotypically)white ways.  This reflects the power that non-white 

kids, especially African Americans and Latinos, had in establishing racial meanings 

in the Matthews’ student culture.  Whiteness did not remain invisible, or desirable in 

this culture.  Thus, white kids tended to distance themselves from it.  Upon observing 

black hairstyles on white dolls’ heads, Chin (2001:162) asks, “what has happened to 

the boundary between white and black?”  After my observations at Matthews, I 

expand this question to ask what happens to the boundaries between whiteness and 
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non-whiteness when white youth wear “Latino” make-up, or speak using “Black 

English.”  I find that these boundaries are transformed and given new meanings, but 

only partially – some stereotypical notions of race and whiteness persisted, even in 

the predominately minority context of Matthews. 

 

“You’re White!” Meanings of Whiteness for Racial/Ethnic Minority Students 

Racial/Ethnic minority students, especially African Americans, dominated the peer 

culture of Matthews.  The cultural forms that students at Matthews preferred 

emblematized this dominance.  For example, in a survey the yearbook students 

conducted on student favorites, Rap and Rhythm and Blues, two predominately black 

musical idioms, were preferred by 84% of students (only 1% of students, by contrast, 

preferred Rock and Roll).  African American, and to a lesser extent Latino, students 

had the power to decide what was most desirable or “cool” (“tight” in the kids’ 

vernacular) among kids at Matthews.  This typically included hip-hop music and its 

corresponding influence in movies, clothing, and speech.  Because a student who did 

not like these musical styles and influences could be ostracized from the larger peer 

group, kids attempted to prove to others their affinity for them: 

Fieldnotes, 3/30/01. Library Observation. An Asian American girl and an 

African American girl are talking about a project their class is doing on music. 

The African American girl asks, “what kind of music are you doing?” The 

Asian American girl responds, “classical (pauses briefly), I didn’t pick it – if it 

was up to me I’d choose hip-hop.” 
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Predominately white cultural forms such as country music and styles, by contrast, lay 

at the least desirable end of the coolness continuum.  Students associated hip-hop 

with African Americans, and country music with whites:    

Fieldnotes, 5/8/02, 2:30. As I’m looking on Ms. Phillips’ computer at a project 

she’s working on, I overhear a conversation between Gary, a white boy, a 

black boy named Tony, and a black girl named Vanessa. Tony and Vanessa 

have been teasing Gary for most of the time I’ve been near them. Tony asks 

Gary if he likes country music. Gary in turn asks Tony, “why would you think 

that?” Vanessa replies before Tony can answer: “because – you’re white.” 

Gary admits that he likes some country music, but stresses that he does not 

care for it that much. 

 

Because he was perceived as white, Gary had to prove that he did not like 

country music, which most students ridiculed.  The connection between whites and 

country music was rather prevalent at Matthews.  For example, a history classroom I 

observed displayed student work on a multicultural project, in which students 

described characteristics of the following groups: African American, Asian 

American, Hispanic American, and Anglo American.  Under the Anglo American 

category, some students had written “[they] like country music.”  In the peer culture 

of Matthews this signified a woeful lack of coolness.  
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Behaviors and preferences commonly associated with “whiteness” held little 

currency in the peer culture of Matthews, for white students or racial/ethnic minority 

students.  This was true of predominately white forms of popular culture, such as 

country music, as well as whiteness more generally.  Black and Latino students often 

used the word “white” as an insult – directing this at minority students as well as 

white students.  I find some support for Fordham and Ogbu’s (1986) contention that 

high achieving African American students (and to some extent, Latino students) often 

endure criticism from their peers for “acting white” (see Ainsworth-Darnell and 

Downey 1998, for a contrary view).  However, I find that Matthews’ students did not 

connect being “white” to high achievement specifically, but used it as a more 

generalized insult, typically directed at students perceived as “nerdy.”  Whiteness in 

this sense connoted more of a stylistic sensibility – a way of behaving and interacting 

– than a mode of achievement per se, although the two were often linked.  Hence, I 

observed few high-achieving students at Matthews being criticized for their 

achievement, while I observed many low-achieving students whom others teased for 

“nerdy” behavior (see Tyson, 2002, for a similar view).   

Minority students who strictly observed the schools’ uniform dress code, wore 

tighter fitting clothing (for boys) and pants at their waist, could be accused by others 

of being “white.”  These students also rarely “got in trouble,” and tended to interact 

with authority figures in a very polite way: 

Fieldnotes, 4/26/01, 10:35. I sit in Mr. Pham’s class, which today is composed 

of a hodgepodge of students from various classes who have finished the Texas 
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Assessment of Academic Skills test (the state achievement test) for that day. 

As students come in, I notice Anisha, a black girl I saw in my first classroom 

observation at Matthews. She appears to be a good student, and takes pre-

Advanced Placement courses. I notice that Anisha is acting differently than 

I’ve seen her in other classes, where she is usually very polite. Here, she is 

chewing gum loudly and conspicuously (which is against classroom rules), 

and talking back to Mr. Pham who is trying to manage the confusion of 

controlling these various students. 

 
A few black boys I don’t recognize start antagonizing Anisha, and question 

her behavior. One says, “why are you trying to act like that – you’re white!” 

(although Anisha has somewhat lighter skin than these boys, from my 

perspective she looks clearly African American, and this was her designation 

on her survey form as well as school records). Anisha seems insulted by this 

categorization and responds loudly, “I ain’t white!” To which one of the black 

boys fires back, “you ain’t black!” Anisha cannot think of a quick come-back 

to this, and the boys’ laughter drowns out her delayed attempt at a protest. Mr. 

Pham then breaks up the group and the particular topic of conversation ends. 

Anisha doesn’t seem too despondent, and continues talking to those around 

her for the rest of the period, not doing the silent reading Mr. Pham is 

encouraging. 
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Although Anisha did take pre-Advanced Placement courses, and this probably 

factored into the boys’ criticism of her, they more directly use her comportment as the 

basis to accuse her of being “white.”  The boys identify that Anisha is acting in a way 

she usually does not, and they expose this inconsistency, claiming that she typically 

acts “white.”  In this sense, they frame whiteness as Anisha’s usual behavior – 

adhering closely to school and classroom rules, being very polite to authority figures, 

and not doing “cool” things such as breaking minor classroom rules.  Anisha’s 

visceral response indicates how most kids interpreted “being white” negatively, and 

worked to avoid this particular peer assessment.   

Although most research on “acting white” refers primarily to African 

American students, I observed students of all racial groups at Matthews framing 

whiteness as unappealing, primarily because of its association with being nerdy.  

Many Latino students in particular often worked to avoid their peers calling them 

“white:” 

Fieldnotes,10/31/01,1:30. Ms. Jacobs, a white teacher, moves Felix, a rather 

boisterous Latino boy, to the other end of the room. Once moved, he continues 

to talk to the students around him, calling everyone “Ese” (which roughly 

translates to “dude”). Felix eventually turns to a Latino boy in that corner of 

the room named Jose who takes English as a Second Language (ESL) classes, 

and wears his pants high on his hips, and rather high over the tops of his 

shoes. “You’re white,” Felix says simply to Jose (Jose has close to the same 

skin tone as Felix, which was fairly light). “I’m not white,” Jose responds, 
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“I’m Hispanic.” “No, actually,” he continues, “I’m Mexican.” Felix responds, 

“Yeah I’m Mexican, too – I’m mixed.” “Me too,” Jose says. The conversation 

ends there and the boys both seem to come away satisfied to consider each 

other “mixed.”  

 

In this example, Felix does not ostensibly accuse Jose of being white because of high 

achievement (Jose did not take pre-AP classes, as Anisha did).  A more apparent 

reason was Jose’s light skin tone and rather “nerdy” behavior and dress.  Jose 

certainly did not reflect the cool modes of dress at Matthews, which necessitated 

wearing pants at least slightly below the waist, and at least slightly oversized so they 

bunched up at the feet.  Taking ESL classes might have also increased Jose’s lack of 

cool in the eyes of Felix (see also, Olsen 1997, Valenzuela, 1999).  Similar to Anisha, 

Jose resists the accusation that he is white – claiming other racial categories before 

deciding, with Felix’s help, on “mixed.”   

“Mixed” served as a rather popular racial designation for students at 

Matthews, especially Hispanic students.  On my survey, several students with Spanish 

surnames chose none of the listed categories, and simply wrote “mixed” in the 

“Other” space.  This designation allowed kids such as Felix and Jose, whose 

relatively light skin color might allow them to “pass” for white in certain contexts, an 

identity that in some sense transcended extant racial categories.  Judging from Jose’s 

insistence that he was certainly not “white,” however, it seemed that this identity 

primarily distanced kids from whiteness who might otherwise be mistaken as “white.”  
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Latino kids, as well as African Americans, viewed being seen as “white” negatively, 

and tried to avoid it.  The “mixed” identification reflected a strategy partly rooted in 

this avoidance.  

Thus, racial/ethnic minority students, especially African Americans, largely 

determined the meanings and parameters of race among kids at Matthews.  Things 

commonly associated with whites and whiteness held little popularity in this peer 

culture.  Many black and Latino students scrutinized how other students presented 

themselves, and determined whether or not this presentation was “white,” which they 

typically associated with “nerdy” and “un-cool” or “hatin’” behavior.  Black and 

Latino students were not supposed to act “white” in this way.  By extension, and as 

discussed in the next section, white students could not act too “white” either. 

 

“White Chocolate:” Establishing Distance from Whiteness 

White students at Matthews engaged in certain interactive strategies (although not 

necessarily consciously) to distance themselves from whiteness.  Often, this worked 

well enough that I, as a researcher, struggled to decide whether or not they were 

“white.”  The first classroom I entered at Matthews, which I discussed at the 

beginning of this chapter, had one such student, a girl named Lisa whom I have 

mentioned in previous chapters.  I began classifying Lisa as white after some 

observations, but soon switched this to a multi-racial designation after she began 

wearing her dark hair in tightly braided cornrows, which made her look similar to 

many African American girls at Matthews.  I eventually distributed a survey form to 
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all students at the school that asked them to select their racial identity, as I described 

in chapter one.  Lisa selected just “White” on this survey, and this matched her 

classification in school records.  Thus, I began classifying her as white.   

This story is less indicative of the process of discovering Lisa’s “real” race, 

and more indicative of the ways students like Lisa performed and managed how they 

presented themselves racially.  This, rather than their ancestry, became their race, in a 

sense, for themselves and many others.  This is not to say that students and teachers 

did not still identify students such as Lisa as white (or that she did not identify herself 

this way, as evidenced by her survey response).  But the styles of interaction she used 

lent a unique meaning to her whiteness.  She typically wore her hair in cornrows, as 

I’ve described, and on school dress up days, or before school dances, she often wore 

her hair artfully styled in a sort of bun on top of her head.  This hairstyle was similar 

to how several African American girls wore their hair on those days, and differed 

from many Hispanic girls and most other white girls, who typically wore their hair 

down on these occasions.   

Lisa spoke using a distinct cadence and accent that sounded to me virtually 

indistinguishable from the way many black students at the school spoke.  Lisa’s 

speech pattern included many double negatives, frequent use of the word “ain’t” and 

many elements of “Black English” (Labov, 1972).  However, I did not hear her use 

some of the more distinguishing features of “Black English” often used by many 
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African American students at the school and described by Labov (1972).17  Her 

southern accent was slightly thicker than many of her African American peers, but the 

quick cadence of her speech closely resembled that of black students.  Lisa hung out 

primarily with African American girls, and occasionally with Latina girls.  She 

participated in the cheerleading squad, which consisted primarily of African 

American girls except for Lisa and one Hispanic girl. 

As I have mentioned, I find it helpful to characterize Lisa (and other students I 

describe below) as “performing” a particular racial identity.  The concept of 

performance corresponds closely to Goffman’s (1973) theory of self-presentation.  

Goffman (1973) argues that we manage our appearance, speech, gestures, and 

expressions as much as possible to convey particular impressions to others.  Recent 

work on “performative” identity (Bettie, 2000; 2002; see also, West and 

Fenstermaker, 1995), utilizes Goffman’s theory of how people act out race, class, and 

gender identities through interaction, but qualifies this by recognizing that such 

                                                           
17 As Labov (1972), Heath (1983) and others have argued, “Black English” includes 
phrases and logic that distinguish it from white Southern speech. Lisa’s speech often 
exhibited patterns characteristic of Black English. For example, Lisa used the word 
“be” to indicate habitual behavior, and dropped the pronunciation of final letters of 
words, such as when I noted her say “she be doin’ her hair good, y’ao (you all)” when 
talking to friends about hair styling, or “hol’ up” (hold up) to indicate to a teacher that 
she wanted to start a reading passage over. In another similarity to Black English, her 
speech often exhibited the absence of a copula, or connecting word, such as in the 
following question asked to a teacher: “Why I gotta read it?” An example of Black 
English that I did not hear Lisa use, but did hear from several African American 
students at the school, was use of the word “go” to mean “is,” such as “here go some 
paper.” Of the white students at Matthews, only Lisa and a few others used elements 
of Black English regularly, but virtually all used it occasionally, especially among 
peers. 
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performances do not always result from conscious or instrumental decision making.  

This appears applicable to Lisa, because while she enacted an almost exaggerated 

“black” style, she did not really alter this style depending on the situation.  For 

example, she spoke the same way to white and black teachers, and to me, a white 

outsider, as she did to her friends and other students.  Her style seemed less 

consciously affected than simply reflective of her way of life in this poor and working 

class racial/ethnic minority community.  Although this style was inflected with 

elements commonly associated with African Americans, it also projected a tough, 

street-based persona that in some ways related to neighborhood context and class 

background more than race per se. 

But because many aspects of Lisa’s self presentation could be, perhaps 

stereotypically, associated with black urban youth, she conveyed some distance from 

“whiteness.”  This clouded the perception of her race for myself, an outsider, but also 

teachers at the school such as Ms. Garza, who responded with the following when I 

asked her about Lisa’s race:     

I think that she is white – she’s not black… I can’t tell sometimes, though. At 

the start of the class I thought she was Hispanic. But I think she has some 

European, maybe English blood. It looks like it in her features, and her last 

name […] sounds like an English name. (Fieldnotes, 4/2/02, 11:10) 

 

Ms. Garza’s admission that she “can’t tell sometimes” indicates how she had to work 

to understand Lisa’s race, tenuously deciding on “white” because of her facial 

 178



 

features and last name.  Perhaps because Lisa’s hair, speech, and mannerisms closely 

resembled those of black girls at the school, she appeared “not quite white” to Ms. 

Garza.  Lisa’s light skin precluded her from being seen as African American, so 

Hispanic presented another likely choice.  However, teachers determined which kids 

were Hispanic based largely on last name, and Lisa did not have a Spanish surname.  

Thus, Ms. Garza described her as white, almost by default. 

This street-based style was not restricted to Lisa.  As I have mentioned, a 

white boy named Jackson also exhibited interactive styles similar to many black 

students at the school.  Jackson wore his brown hair very short, almost shaved, hung 

out primarily with black friends, and spoke in a way similar to many black students at 

the school.  He also dressed in a way that closely matched his African American 

friends, preferring long baggy shorts, high-top sneakers with ankle-length socks, a 

long gold chain proudly displayed on the outside of his shirt, and in the final year of 

my fieldwork, a headband.  From my early observations, I perceived Jackson as white 

primarily because of his light complexion and hair.  But Jackson’s choice of racial 

identification on my survey form exemplifies how he saw himself as rather distant 

from “whiteness.”  As I have mentioned, on this form he marked his race as “White,” 

but in the “Other” space wrote in “white chocolate.”  Through this clever identity 

choice, Jackson appears to signify a form of whiteness blended throughout with a 

“chocolate” or “black” essence.  He, like Lisa, and many other white students at 

Matthews, constructed a type of “whiteness” that resided at the margins of this racial 

category, very close to “blackness.”  The psychoanalytic theorist Franz Fanon (1967), 
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as well as contemporary psychologists such as Beverly Tatum (1997), argue that 

because of the dominance of white culture, many black people internalize the notion 

that whiteness is more desirable than blackness.  At Matthews, where black culture 

was dominant, I saw the opposite – many white kids seemed to view blackness as 

desirable, and sought to avoid whiteness. 

 White students who did not project an identity that distanced them from 

stereotypical whiteness tended to be marginalized in the Matthews peer culture. Gary, 

for example, mentioned earlier, did not perform a more non-white, or “street” type of 

identity like students such as Lisa and Jackson (which probably exacerbated 

suspicions that he enjoyed “un-cool” country music).  Gary did not pepper his speech 

with phrases characteristic of Black English and tended to hang out with a small 

group of Asian American, Latino, and other white students more than African 

American students.  While he seemed to have a tenuous connection to many other 

(especially black) students, Gary frequently wanted to talk to me (a white male adult) 

and invite me to his classes.  Lisa and Jackson, by contrast, attempted to have as little 

to do with me as possible.  Gary told me that he did not like Matthews very much 

because he thought it was “kinda crazy here” (Fieldnotes, 4/5/02), and added that his 

family would soon move to a more suburban area.  Thus, in many ways Gary 

dissociated himself from the African American dominated peer culture at Matthews, 

which identified him more with stereotypical whiteness.  His interactive style and 

attitude stood out rather than blending in, like Jackson and Lisa, and this seemed to 

provoke teasing from other students.  
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Intersections of Whiteness, Class, and Gender 

Matthews’ students constructed various meanings of whiteness for white and minority 

students.  This process was not isolated to race per se, but worked through 

constructions of class and gender.  As I mentioned before, the “street” style exhibited 

by many white students projected a class and neighborhood-based persona as much as 

a race-based one.  Indeed, I call this style a “street” style precisely to emphasize its 

urban and working class connotation, independently of any particular racial 

connotation.  However, the urban aspects of this style (perhaps stereotypically) 

influenced how some teachers, along with myself, interpreted the racial background 

of white students.  Additionally, this style allowed white students to distance 

themselves from whiteness in the eyes of their peers.  Thus, although infused with 

racialized elements, this street style also worked through class elements (especially in 

the form of urban, streetwise postures and attitudes) to alter the projection of race and 

whiteness.    

Meanings of whiteness also worked through gender at Matthews.  For 

instance, as Mary Waters (1999) notes, accusations of “acting white” carry a 

gendered connotation (see also, Fordham, 1988).  For boys, “acting white” is often 

associated with not being adequately masculine.  Behavior interpreted as nerdy and 

obsequious for boys also tends to be seen as “gay,” feminine, and childlike (see 

Willis, 1977).  At Matthews, because kids associated such nerdy behavior with being 

“white,” this meant that for boys, establishing distance from whiteness also 

corresponded to proving masculinity.  This placed white boys at somewhat of a 
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disadvantage in terms of masculinity.  White boys who presented themselves in ways 

interpreted by students as “white,” such as associating with mostly white and Asian 

students, adhering closely to classroom rules, and wearing their hair in longer bangs, 

also tended to be seen as “gay” or childlike.  One white boy who fit this description, 

and wore “Dockers” brand pants and his light brown hair parted on the side with 

relatively long bangs, was teased and called “Home Alone” by other students, a 

reference to the child actor Macaulay Culkin.  “Home Alone” was virtually the only 

white boy in the school who wore his hair in this way (as opposed to very short or 

shaved).  To other students this appeared to indicate a stereotypically white and also 

innocent persona, articulated in his “Home Alone” nickname.   

To avoid such an association with less potent masculinity implied by 

whiteness, white boys had to demonstrate toughness and a streetwise persona.  To be 

sure, proving a tough masculine identity remained important and necessary for boys 

of all racial groups (I observed boys of all racial groups called “gay” by other boys, 

for instance).  But because students associated being “white” with the “nerdy” 

behavior also associated with weaker masculinity, this meant that white boys in 

particular had to prove their toughness.  White boys who established distance from 

whiteness, and attained popularity in the boys’ peer group, also demonstrated 

physicality and aggressiveness.  Jackson, for instance, frequently punched other boys, 

and enjoyed playing a game where he would purposefully walk into other boys in the 

hall, knocking them off stride, while sarcastically apologizing.  “Home Alone” and 
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Gary, by contrast, failed to prove their toughness to other boys.  I rarely saw them 

engage in the punching and play-fighting rituals popular among most boys.   

For girls, the nerdy behavior associated with being “white” did not necessarily 

call their femininity into question.  Although girls in general did not desire such 

labels, whiteness or even “nerdy-ness” for girls could still be seen as feminine.  

Perhaps because of this, black and Latina girls appeared less conscious of “acting 

white” than their male counterparts (see also, Waters, 1999).  Interestingly, however, 

African American girls in particular tended to monitor and critique white students 

who acted or sounded non-white in their estimation.  This critique ironically resulted 

in some white students, particularly girls, being exposed as “white.”  In contrast to 

Hispanic and black students, white girls accused of being “white” were not 

necessarily perceived as “nerdy.”  Instead, African American girls appeared to call 

these students “white” when their non-white performance became too exaggerated.   

A white girl named Melissa, for example, performed a street type of identity 

similar to Lisa, including use of Black English and wearing her hair in cornrows.  

Melissa, however, gained less acceptance among African American students, and 

hung out primarily with Latino students, wearing the dark lip-liner and eye makeup 

preferred by Hispanic girls teachers described to me as “gang bangers.”  On several 

occasions I observed African American girls call Melissa “white” like an insult: 

Fieldnotes, 4/15/02, 10:35. Mr. Wilson, a white teacher, is going over test 

questions with the class. Melissa is sitting right in front of me next to 

Christina, an Hispanic girl.  She has been talking to Christina during the entire 
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class. Mr. Wilson has reprimanded her once, but she continues to talk. 

Eventually Dominique, a black girl who has been answering most of the 

questions, shouts at her across the room, “shut up you white girl!” 

(emphasizing “white” with some distaste). This momentarily quiets Melissa, 

and she frowns and makes a loud “tsc” sound indicating her disapproval at 

this apparent insult. But Melissa does not openly challenge Dominique, and 

instead turns to Christina and mutters what sounds to me like “I ain’t white.” 

 

Dominique seems to identify that the last thing Melissa wants to be called is “white.”  

Similar to Lisa, I originally classified Melissa as multi-racial because she presented 

herself in non-stereotypically white ways.  Unfortunately, she did not return a survey 

form to me, but the school records had her classified as white, and this matched what 

teachers considered her race to be.  As the example above suggests, students also saw 

her as white.  Despite this, however, Melissa appeared to resist a “white” label as 

much as possible.  In the example above she, like Anisha and Jose, interprets being 

called white as an insult, and tries to avoid this characterization. 

 Melissa’s street-based performance appeared to backfire in the peer culture of 

Matthews, especially with African American girls.  These girls perhaps perceived her 

non-white style as inauthentic, or perhaps too divergent from whiteness.  From my 

perspective, Melissa’s interactive style differed little from Lisa’s, but Lisa seemed to 

gain more acceptance from black peers.  This may have stemmed from the fact that 

Lisa took primarily pre-AP courses, while Melissa did not.  Pre-AP students were a 
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smaller, closer-knit group than “regular” students, which may have allowed Lisa 

more acceptance.  As I describe below, black students in regular classes did 

sometimes make fun of Lisa’s style.  But while Lisa typically “passed” without being 

teased or indicted for being too “white” or too “black,” Melissa could not always 

achieve this balance.   

Perhaps, especially because Melissa took “regular” classes, her street style 

evoked more of a social class-based, rather than race-based, performance.  Rather 

than moving her persona away from whiteness, Melissa’s “street” performance may 

have only indicated a lower social class position.  Indeed, I observed African 

American girls expose her not only as “white,” but as a lower embodiment of 

whiteness: 

Fieldnotes, 5/1/02. When the kids are coming back from lunch I see a black 

girl in the hall yell to Melissa, “get to class, white trash!” Melissa responds, 

“you trippin’!” The other girl laughs at Melissa as Melissa walks to her class. 

 

Melissa was one of the few white students at Matthews that I observed other students 

directly call “white trash.”  In using this term these students symbolically identified 

Melissa as white, but emphasized that this was a degraded or “trashy” form of 

whiteness.  I suggest that Melissa’s gender made her especially vulnerable to this 

label.  Her enactment of a street-based style compromised her projection of 

femininity, especially to black girls, leading to a perception of her as “trashy.”  White 

boys enacting a street style, by contrast, tended to be received more positively in the 
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peer culture, probably because this style established them as tough and appropriately 

masculine.   

 

“I Ain’t Never Heard a White Girl Say That!” Transforming Racial Meanings      

While many white students were teased or ostracized for acting too stereotypically 

white or too stereotypically non-white, many also gained acceptance among their 

peers.  Although these white students typically performed a non-white identity, they 

did so with enough aplomb to skirt racial boundaries, and transform what other 

students expected from a person with white skin.  One cannot discount the influence 

of popular culture in guiding students to accept more street oriented embodiments of 

whiteness.  For instance, as mentioned above, most Matthews students considered rap 

their favorite music; but they also listed Eminem, a white rapper, as their favorite 

musical artist.  Eminem, who grew up in the predominately black city of Detroit, 

gained notoriety at the time of my fieldwork for his controversial lyrics, as well as his 

appeal to both white and black hip-hop fans (see Rich, 2002).  He was very popular 

among many students at Matthews, across all race and gender groups (many black 

girls, for example, carried binders with pictures of him pasted on the front).  Eminem 

presented an urban, streetwise image of whiteness to popular culture, and this may 

have enabled many students at Matthews to enact and accept similar versions of 

whiteness locally.  

 These “street oriented” versions of whiteness altered meanings that typically 

maintain the boundary between white and non-white.  Black English serves as a clear 
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example of this.  When white kids use “black” speech nearly as prevalently as black 

kids, as many did at Matthews, this confounds how neatly one can still distinguish 

between “white” and “black” methods of speech.  White kids who spoke in “black” 

ways, such as Lisa, provoked surprise from many black kids: 

Fieldnotes, 4/2/02. I am observing in an elective class which has several 

students I know from other classes, including Lisa and two black girls named 

Danielle and Tanae. When the students return from lunch, Danielle and Tanae, 

along with two other black girls, are looking at a magazine. Lisa, who is 

sitting at the same long table one seat away from the girls, leans over and asks 

them something about one of the pictures in the magazine. Whatever Lisa said 

causes the four black girls to erupt in laughter, and they begin to tease Lisa for 

it. One says, “I ain’t never heard a white girl say that!” Another says, “she 

talking all black!” Lisa seems kind of embarrassed by this, her face looks 

rather red, and she turns away to talk to some Hispanic girls from her pre-AP 

classes. 

 

I heard black students make similar comments in other classes about white students 

saying things that “sounded black.”  As in the excerpt above, black students perceived 

this as humorous, but also somewhat astonishing.  By identifying that Lisa, a white 

girl, was talking “black,” these black girls appear to draw an essential distinction 

between how white people and black people talk.  However, at the same time they do 

not ridicule the lack of authenticity of Lisa’s speech, but seem surprised that it so 
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closely resembles “black” speech.  Although this episode caused Lisa some 

embarrassment, the girls do not suggest that Lisa failed to speak appropriately.  

Rather, they simply express their amazement that a white girl had spoken in a way 

they previously associated only with African Americans.  Thus, for these girls at 

least, Lisa seemed to transform some of the expected behaviors associated with 

whiteness. 

Similar to Moore (2002), I find that kids in the predominately minority setting 

of Matthews created unique meanings and boundaries for racial categories.  Much of 

this related to whiteness.  The “mixed” designation popular among Latino students is 

one example of this creativity, as is Jackson’s creation of “white chocolate.”  Many 

white students at Matthews defied the rules of behavior and categorization ordinarily 

associated with whiteness, and with the help of minority students they “created their 

own sense of race” (Moore, 2002: 69).  This sense of race often transcended fixed 

categories: 

Fieldnotes, 5/8/02, 1:00. I’m observing in an elective class, where things are 

pretty casual because it’s close to the end of the school year. I’m hanging out 

with Anisha and Evette, two black girls who take pre-AP classes. John, a 

popular white boy who also takes pre-AP classes, comes over while we’re 

talking. Anisha puts her arm around him and announces to me, “this is John, 

he’s my brother.” Evette, a light skinned black girl, says, “no – he’s my 

brother because we’re both white and black.” 
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John chose just “White” on his survey form, but performed somewhat of a street type 

identity.  John enacted this identity in a similar way to Jackson, wearing oversized 

pants and shirts, a long gold chain, and speaking with a rhythm similar to African 

American students at the school.  He tended to mute his presentation more than 

Jackson did, however, often wearing his chain inside his shirt, and not using Black 

English as liberally.  John was probably the most popular white student at Matthews.  

His popularity among many black students corresponds to Evette’s characterization of 

him as “white and black.”  Because of her close friendship with John, whom she and 

Anisha call their “brother,” she constructs his race as something beyond just 

whiteness or blackness.  She identifies that John has white ancestry, but appears to 

suggest that his actions and friendships with black students give him an honorary 

blackness.  Evette relates John’s combination of black and white to herself who, 

despite being classified as African American in school records, undoubtedly had 

whiteness in her ancestry as well. 

Students at Matthews interpreted race and whiteness in a way that did not 

necessarily relate to visible physical characteristics.  Similar to Moore (2002) and 

Chin (2001), I find that minority kids at Matthews connected being white more to 

structural position, style, and methods of interaction than skin color or other physical 

identifiers.  For example, I observed kids call adults they perceived as possessing 

power and knowledge “white,” regardless of skin tone: 

2/27/02, 9:00. I learn at the front desk that they are rehearsing for a mock trial 

in Mr. Caldwell’s class. There are some local lawyers and law students that 
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will be helping to organize the trial. I get to the classroom and talk briefly to 

Mr. Caldwell, and then he leaves to get the “lawyers” as everyone in the class 

refers to them, from the front office.  

 

The kids are excited about having the lawyers come, and they go into a sort of 

frenzy after Mr. Caldwell leaves. They post Andre, a tall black boy, as a 

lookout in the hall. Soon after, Andre runs in the room and announces, “I 

think the lawyers are here – Mr. Caldwell is in the hall with a bunch of white 

people walking with him!” The students rush to their seats, and try to stay 

quiet as they eagerly await the arrival of this “bunch of white people.” 

 

The lawyers arrive, and surprisingly, only two out of the four are noticeably 

white. There is one brown-skinned woman walking in front, who to me looks 

clearly Latina, and I learn later has a Spanish surname, and one black woman 

with an African or West Indian accent. 

 

Based on skin tone, from my perspective, this group of lawyers was not all white.  

However, Andre appears to frame this group of lawyers as “white” not because of 

physical features, but because they held powerful positions as “lawyers.”  Further, all 

of them dressed the part, wearing business dress suits (all four were women), which 

undoubtedly enhanced their projection of status.  The methods of dress and speech 

exhibited by these women, whatever their skin color, represented the structural power 
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these kids called “white.”  For kids at Matthews “blackness” or “brown-ness” 

represented the ways of dressing, interacting, and speaking common to their 

neighborhood, and “whiteness” represented something distant from this, often 

connected to the wealth and power typically absent from their residential context.  

These lawyers did not come from the neighborhood, and did not present themselves 

in a way these kids associated with blackness or brown-ness, so this made them 

“white.” 

Because of this flexible, contextualized notion of race, white students who 

lived in the neighborhood and attended Matthews did not necessarily represent the 

power and difference associated with whiteness.  This gave white students at the 

school more of an opportunity to disassociate themselves from stereotypical, 

dominant whiteness, which set the foundation for interracial friendships.  Through 

such interracial friendships, alternative possibilities for race and whiteness emerged.  

White kids such as John, Lisa, and Jackson gained recognition in the peer culture 

primarily through their association with racial/ethnic minority kids.  This eroded 

much of the power from whiteness, and opened more possibilities for cooperation and 

trust.  White students, in the unique situation of a minority at Matthews, valued and 

connected with non-white things and non-white people.  This resulted in 

constructions of whiteness that did not have to oppose or subordinate non-whiteness.  

Thus, white and minority students often saw themselves as similar in status, 

background, and preferences, which enabled many cross-racial friendships.  As 
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represented by Evette’s articulation of “black and white,” these friendships 

challenged the very notion of racial distinctions and racial hierarchy.     

  

Lingering Stereotypes of Whiteness 

This should not suggest that kids at Matthews completely discarded the stereotypical 

baggage associated with whiteness, however.  Racial/ethnic minority students at 

Matthews still equated whiteness with structural power, knowledge, and money.  This 

especially surfaced in how kids reacted to adults, including myself: 

Fieldnotes, 4/4/02, 9:10. Mr. Caldwell’s class. The class is working on their 

final practice before putting on a mock trial. I sit next to a black boy named 

Ricky, who asks me if I’m a law student. I tell him no, that I’m doing a 

research project at the school. Ricky is obviously bright, and he asks if I’m an 

anthropologist because I study people. I say I’m a sociologist, which is 

similar. He then switches the topic entirely and asks me if my parents are rich. 

I say that they are middle class, and ask him why he thinks they are rich. He 

says, “because they’re paying for college and everything.” I tell him that I’m 

paying for all of my education and mention that I’m married and I also work 

as a teaching assistant. He responds, “oh…” but then continues his previous 

line of questioning, asking, “so, do your parents have like a real big house and 

stuff?” 
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In this excerpt, Ricky assumes that my parents are “rich” and they are paying for my 

education.  Even after I tell him that I am funding graduate school myself, he seems 

enthralled with the idea that my parents are wealthy and own a big house.  I typically 

wore slacks and a tucked in polo shirt to Matthews because school administrators 

encouraged rather formal dress from adults.  However, I do not think my clothing 

exuded much wealth.  In fact, I dressed much more casually than most male teachers 

at the school, who often wore suits.  Rather, my white physical features, especially 

combined with my position as a relative outsider to the school and neighborhood, 

seemed to guide Ricky’s assumption that I came from a wealthy background.   

 As discussed above, because the white students at Matthews lived in the same 

general neighborhood as the other students, and attended school with them, they did 

not as clearly represent this powerful form of extrinsic whiteness.  However, 

racial/ethnic minority students did identify these students as “white” and this label 

still appeared to trigger some stereotypical assumptions associated with whiteness.  

For example, in my observations Hispanic students and especially African American 

students often perceived white students as bookish and intelligent: 

Fieldnotes, 4/26/01. I am observing in a class after TAAS testing, and the 

teacher wants the students to read silently. Clay, a white boy with closely 

cropped hair that is highlighted on top, sits with a Latino boy named Oscar. 

They are looking at some sort of magazine or catalogue that features stereo 

equipment. A black boy named Sean sits immediately in front of them. Sean 

has been practicing drum beats on his desk, and occasionally looks back at 
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Oscar and Clay, who are buried in their magazine. Eventually Sean turns to 

Clay and comments somewhat critically, “you look like the type that would be 

reading a magazine – you always looking at something – reading.” Clay looks 

at him and laughs briefly, and then returns to the magazine. 

 

Sean comments that Clay looks like “the type” of person that reads often.  Although a 

Latino boy also sat with Clay reading the same magazine, Sean directed his comment 

at Clay, singling him out as bookish rather than Oscar (Sean also did not make this 

comment to either an Asian boy or another Latino boy, who at the time were both 

reading books in front of him).  I observed Clay to be an average student who took 

regular classes, and was not particularly fond of reading.  He did enjoy looking at 

magazines featuring stereo equipment, but many boys at Matthews, both white and 

non-white, did as well.  In this case, Clay’s whiteness in particular seems to 

accentuate his bookishness in the eyes of Sean. 

Similar to Janet Schofield (1989) in her ethnography of a multi-racial school, I 

also observed many African American students seeking out academic help from white 

students.  In the library one day, for example, I observed a black boy named Alan 

pressing a white boy named Kevin to work on a science project with him, saying “we 

should work together, we can get all kinds of stuff that way” (Fieldnotes, 10/3/01).  I 

observed Kevin to be a conscientious but average student who took regular classes, 

and Alan to be the same way, but more outgoing.  Other minority students in the class 

worked industriously on their projects near Alan, but he seemed especially interested 
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in working with Kevin, a boy he did not ordinarily associate with.  Kevin declined 

Alan’s offer, and Alan eventually gave up on the idea, not asking anyone else in the 

class if they wanted to collaborate on the project.   

Although Kevin demurred to collaborate with Alan in this example, other 

white students enjoyed positioning themselves as academically knowledgeable when 

minority students asked them for help.  I observed a white girl named Kara, for 

example, and a black girl named Beth discussing tutoring in a pre-AP class.  Beth 

asked Kara for help with the class, and Kara immediately framed herself as an expert 

academically, proclaiming that she would “tutor” Beth “so you can make A’s like 

me!” (Fieldnotes, 2/20/02).  Kara then proceeded to announce to the teacher and the 

other students returning from lunch that she would now act as Beth’s “tutor,” which 

seemed to slightly embarrass Beth.  In each of these examples, African American 

students sought out the few white students in their classes for help academically.  

Non-white students performed as well, if not better, in each of these classes, but these 

students still appeared to consider the white students to possess a unique academic 

acumen. 

Many teachers tended to reinforce the link between white students and certain 

forms of knowledge.  As I discussed in Chapter 4, many teachers, especially African 

American teachers who composed the majority of the teaching staff, responded 

favorably to white students in academic situations.  These teachers called on white 

students frequently in class, gave them positive feedback on their academic skill, and 

described them to me as exceptional students.  In assuming that white students 
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possessed certain academically oriented skills and knowledge, minority students at 

Matthews perhaps only followed the lead of these adults, as well as a larger culture 

that connects whiteness to powerful attributes such as intelligence, technological skill, 

and upper class status (see Van Ausdale and Feagin, 2001, for an account of how 

children learn and enact this culture of racial hierarchy).  Thus, while students at 

Matthews performed and accepted many innovative, non-superior embodiments of 

whiteness, they also reinforced some stereotypical assumptions about race that bolster 

white dominance.  While whiteness had few advantages for making a kid appear 

“cool” in the peer culture of Matthews, it could make a kid appear smart and 

knowledgeable.   

I would like to emphasize, however, that I find only limited evidence for this 

association with whiteness and academic skill among the students, and it is 

impossible for me to take the instances described above and attribute these 

interactions solely to race.  While many teachers did seem to reinforce this link in 

classroom interactions, some did not, and the tracking structure of the school also did 

not reinforce this.  Matthews made a concerted and laudable effort to have many 

African American and Latino students in pre-AP classes.  Thus, these classes roughly 

reflected the racial composition of the student body.  As I have stated, white students 

were slightly over-represented in these courses, but this resulted in only one or two 

white kids per pre-AP class, which was not much different from what one would see 

in “regular” or even “resource” classes.  While many teachers did frame white 

students as academically skilled, the overall structure of the school in terms of 
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advanced courses did not emphasize a salient link between whiteness and academic 

ability.  Thus, students at Matthews did not seem to fully internalize such a link. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 This chapter explores how youth understood, enacted, and responded to whiteness at 

Matthews Middle School – a situation where whites were not numerically dominant.  

In this situation, most white kids associated themselves with styles and friends that 

were predominately non-white.  This partially transformed many expectations and 

boundaries that typically distinguish white from non-white.  Being “white” in this 

setting referred more to stylistic sensibilities, cultural preferences, and friendship 

groups than physical characteristics.  Because students at Matthews interpreted this 

whiteness somewhat negatively, this compelled white kids to incorporate styles of 

interaction commonly associated with racial/ethnic minority youth, and, most 

importantly, forge friendships with minority peers.   

Because students at Matthews interpreted the forms of dress and behavior they 

called “white” as somewhat alien to their neighborhood context, this allowed some 

white kids to be seen as not really white (“white and black” for instance), providing 

common ground for these friendships.  White students at Matthews often performed a 

whiteness that, like “white chocolate,” blended with minority youth in this 

predominately poor and working class neighborhood.  Most did not segregate 

themselves from minority students, but aligned themselves as similar in many ways.  

This suggests that when whites are disconnected from structural processes that tend to 
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provide them with advantages, such as attending higher performing, mostly white 

schools, or being shepherded into higher level ability groups (see Lewis, 2001; 

Oakes, 1985), they do not separate themselves socially from racial/ethnic minorities, 

and this can foster interracial friendship and tolerance (see also, Allport, ([1954] 

1958).   

Gender and social class complicated this process of racial blending, however.  

For boys, acting stereotypically white was linked to being a “nerd,” which was 

associated with not being maturely masculine.  This meant that white boys especially 

needed to prove their masculinity through performing a tough, street-based style.  

White boys exhibiting this style gained more acceptance among peers, especially 

other boys.  For white girls, including those who exhibited a street style, it seemed 

more difficult to fit in.  A white girl performing a street style could be viewed as 

blending in racially, but could also be viewed as inadequately feminine and “trashy.”  

For both girls and boys, the street-based performance, inflected with race-based 

elements, shaded their whiteness.  For boys such as John, however, this tended to 

enhance their projection of whiteness to peers, while for girls such as Melissa, this 

could degrade it.  Thus, the students’ perceptions of race, class, and gender interacted 

and influenced their perceptions of each other, which had an impact on how these 

youth developed ideas about whiteness, and negotiated friendship boundaries.            

While many white students at Matthews were still often assumed to 

stereotypically possess certain academically-oriented skills, I did not find such a link 

to be pervasive among the students (I observed no minority students, for instance, 
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asking Jackson for academic help!).  Although I did not observe these students from a 

very young age, research with young children (e.g. Connolly, 1998; Van Ausdale and 

Feagin, 2001) suggests that children learn stereotypical notions of race as they 

become socialized into a larger racist culture.  Matthews’ students lived on the cusp 

of internalizing these stereotypes on one hand, and constructing their own unique 

ideas about race on the other.  Perhaps such stereotypes will gradually crystallize in 

these youth as they have more contact with larger structural and cultural forces that 

place high value on whiteness.  Perhaps many minority students from Matthews will, 

unfortunately, come to associate academic achievement with whiteness and white 

students, and many white students will, unfortunately, begin to segregate themselves 

from minority students.  At the time of my research, however, students at Matthews 

created many innovative, non-dominant notions and embodiments of whiteness.   

Despite the impact of a larger culture that links whiteness to power and 

knowledge, my findings at Matthews show that when whites do not have numerical 

dominance, and institutional mechanisms do not separate white students from other 

students, new relationships based on race are negotiated.  This results in new forms of 

whiteness that do not have to rely on exclusion or domination to take their shape.  

The youth at Matthews Middle School suggest new possibilities and challenges for 

“whiteness” in our increasingly multiracial society, which sets the stage for the final, 

concluding chapter of this study. 
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Chapter 6 

Conclusion 

 

Soon after I finished my research at Matthews Middle School, a film named The 

Barbershop (2002) was released.  Featuring an almost entirely black cast, this film 

tells the story of a barbershop in the south side of Chicago.  In watching The 

Barbershop after my fieldwork, I was surprised to see that it included one white 

character named Issac (Troy Garity), who works in the otherwise entirely African 

American setting.  Issac appears to represent an adult version of many of the white 

students I discuss in this manuscript – he wears a long silver chain, baggy clothing, 

very short hair, and speaks in almost exaggerated “black” style.  Issac’s interactive 

style raises the ire of at least one of his co-workers, however, a well-educated but 

somewhat critical man named Jimmy (Sean Patrick Thomas).  Jimmy accuses Issac of 

performing a false identity at various times throughout the film.  Eventually, Issac 

confronts Jimmy, and tells him: “despite what you might think, I ain’t pretending to 

be someone I saw on TV. This is who I am. And whether you like it or not, I’m gonna 

be like this tomorrow.”  In true Hollywood fashion, of course, this dispute is quickly 

resolved.  Jimmy asks Issac to give him a haircut and then apologizes to him. 

 The scene from this film recalls many themes of my study of Matthews 

Middle School, and prefaces what I will discuss in this conclusion.  Issac, a white 

man, works (and we assume lives) in a predominately minority setting, and reflects 

the interactive style of that setting.  In doing so, he represents an alternative version 
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of whiteness.  His performance is not a parody, as he states, but a crucial part of his 

identity.  Because of this, although some doubt him, most, including Jimmy, come to 

accept and appreciate him.  In the end, Issac transforms the expectations of whiteness, 

not necessarily through his way of talking or dressing, but through his genuine 

association with the predominately minority neighborhood and workplace.  He might 

perhaps reap the benefits of white privilege even in this minority setting, but his 

social location represents a certain threat to the normative form of whiteness that is 

built on attaining social and spatial distance from non-whites.  In this conclusion, I 

discuss how and why such white people might represent a disruption to white 

dominance and racial hierarchy.  Using the notion of whiteness as a hegemonic 

system, I also elaborate on how perceptions of race, class, and gender as 

interconnected concepts shape the understandings and material results of whiteness.  

Finally, I discuss the challenges and possibilities for ending the reproduction of racial 

distinctions and inequalities in our schools and other social institutions.  

 

Alternative Embodiments of Whiteness 
 
The character of Issac reminded me of many white students I knew from Matthews.  

These students were not trying to “act black” because of a fleeting desire to find 

difference and excitement.  Rather, the street styles they presented reflected their 

reality growing up in an urban, working-class, predominately minority neighborhood.  

For kids such as those at Matthews, who had flexible notions of race and racial 

distinctions, there is little reason why such alternative embodiments of whiteness 
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cannot exist.  But for adults, who have developed more fixed (and perhaps jaded) 

notions of race, such representations of whiteness often do not make sense.  Perhaps 

they do not because adults have been more fully incorporated into a world based on 

racial difference and white dominance.  Fluid notions of racial categories and racial 

meanings in general, and in this case, alternative projections of whiteness in 

particular, threaten to disrupt such a world. 

 Research on men and masculinity provides a clue for why this might be the 

case.  Masculinity, similar to whiteness, often functions as a dominant, unstated 

norm.  Masculinity is also complicated by race and class intersections (as well as 

others such as sexuality), similar to how whiteness is complicated by gender and class 

(among other categories).  Further, based largely on these differences, multiple 

embodiments of masculinity exist at the same time, just as multiple versions of 

whiteness simultaneously exist.  According to Robert Connell (1995), only one ideal 

form of masculinity – what he calls the “hegemonic form” – dominates in any 

historical or spatial context (see also, Gramsci, 1971).  Other versions of masculinity 

(currently in the U.S. those that are not white, middle or upper-class, or heterosexual) 

become marginalized.  The most marginalized and denigrated forms of masculinity 

tend to be those that most closely resemble femininity.  As Christine Williams (1995: 

120) states, masculinity, especially in its hegemonic forms, acquires its entire shape 

and meaning by proving itself to be “different from and superior to femininity.”  

Thus, men who reflect and enact “feminine” qualities represent a powerful threat to 

the hegemonic status of masculinity. 
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 Similarly, whiteness seems to predicate itself on physically and ideologically 

separating from non-whiteness, and implicitly maintaining superiority over non-

whiteness.  This is accomplished through assumptions or ideologies that tacitly 

position a certain form of whiteness – a certain way of talking, interacting, living – as 

the standard in society.  It is also accomplished through structural processes that 

separate white people from non-white people, and through this provide greater 

advantages to white people.  Continuing residential segregation serves as one obvious 

example of this.  Maintaining spatial distance from non-whites has solidified white 

dominance for years, and can be linked to racial disparities in education, employment, 

and health among others (e.g., Massey and Denton, 1993; Oliver and Shapiro, 1995).  

In education, similar forms of racial segregation between schools, as well as within 

schools through ability grouping, can perform similar tasks of separation and 

exclusion.  

White people who do not clearly reflect these assumptions or participate in 

these processes represent not only an aberration, but an “internal threat to whiteness” 

itself (Newitz and Wray, 1997).  These whites, such as the many white students at 

Matthews, defy the assumptions and processes that perpetuate hegemonic whiteness.  

I suggest that the primary way they do this is through having social and spatial 

proximity to non-white people, especially African Americans who continue to be the 

most segregated group from whites (see Reardon, Yun, and Eitle, 2000).  This close 

relationship with those considered racial/ethnic minority “out-group” members makes 

such white people a threat to the hegemonic status of whiteness as well as the 

 203



 

structure of racial distinction and racial hierarchy more generally.  Thus, white kids 

who live in inner city neighborhoods and reflect the styles of these neighborhoods 

challenge the assumptions of many adults who have internalized the notion of rigid 

and basic boundaries between “white” and “black.” 

 

Interpretations of Race, Class, Gender and Neighborhood 
 
The exceptional position of these white people, as poor and working-class urban 

dwellers, means that they do not fit as easily into schema which quickly relate race to 

social class and neighborhood.  I began this dissertation with a discussion of the race 

and class debate, and argued that we need to move away from positioning one of 

these factors as “more important” than the other, but instead look at how they, along 

with gender, influence and alter each other in everyday life.  Using race, whiteness in 

particular, as a starting point, I have attempted to emphasize the importance of how 

people perceive and develop meanings of this concept through understandings of 

gender and social class.  This process shapes how people identify those considered 

“white” and react to them in certain contexts.  These meanings and perceptions 

formed the basis from which students of various race, class, and gender backgrounds 

were treated at Matthews.  White students in this predominately poor school did not 

necessarily have the advantage of race and the disadvantage of class; rather, race and 

class in the lives of these students fundamentally altered each other, and stemmed 

from people’s perceptions of both at once.   
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Interpretations of the neighborhood acted as a trigger for how race was 

perceived vis-à-vis class in this context.  This neighborhood and local-historical 

context, along with the urban, class-based “street” styles performed by white students, 

altered interpretations of their whiteness, which influenced the reactions they received 

from teachers and other students.  How these other groups interpreted whiteness – 

through class (and gender) – shaped the extent to which race became advantageous or 

disadvantageous for white students at Matthews.  These interpretations of whiteness 

were not monolithic, but changed depending on the perceivers and the circumstances.  

Based on this evidence, it appears that being “white” can consist of very different 

boundaries and very different meanings in various situations.  These boundaries and 

meanings influence how a person’s bodily display will be articulated into a race, 

class, and gender location, and the patterns of treatment and material results this 

particular location will evoke within an institution.    

Through this unique case of white students in a predominately minority 

school, we can see the importance of a person’s standpoint, or particular social 

location, in framing a certain view of power dynamics and the meaning of race and 

class (Collins, 1990).  White adults at Matthews thought white kids living in such a 

neighborhood had to be from poor and unfortunate backgrounds.  This view stems 

from a dominant class-based white position: these white students and their families 

did not measure up to dominant ideals of whiteness, and this tarnished these students, 

making them appear considerably less than white.  As I have shown, this tended to 

result in white teachers disciplining these students more regularly than black teachers, 
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and often overlooking these students academically.  White middle-class teachers, 

because of their particular location at the intersection of race and class, highlighted 

inadequacies when perceiving and interacting with white students in this 

predominately minority and predominately poor context.   

Black teachers, who occupied a different standpoint, tended to have a very 

different perception of these same white students.  This standpoint gave them a view 

of these whites as considerably more advantaged in terms of race and class.  These 

adults interpreted the white students as possessing cultural capital in the form of good 

manners, academic ability, and self-discipline.  In this sense, being from a different 

position in terms of race seems to have highlighted the power of these students’ 

whiteness for black teachers, such that it represented a relatively high class standing.  

Both sets of perceptions, from white and black teachers, guided how these teachers 

interacted with white students, indicating that the standpoints of those with 

institutional power have a profound impact on whether race becomes highlighted as a 

mode of advantage, or class becomes highlighted as a mode of disadvantage.   

For students at Matthews their age-based standpoint gave them an additionally 

unique perspective on whiteness, and race more generally.  Students of all racial 

backgrounds tended to have fluid conceptions of race, and defined “race” more in 

terms of neighborhood location and interactive style than physical features.  

Racial/ethnic minority students did not interpret the whiteness of most white students 

at Matthews as powerful, nor did they see these students as very different from 

themselves.  They did have certain assumptions about whiteness, however, and these 
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often related to the intersections of race and gender.  Interestingly, as I have 

discussed, students occasionally identified white youth as “white trash,” similar to the 

view of some white teachers.  Although I only have limited evidence of this, students 

always directed this insult at white girls.  I argue that this stems from the fact that the 

street styles exhibited by many students at Matthews connoted toughness, which was 

interpreted as a desirable masculine quality.  Students viewed white boys who 

enacted these styles as sufficiently masculine.  White girls who enacted these styles, 

in contrast, could represent a street-based, “trashy” form of femininity.  In this sense, 

race, class-based style, and gender combined to influence perceptions of each other, 

and guide relationships and interactions between white students and non-white 

students.18 

 

The Impact of School Processes and Context 
 
Unfortunately, African American students at Matthews showed signs that they were 

beginning to accept the assumption of many African American teachers that 

whiteness, even in this setting, represented certain forms of power and knowledge.  

At this early adolescent age, however, most students of any racial background still 

held flexible notions of race and did not position whiteness as normative or desirable.  

                                                           
18 Of course, many black and Latina girls also enacted similar styles, but were not 
necessarily viewed as “trashy.”  I do not have solid evidence for why this may have 
been the case, but to speculate, perhaps girls linked whiteness to a certain form of 
more docile femininity and white girls who appeared to purposely eschew this 
docility were viewed negatively. 
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This enabled white students to embody alternative forms of whiteness that did not 

rely on separation from and denigration of non-whites.  The educational context and 

processes at the school bolstered this integrated form of whiteness.  White students 

perhaps did not have a “critical mass” of other whites through which they could 

separate themselves from others, nor did they have a racially segregated tracking 

system that encouraged this separation.  These structural factors laid the groundwork 

from which white students in the setting of Matthews could embody critiques of 

hegemonic whiteness.  It is within such critiques, I suggest, that we can find potential 

for non-normative and non-exclusive forms of whiteness that challenge white 

dominance.  These critiques are not necessarily based on hairstyle or musical 

preference, but on white people sharing close contact and experiences with non-white 

people in schools and neighborhoods.  

This ultimate goal of racial equality was complicated and distant even in the 

unique environment of Matthews, however.  Culturally based assumptions linking 

whiteness to advantages endured in this setting.  My findings suggest that it may not 

just be white people who reproduce this white advantage.  African Americans (and 

perhaps, other racial/ethnic minority groups) can as well.  Part of this appeared to 

stem from a historically based understanding of white power, and reluctance to 

confront this power.  However, part of it also appeared to stem from a tacit 

association of whiteness with educationally-valuable forms of cultural capital.  I 

suggest that the school’s emphasis on teaching “appropriate” dress and manners 

reinforced the link between whiteness and some aspects of cultural capital.  As 
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discussed in Chapter 3, African American educators especially viewed the black 

students in this setting as lacking in the social skills needed for success.  This 

positioned other groups of students – especially white students – as superior in these 

skills.  Because black and Latino students were identified as problematic for various 

reasons, this positioned whites as unproblematic, and closer to the norm. 

I do not want this to sound as though black teachers were the “bad guys” and 

white teachers were the “good guys” in terms of privileging whiteness, however.  For 

example, although white teachers did discipline white students more than black 

teachers did, white teachers still disciplined black and Latino boys more than any 

other students (see also, Ferguson, 2000).  Thus, white teachers also participated in 

constructing black and Latino students as more problematic than whites.  I just want 

to emphasize the additional role of black educators in this – a role not previously 

explored. 

Matthews intended to transmit cultural capital through discipline in dress and 

manners with the laudable goal of preparing students for upward mobility.  Similarly, 

scholars such as Lisa Delpit (1995: 25) suggest that schools should teach poor and 

minority children what she calls the “codes of power,” or “ways of talking, ways of 

writing, ways of dressing, and ways of interacting” that relate to the white middle or 

upper-classes, and often lead to social success.  However, my findings reveal inherent 

problems with this approach.  By attempting to transmit these forms of cultural 

capital to students, educators and schools inevitably identify certain students as 

lacking, deficient, or resistant.  Because the value of cultural capital is necessarily 
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defined by those in power, this means that in an American context, schools will 

identify non-white poor and working-class kids as problematic.  This only solidifies 

the cultural hegemony of middle and upper-class whiteness.  Further, because such 

cultural styles relate to the body and bodily display (ways of dressing, interacting, 

etc.), schools must use persistent bodily discipline to reform these “problematic” 

students.  As I have shown, these disciplinary regimes may lead poor and 

racial/ethnic minority students to internalize a view of themselves as defective or 

oppositional, which can lead to alienation and resistance to schooling.  This subverts 

the entire goal of providing students the tools for upward mobility, and only serves as 

one more tool to substantiate and justify white and middle and upper class 

dominance.      

 Similarly, I argue that the uniform dress code at the school made this 

institution appear punitive rather than caring, and the irregular enforcement of this 

dress code by race, class, and gender further accentuated this feeling for many 

students.  Interestingly, the uniform dress code at Matthews fulfilled neither of its 

stated intentions.  It did not mask poverty – students as well as teachers still identified 

certain students as poor, and others as wealthy, and this affected interactions with 

these students.  My findings suggest that the real concern with student class 

differences does not relate to how the students interact with other, but how teachers 

interact with students.  Even with uniforms, most teachers at Matthews still used 

various means to identify student class background, and this influenced how they 

reacted to these students.  In addition, the dress code did not stifle the representation 
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of gang affiliation.  Students constantly invented new ways to announce their gang 

predilection, creatively out-maneuvering the dress code strictures.  Teachers 

themselves contradicted this intention of the dress code by also identifying markers of 

supposed gang affiliation (two of which related to race and gender in and of 

themselves), despite the students’ wearing uniforms.   

In my view, the primary problem lies in educators approaching students 

differently based on perceptions of their background, which uniforms do little to 

solve.  While dress codes may work effectively in private schools, students attending 

these schools are mostly white and middle to upper class, and have chosen to attend.  

The kids in such schools do not typically fall under stereotypes that they lack social 

skills or have oppositional attitudes.  Further, in such settings, this policy (although it 

may still alienate students) does not carry the same sense of forced restriction and 

confinement that it might for poor, disproportionately minority, urban kids.  Even 

with parental approval, such a policy for these kids can make schools, as Derek 

eloquently stated, resemble prisons.  A feeling of being targeted and unfairly 

punished could proliferate in such an environment for students, and impel them to 

resist schooling.   

While many overt or hidden policies at Matthews contributed to solidifying 

the marginalization of poor and racial/ethnic minority students and the elevation of 

hegemonic whiteness, others did not.  The tracking process at Matthews, in particular, 

did not work to position white students as separate from minority students, and 

superior to them, as most tracking procedures do.  Because this process did not 
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stratify students by race, it did not present a salient reminder of white educational 

dominance.  When whiteness is not positioned as dominant in this way, this obstructs 

the development of assumptions about whiteness that make this quality seem 

normative and associated with educational success.  This allows kids, who often have 

less rigid notions of race, to transform racial boundaries and meanings – negotiating 

new places and criteria for whiteness and non-whiteness.   

 

Challenges and Possibilities 
 
This innovative and unique racial structure was evident at Matthews, but kids there 

still showed signs of learning and inhabiting more fixed and stereotypical racial 

discourses.  I can only speculate on what will happen as these white students begin to 

possibly internalize a view that their whiteness should afford them more opportunities 

and power than it seems to.  This may happen as they enter other social institutions 

that reward a hegemonic form of whiteness – but not the form they embody – and 

implicitly encourage them to seize on their race to assert difference and privilege over 

their minority peers.  In this way, the hegemonic process that solidifies white 

domination can elicit support from different, potentially resistant, white people such 

as many kids at Matthews.  These students and others who embody internal critiques 

of whiteness through class or neighborhood location may abandon identifying with 

these modes of difference, and instead consent to replicating white hegemony, even if 

they will be marginalized within this system.  I lack the data to fully explore this 

possibility here, but subsequent research could trace the experiences of white youth 
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who grew up in poor and/or predominately minority settings as they progress through 

the life course and encounter other social institutions.        

My findings from Matthews Middle School suggest new possibilities and 

challenges for our schools and educators.  This case study reveals ways that the 

power of a hegemonic form of whiteness, predicated on the exclusion and 

marginalization of non-white people, is reproduced in educational settings.  It also 

suggests ways to counteract this reproduction.  We should not, for instance, focus on 

reforming the perceived inadequacies of poor and minority students while assuming 

whiteness represents a form of cultural capital in itself.  By doing this, whiteness will 

serve as a form of cultural capital, and aid those considered white within schools, 

while others are pushed away.  Similarly, we should not separate white students from 

other students, either between schools or within schools.  These practices produce the 

exclusion that allows for white dominance.  Finally, when white people do appear 

spatially and stylistically close to people of a different racial background from them, 

we should not view this as an aberration or flaw.  Such assumptions and practices 

bolster a specific, hegemonic form of whiteness that maintains its advantage through 

excluding non-whites as well as whites that disrupt its attempts to maintain 

preeminence.  Through changing these practices and assumptions, however, educators 

and youth can work to change the reproduction of white middle and upper-class 

privilege, perhaps paving the way for a more egalitarian future. 
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Appendix A 

Research Methods 

 

In this appendix, I describe my research methods in more depth.  In particular, I wish 

to discuss several issues that may have shaped my findings, relating to my access to 

the research site, my modes and strategies of data collection, and my social position 

as a white, middle-class, male researcher.  Through this discussion, I also describe my 

relationship to the school and its teachers and students, without whom this study 

would not have been possible. 

 First, and possibly most important, I gained access to Matthews Middle 

School through the Annenberg Foundation.  As part of a large-scale school reform 

effort across the U.S., including several schools in Texas, this foundation provided 

funding for reforms at Matthews, and also facilitated my research at the school.  I 

explained to teachers and administrators that I was there to research the reforms as 

well as conduct my own research.  Although I often explained that none of my 

findings would be linked to future Annenberg funding for the school, some teachers 

and administrators seemed cautious around me and hesitant to mention tensions at the 

school.  If I had entered the school as a relatively independent researcher, school 

officials may have been more open with me.  This hesitancy subsided slightly as I 

gained more rapport with some educators at the school, but I felt that it remained an 

undercurrent with others.  
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   As part of the funding for this study, I traveled over one hundred miles to 

conduct research at the school.  Because of this long commute, it was difficult for me 

to “hang out” with teachers, parents, and kids outside of school hours.  I made it a 

point to attend as many after-school festivals, forums, and sporting events as possible, 

however, and made sure to also arrive at the school before classes started as much as I 

could.  I also volunteered as a tutor, and while I did this most often during school 

hours, sometimes I also stayed after school for kids who needed extra help.  

Ultimately, though, I could not really enter the lives of my participants outside of the 

school walls, as so many excellent ethnographic studies in education have been able 

to do.  The most critical hindrance for this study, I think, is that I could not get a 

complete perspective from parents at Matthews.  I was able to talk to a few parents 

when they came to the school, but not many, and this study could be enhanced by 

incorporating their perspectives.  However, to overcome these restrictions, I narrowed 

the research focus and questions of this study to pertain especially to interactions 

within the school.  Interestingly, as I mention, this has actually been a somewhat 

neglected level of analysis in recent ethnographic work in education, with many 

studies focusing on student identity. 

 My study also differs from much of this ethnographic literature in that I did 

not attempt to gain access to students specifically.  Bettie (2003), Perry (2002), and 

Valenzuela (1999), for instance, describe how they presented themselves in the 

school environment, especially through their dress, to align themselves more with the 

students than the teachers.  Because, for the purposes of this study, I was not 
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concerned with understanding the perspective of the students exclusively, I did not 

attempt a similar strategy.  This would have been impossible, furthermore, because 

the school encouraged adults there to dress formally (many men wore business suits, 

for instance), and I certainly would have alienated myself from many teachers by 

wearing jeans and a tee shirt.  Thus, I attempted to find a middle-ground look that 

typically consisted of slacks and a tucked in polo shirt (similar to what students at the 

school wore, but not in their uniform colors).  As I have stated, I also served as a tutor 

at the school, which placed me more in the “adult” camp, but allowed me to talk and 

get to know the kids better as well. 

 I tried to signal to kids that I was not fully aligned with their teachers by 

making a point to not discipline them.  Because of this, on many occasions I sat with 

kids while they freely discussed illegal activities such as drug deals.  Since I did not 

actually see anything illegal, and their discussion was usually pretty minor anyway, I 

chose not to report anything although most teachers and administrators would have 

probably disagreed with this approach.  Several times, teachers would leave their 

rooms and ask if I could monitor the kids.  I accepted this charge, but refrained from 

any stern discipline in these situations, instead only warning the students that the 

teacher would soon return.  I only really yelled at kids to stop doing something on one 

occasion, which I recount in my fieldnotes: 

The teacher has very little control over this class and disciplines about as 

much as I do.  The class is throwing pencils, erasers, and other paraphernalia 

across the room at each other. At one point an eraser hits me hard in the 
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shoulder. I hear shouts of “ohhh!” from across the room, and I turn over there 

to ask who threw it. They won’t fess up, so I tell them, “stop throwing things 

across the room – I don’t want to get hit again.” This actually works for a 

limited amount of time, but soon a boy sets up shop on the other side of the 

room to throw things at his friends, and some projectiles go whizzing past my 

head again. I look at him and tell him that one better not hit me. He insists this 

won’t happen. This is a strange situation, because I don’t want to discipline, 

but I also want to preserve my own safety. I don’t think the teacher even 

noticed that I got hit with an eraser. The teacher does come up to me later, and 

apologizes for the students’ behavior, saying, “this class is just pretty big and 

out of control. Rather than spend all my energy trying to contain them, I’m 

just going to ride the bronco ‘till the end of the year and hope to hang on.” 

  

For the most part, though, I did not go around disciplining kids, and I think once they 

learned this, they conducted themselves more freely when I was around.  At the same 

time, because I acted as a tutor and helped out in many of the classes observed, I 

think the teachers also became accustomed to my presence and conducted themselves 

less cautiously around me. 

 To collect my data, as I describe in Chapter 1, I jotted notes into a small 

notebook I carried around in a shoulder bag.  When I was helping in a class, or if I 

noticed that my note taking made a teacher nervous, or distracted students, I wrote 

notes down as soon as possible after the observation.  When I began conducting 
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interviews with teachers, I tape-recorded the first two interviews.  However, I noticed 

that the tape recorder appeared to make the respondents nervous and hesitant.  Their 

answers were brief and seemed rather guarded.  Because of this, I wrote down 

interviews with the other respondents in a notebook while I conducted them.  I then 

retreated to my car or the school library to add detail to my notes of these interviews 

based on my recent memory.  This strategy may have sacrificed some accuracy, as I 

could not record everything teachers said verbatim.  However, what was lost in 

accuracy was more than made up for in frankness.  These interviews proceeded 

swimmingly compared with the first two, and struck me as much more 

conversational.   

Further, I eventually improved my speed of note taking and I think I was able 

to capture what the interviewees stated in a reasonably accurate way.  If a respondent 

said something that I was not entirely sure of the wording for, I did not record this as 

a direct quote, and I do not include it here in quotation marks (the same is true for 

fieldnote quotations).  For the most part, though, especially with interesting 

statements, I either recorded them word for word on the spot, or could easily 

remember them when I added detail immediately afterwards.      

My social location as a white, middle-class, male researcher undoubtedly 

influenced what participants told me at Matthews, and what I observed.  I often found 

myself to be the sole white person in classrooms and meetings I observed.  This, 

coupled with my position as a researcher affiliated with the Annenberg Foundation, 

probably magnified my outsider status in many situations, and influenced the 
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interactions I observed, making them less than typical.  This may have played an 

important role in shaping the data for this study, especially those excerpts that appear 

in Chapter 4.  There is reason to believe that my presence in the classroom might 

have influenced the findings of black teachers and white teachers responding 

differently to white students.  Because I am white, African American teachers may 

have reacted more positively to white students in my presence, and made sure to tell 

me of white students they considered good students.  Similarly, white teachers may 

have downplayed their relationships with white students, and embellished their 

positive perceptions of students of color, in order to project to me an appearance of 

racial equity.   

Further, my race, class, and gender background might have caused me to 

misunderstand, or just simply miss, the full meaning of many interactions and 

statements.  For example, in Chapter 3, I mention the gender specific social clubs at 

the school called the Gentlemen of Excellence and the Proper Ladies.  I did not know 

that such clubs, which often emphasize grooming, manners, and college attainment, 

were relatively common in the African American community, especially among the 

middle-class, until a black colleague told me about this.  This added an important 

context to my view of these clubs and much of the emphasis on dress and manners at 

Matthews.  I first saw this focus as punitive, but after understanding this context I saw 

more of the strategy of teaching social skills that could lead to upward mobility.   

My lack of fluency in Spanish probably formed the most apparent way I often 

failed to understand interactions and conversations.  Students often conversed in 
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Spanish and I had little notion of what they were saying.  Further, this certainly 

impeded my access to these students because I could only communicate with them in 

English.  My gender also undoubtedly attuned me more to the lives of boys at 

Matthews than girls.  Because I was more knowledgeable about boys clothing, for 

instance, I noticed more about the important divisions in dress among boys.  

Although I tried to remain aware of girls’ styles as well, the reader will notice that I 

describe the boys’ clothing in more detail.  As with the students and teachers, I did 

not try to explicitly connect with either girls or boys.  This was easier than I thought, 

as girls seemed just as willing to talk to me and ask me questions as boys.  The 

tutoring also served as a boon in this regard, because it gave me a chance to spend 

time with both girls and boys, although teachers more often matched me with boys. 

I found that my social distance as an outsider in general decreased over time, 

as I became more familiar with adults and students at the school, and they with me.  

However, the biases of my background undoubtedly shaped the data I collected.  In 

my view this does not render these data invalid, but just different from what a non-

white woman, for instance, might have collected.  No researcher can hope to match 

themselves completely with the infinitely variable social positions and backgrounds 

of their respondents (see Johnson-Bailey, 1999), and the insistence that they should 

logically proceeds to what Robert Merton (1972) calls “methodological solipsism:” 

the view that we can really only study and know ourselves.  To overcome this 

epistemological egoism, I think researchers should allow themselves some 

methodological leeway in learning about the perspectives and experiences of outsider 
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groups.  This process might not yield the same information as that of an insider, but 

this does not mean the information is wrong, just that it stems from a different 

perspective.  Because this manuscript might reflect my biases and limited cultural 

knowledge as a white, middle-class, male adult, I have chosen to use most fieldnote 

extracts exactly as I recorded them, so readers can more easily assess them using their 

own perspectives.      

 During the process of observing in classrooms, I saw many ways in which I 

had an impact on those classrooms.  As I mention above, some teachers became 

nervous when I observed, and some students became distracted.  Several times, 

especially when observing classrooms for the first time, students would ask the 

teacher something like “miss – why are you talking like that?”  This suggested that 

these teachers acted somewhat differently, perhaps more formally, in my presence 

than they would have ordinarily.  Sometimes teachers used my presence as leverage 

to improve their students conduct.  In one instance, recorded in my fieldnotes, this put 

me in a rather awkward position: 

The teacher is losing more control over the class, and eventually starts yelling 

at them: “You need to be quiet now! You are acting so bad, and we have a 

visitor – imagine what he must think of you!” (I can’t stand it when teachers 

make remarks like this, and even worse, this prompted students to ask what I 

thought of them). One girl, who had been in trouble earlier in the class asks 

me, “do you think I’ve been bad mister?” I kind of shrug at her, and then her 

friend from across the table asks much louder, “mister – do you think I have 
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been bad?” At this moment, the whole class gets silent and awaits my answer. 

I have to consider whether to take the teacher’s side or the students’ side. I try 

to offer a diplomatic answer: “That’s for [your teacher] to decide, not me,” I 

tell her softly, trying to not make an announcement for the whole class. This 

seems to appease both the teacher and the students, and everyone continues 

with their business. 

 

Teachers often developed creative ways to explain my presence in the classroom 

when I was just observing.  During one class, a student turned around during a lesson 

to ask me what I was doing there.  The teacher, a black woman named Ms. Hawley, 

said, “don’t just turn around and ask him that – that’s rude, and I’m trying to teach 

here. If you want to know, he’s my brother!”  Ms. Hawley and I shared a good laugh 

over this, and the kids laughed as well.  But later some of them asked me quietly, “are 

you really Ms. Hawley’s brother?” 

 These examples show that I could distract kids somewhat when observing.  To 

compensate for this I often volunteered to help out in classes, or I tried to not respond 

to students who were vying for my attention.  Sometimes I accidentally slipped and 

acted in a way that might have disrupted students.  This would happen most often 

when I would laugh at something when the teacher wanted a more serious 

atmosphere.  For example, once when I observed in Ms. Taylor’s class, she instructed 

the kids to get out their TAAS (Texas Assessment of Academic Skills exam) 

workbooks.  A girl sitting near the front exclaimed, “Jesus – not TAAS again!”  To 
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which Ms. Taylor responded, “that’s right, pray to Jesus and maybe you’ll actually 

pass TAAS!”  I couldn’t help but chuckle at this out loud, which was a mistake 

because it encouraged the students laugh as well.  Ms. Taylor, on the other hand, 

glared at them with a stern look, not wanting such levity at that moment.  In some 

cases, however, my presence in the classroom may have actually helped students 

focus.  When I asked Mr. Reed if my presence distracted the students in his class, he 

said he thought it actually encouraged them to concentrate more and behave more 

maturely, because they wanted to impress me and I served as another adult in the 

room that was interested in their progress. 

 Comments such as this, and when teachers and administrators thanked me for 

helping with tutoring, made me feel as though I did not create too much of a 

disruption or burden for the school.  Matthews provided me with so much – educators 

and students there were almost always warm and accommodating to me – that I tried 

to make my presence easier for them and repay them however I could.  For instance, I 

tried to buy candy or other items sold for school fundraisers whenever possible.  The 

most rewarding way I tried to repay the school, however, was to volunteer as a tutor, 

as I have mentioned.  I would often offer to help out in classes, and in the second year 

of my research I served a more structured role to prepare students, especially those 

that the school identified as needing extra help, for the TAAS test in writing.  

Students seemed to benefit from this one-on-one help, and teachers were often 

incredulous that certain students had written so much after I had worked with them. 
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 I probably did little to help these students compared to what their teachers and 

many administrators did as part of a concerted effort to improve writing scores at the 

school.  However, I was pleased to see that the passing rates for Matthews’ students 

on the writing portion of the TAAS that year improved by nearly ten points – the 

largest gain of any test subject.  The principal was even more pleased, but thought I 

played more of a role in this improvement than I think I actually did.  In fact, during 

the graduation ceremony at the end of the year, she surprised me by honoring my help 

at Matthews in front of the entire school and all the students’ families!  I was 

certainly flattered by this, but also felt embarrassed and somewhat guilty.  I did not 

really think I deserved such an accolade when educators at Matthews did so much 

more to help students than I did.  I was pleased, however, to be recognized for 

helping at the school. 

In the end, although I tried to help and give back, I inevitably act as author of 

this text, and take the experiences created primarily by educators and students at 

Matthews to form my own arguments.  Matthews Middle School was a wonderful 

school, filled with many dedicated educators and students.  I sincerely hope no one 

reads this manuscript and comes away thinking that Matthews was a “bad” school, or 

that it was filled with misguided educators.  However, for the purposes of this study, 

this school composed a site to critically analyze interactions in terms of race, class, 

and gender.  I analyze certain meanings and processes at the school through this 

critical lens not to place blame on any individuals, but to interrogate a larger culture 

and practice of educational inequality that supercedes a single school or a single set of 

 224



 

educators.  This approach reflects the intellectual biases of my research interests (see 

also, Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992: 39), and attuned me to the salience of race, class, 

and gender inequality at the school – but it is not meant as a sweeping commentary on 

the school as a whole.  Ultimately this study, like the study of any social setting, 

excludes many of the myriad stories existing at Matthews, some perhaps more 

inspiring than those I include here, others perhaps more disheartening.  Thus, the 

stories told in this manuscript bear the inevitable mark of my interpretation, which is 

just one of many, and should be read as such. 
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Appendix B 

Interview Guide and Consent Form/Information Sheet 

 

Consent Form 
 
 
You are invited to participate in a study of [School Name]. My name is Edward 
Morris and I am a graduate student at The University of Texas at Austin, Department 
of Sociology. This study is part of the [Grant Name] and also my dissertation. I hope 
to learn more about your experiences as a teacher at [School Name]. You were 
selected as a participant in this study because you are a teacher at [School Name] and 
were willing to talk to me. You will be one of approximately 20 teachers interviewed 
for this study. 
 
 
Any information that is obtained in connection with this study and that can be 
identified with you will remain confidential and will be disclosed only with your 
permission. Your decision whether or not to participate in this study will in no way 
affect your future relations with [School Name], The Annenberg Project, or The 
University of Texas at Austin. You may discontinue participation in this study at any 
time. 
 
 
If you have any questions please contact me (phone: 512-469-9493, email: 
edmo@mail.utexas.edu). You may also contact my supervisor Chandra Muller, Ph.D. 
(phone: 512-471-1122, email: cmuller@mail.la.utexas.edu) with any additional 
questions. Thank-you.  
 
 
 
 
 
______________________________________                  _____________________ 
Signature of Interviewer, Edward Morris                             Date 
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Interview Questions for Teachers 
 
1. How did you get into teaching? 
 
2. How long have you been at this school? How has the school changed since you’ve 
been here? 
 
3. How do you like teaching here? 
 
4. What are the characteristics of a good student in your opinion? Can you give some 
examples of good students you have now? (probe, for this and subsequent questions: 
ask about specific students I have observed, and/or are in the sample) 
 
5. I’ve heard some teachers complain about discipline problems this year. Are you 
seeing discipline problems in your classes? 
 
6. Do you think it’s important to teach your students how to conduct themselves well 
(in addition to a particular subject)? 
 
7. Tell me about how the dress code got started at the school. Do you think the dress 
code is working? (probe: what is its goal?) 
 
8. What are some obstacles you think your students face in their academic pursuits? 
 
9. What do you think the future holds for most of your students?  How about the 
futures of some of the students you mentioned earlier? What are some “success 
stories” of students you know who have graduated from here? 
 
10. How important do you think parental involvement is to your students’ success? 
What are some examples (from your experience) of how parents can help and how 
they can hurt their child’s achievement? 
 
11. What are some of the different cliques, or social groups among the students at the 
school? Is there a problem with gang activity at the school? 
 
12. I have noticed there is a very small group of white students at this school. How do 
you think these students fit in socially and in terms of academics? How about the 
Asian students at the school? 
 
13. How does course placement work at the school? How effective do you think the 
current system is? 
 
14. What do you like best about teaching here? 
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