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Supervisor:  Keffrelyn D. Brown 

 

This multiple case study examined classroom discipline in the context of teachers’ 

understandings of power, their interactions and relationships with students, and their 

decision-making about curriculum and pedagogy.  This work was grounded within the 

literature on the discipline gap—or the disproportionate rate at which students of color are 

punished more frequently and more severely than their White peers.  While there is a wealth 

of quantitative literature discussing the discipline gap, such investigations are limited to an 

analysis of the disciplinary actions that are assigned to student behaviors after they have 

already occurred.  As such, there are relatively few qualitative investigations that examine 

the precursors to the very disciplinary actions that quantitative studies are dependent upon.  

Guided by theoretical examinations of power, intersectionality, and Culturally Relevant 

Pedagogy, this study sought to investigate the discipline gap through the following 

questions:  1) How do teachers at an urban public high school who work effectively with 

students of color understand and employ the concept of power in their classroom 

interactions with students?; and 2) What interpersonal and pedagogical decisions do these 

teachers make in the context of classroom discipline? 

This study included classroom observations, artifact analyses, and semi-structured 

interviews with teachers and students at two diverse, urban public high schools.  While the 
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school-sites and classrooms were distinct from each other in several ways, findings showed 

that teachers’ approaches to discipline, curriculum, and pedagogy, as well as their 

interactions with students, were dependent upon their conceptualizations of the 

sociocultural factors of race, culture, socioeconomic status, gender, and language.  

Furthermore, their understandings of—and resulting practices regarding—the 

aforementioned sociocultural factors were dependent upon teachers’ own explicit and 

implicit cultural values and norms.  This research contributes to the literature on the 

discipline gap by offering insight to potential contextual factors that impact student-teacher 

relationships and disciplinary structures within classrooms. 
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Chapter One: Introduction and Context of the Problem 

 

The following study examined some of the factors and interactions that potentially 

contribute to the discipline gap, or the disproportional frequency and severity of discipline 

actions taken on students of color compared to White students in U.S. public schools 

(Ferguson, 2001; Irvine, 1990, 2002; Milner & Tenore, 2010; Skiba, 2001).  This 

disproportionality has been documented over the past four decades and the findings of such 

research indicate that the discipline gap not only remains (Wallace, Goodkind, Wallace, & 

Bachman, 2008; Losen & Gillespie, 2012), but, in many cases, has increased (Losen, 

Hodson, Keith, Morrison, & Belway, 2015).  This disproportionality has also been 

exacerbated in schools adopting punitive and exclusionary disciplinary measures such as 

Zero-Tolerance policies. 

In response to the persistent data highlighting such disproportionality, the U.S. 

Department of Education Office for Civil Rights has mandated districts and schools to 

document their progress on diminishing exclusionary discipline measures and decreasing 

the discipline gap (Issue Brief No. 1, Data Snapshot: School Discipline, 2014).   

Consequently, districts continue to document the rates of disproportionality and to explore 

the prevalent contextual factors associated with the discipline gap.  There is a large body 

of literature that seeks to measure the extent to which the discipline gap exists of the 

discipline gap (Skiba, 2001; Skiba, Michael, Nardo, & Peterson, 2002; Skiba, Horner, 

Chung, Rausch, May, & Tobin, 2011; Skiba et al., 2014), with some using nationally 

representative sample sizes to illustrate the imperative of addressing the discipline gap 
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(Losen et al., 2015; Losen & Gillespie, 2012).  These studies, with few exceptions, found 

that Black1 males experience higher rates of disproportionality in discipline rates when 

compared to all other races and genders (Advancement Project/Civil Rights Project, 2000; 

Kinsler, 2011; Losen et al., 2015; Losen & Gillespie, 2012; Rocque, 2010; Skiba, 2001; 

Skiba et al., 2011, 2014; Sullivan, Klingbell, & Van Norman, 2013; Sullivan, Van Norman, 

& Klingbell, 2014; Wallace et al., 2008; Welch, Kelly, & Payne, 2012; Wu, Pink, Crain, 

& Moles, 1982).  There were notable exceptions, however, that found nuances within and 

contradictions to such findings, such as Crenshaw, Ocen, & Nanda’s (2015) findings of 

higher discrepancies for Black girls and Skiba et al.’s (2011) data that showed how the 

level of disproportionality also varied by grade level, with some groups equally represented 

in elementary grades and overrepresented in high school.  

Additional qualitative research has focused more closely on the nature of classroom 

interactions, which have been found to both influence student behavior and affect teacher 

behavior and decision-making as expressed through classroom management (Davis, 2003; 

McHugh, Horner, Colditz, & Wallace, 2013; Monroe, 2006; Pane, 2009).  This area of 

research often highlights racial stereotyping and cultural differences, teachers’ and 

students’ perceptions of appropriate classroom content and student behavior are often 

affected by White, middle-class norms (Dixson & Dingus, 2003; Monroe & Obidah, 2004; 

Way, 1998), leaving classrooms saturated with day-to-day conflicts and barriers that are 

often cultural in nature. Teachers’ adoptions of such broad stereotypes affect the way that 

they perceive their students (Artiles, 1996), therefore it is essential to examine the way(s) 

                                                 
1 For the purposes of this study, the terms Black and African American are used interchangeably. 
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that this phenomenon impacts academic and social processes in the classroom.  Additional 

studies have indicated that teachers’ behaviors are associated with—or influenced by—

student behavior and engagement in classrooms (Skinner & Belmont, 1993).  There are 

isolated glimmers of hope, however, with one large study indicating a “slight” narrowing 

of the gap over the past three years in selected districts (Losen, et al., 2015), initiating 

additional questions regarding what is being done in these classrooms and school districts 

to diminish the discipline gap. 

I am drawn to this research topic as a result of my twelve years of experience as a 

high school teacher, college readiness program coordinator, researcher, and teacher 

educator.  I have always been intrigued by the ways that students are positioned as “good 

students” or “behavior problems.”  While teaching at a diverse, urban high school, I began 

to notice two things: 1) I noticed a correlation between a student’s gender and race and 

those who were labeled “behavior problems,” and 2) more often than not, the disciplinary 

events that occurred in my own classroom did not involve these particular students, even 

when said students were being disciplined in environments outside of my classroom - I was 

curious about this discrepancy.  This led me to investigate how teachers’ and students’ 

beliefs and perceptions of power and discipline produce both psychological and corporeal 

implications in the classroom and how teachers and students reinscribe, negotiate, and 

resist the resulting systems of power.  

This study examined how teachers in multiple classrooms who have a track record 

of working effectively with students of color understand, talk about, and implement their 

concept of power and how such interpretations relate to classroom discipline.  This study 
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recognized the ways in which classroom discourses, interactions, and curricular decisions 

are all intertwined and directly relate to student behavior (Ladson-Billings, 1995) and 

classroom discipline (Milner & Tenore, 2010).  This investigation also emphasized the 

significance of examining factors related to race, gender, and socioeconomic status to gain 

increased insight regarding how teachers’ interpretations of power relate to classroom 

discipline (Crenshaw, Ocen, & Nanda, 2015; Kaufman et al., 2009; Skiba et al., 2014). 

BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY 

In 1975, the Children's Defense Fund reported that Black students were highly 

overrepresented in disciplinary actions compared to their White peers.  In spite of such an 

alarming report, the passage of time has yielded no improvements (Wallace et al., 2008). 

Wallace et. al. (2008), for example, found that between 1992 and 2005, this phenomenon 

of overrepresentation—what is commonly referred to as the discipline gap—persisted 

between White students and those who identified as American Indian or Latino2, and 

increased between White students and Black students.  More often than not, the data have 

consistently shown that students of color, in spite of their overrepresentation in disciplinary 

action, are not necessarily punished more frequently because they misbehave more often, 

but because of contextual factors—such as external interpersonal, cultural, and ideological 

factors—that might influence the nature of their disciplinary infraction.  

Schools and schooling become prime locations for critical analysis in that they are 

an equally profitable space for oppressive and ideological structures to take hold (Anyon, 

1981; Apple, 2004; De Lissovoy, 2012; De Lissovoy & McLaren, 2003; Althusser, 1971).  

As Giroux & Schmidt (2004) explained, “Public education has always, though within 

                                                 
2 For the purposes of this study, the terms Hispanic, Latino, and Latina/o are used interchangeably. 
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damaged traditions and burdened forms, served as a symbolic and concrete reminder that 

the struggle for democracy is, in part, an attempt to liberate humanity from the blind 

obedience to authority” (Giroux & Schmidt, 2004, p. 225).  One of the (many) reasons that 

oppressive ideologies tend to take hold in educational settings is that schools serve 

children.  Children are governed and subjected to modes of surveillance more than any 

other group (Aliwood, 2004; Giroux, 2009; Rose, 1999).   

The governing of children in schools intensified in the 1980’s and 1990’s due to 

growing discourses about risk and crime in schools that served to bolster societal fear about 

schools and the American education system (Skiba, 2013).  As a result, forms of both 

criminalization (Giroux, 2009) and surveillance continued into the 21st century (Skiba, 

2013).  Such fears were accompanied by intensified and increasingly punitive discipline 

measures and a growing belief that students needed to be managed and disciplined in 

schools for the safety of all students and teachers.  As a result, the discipline gap between 

students of color and White students as well as male and female students, has increased. 

RELEVANCE & SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 

Almost forty years after the Children's Defense Fund (1975) report, the U.S. 

Department of Education's Office for Civil Rights (2014) released data showing that the 

discipline gap has not decreased.  Alarmingly, this trend begins at an early age.  While 

Black children represented 18% of preschool student enrollment, they accounted for 

48% of students receiving more than one out-of-school suspension whereas White 

children, who accounted for 43% of preschool enrollment, only represented 26% of those 

students being given out-of-school suspensions.  Additionally, the Office for Civil Rights 

has mandated that schools document proof of addressing such discrepancies (Issue Brief 

No. 1, Data Snapshot: School Discipline, 2014).  Even though research over the past 40 

years has shown that students of color, particularly Black students, are punished not only 
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more frequently, but more severely than White students (Ferguson, 2001; Irvine, 1990; 

Milner, 2013b; Milner & Tenore, 2010; Skiba, 2001, 2014; Skiba et al., 2002, 2011), the 

disproportionality in disciplinary actions for students of color—especially those that are 

exclusionary—has received less attention than other inequities such as academic 

achievement (Gregory, Skiba, & Noguera, 2010).  Even less common are investigations 

that shed light on the underlying factors for such discrepancies (Gregory & Weinstein, 

2008; Pane, 2009; Pane & Rocco, 2009; Pane, Rocco, Miller, & Salmon, 2014; Skiba et. 

al., 2014).  

Perhaps because of the number of quantitative and large-scale investigations that 

inform the literature and measure discipline infractions after they have occurred, findings 

often do not include teachers’ actions, leaving the impression that, ultimately, students are 

the sole persons in control of and responsible for the behavioral and discipline outcomes 

that have been measured.  In light of such obvious limitations of exclusively studying 

discipline patterns after the discipline infractions have already been incurred, there is a call 

within such research to study the school- and classroom-level events that might lead to—

or reduce the chance of—such outcomes (Bradshaw, Mitchell, O’Brennan, & Leaf, 2010; 

Ganao, Silvestre, and Glenn, 2013; Gazeley & Dunne, 2013; Skiba et al., 2002, 2014; 

Skiba, Eckes, & Brown, 2009; Welch & Payne, 2010).  An extension of this work focuses 

on the complexities of student-teacher relationships (McCready & Soloway, 2010). 

Classroom interactions are often framed by student-teacher relationships and teachers’ 

sociocultural knowledge (Brown, 2013), attitudes, and biases. Transformative and 

emancipatory investigations of the contextual factors that shape disproportional discipline 

rates need to be conducted to shed light on such day-to-day classroom interactions (Vavrus 

& Cole, 2012) and teacher practices (Kennedy-Lewis, 2012) in relation to the discipline 

gap.  



7 

 

Because Black males have the highest rates of disproportionality according to most 

of the extant literature, researchers tend to focus on reform efforts and larger discourses 

that target Black males specifically (Crenshaw, Ocen, & Nanda, 2015).  Policy makers and 

scholars have also been concerned by the rates of overrepresentation of students of color 

in special education and behavioral programs (Skiba, et al, 2002, 2011, 2014; Sullivan, 

Klingbell, & Van Norman, 2013; Sullivan, Van Norman, & Klingbell, 2014).  The 

overrepresentation of Black male students in disciplinary actions and special education or 

behavioral programs results in increased time out of the classroom (Kinsler, 2011; Skiba, 

2013) and less access to rigorous instruction and quality curriculum (Skiba et al, 2014).  

Recently, emerging lines of scholarship have re-examined gender and the discipline gap, 

finding that while males are often overrepresented when compared with all other groups, 

they are less representative in such gaps compared to Black females when proportionality 

in racial and gender groupings are taken into consideration (Crenshaw, Ocen, & Nanda, 

2015).  For students of color, both male and female, such outcomes decrease access to 

rigorous educational experiences and their ability to participate and thrive in school is 

greatly hindered. Students’ limited access to a quality, rigorous curriculum and academic 

competencies inhibits their ability to successfully become a part of mainstream society 

(Irvine, 1990).  However, a fixation on the gaps present for Black males often masks 

inequities experienced by other race and gender groups which can often silence additional 

gaps in access and experiences for different groups, as well as the salience of multiple 

intersectional identities in such gaps (Crenshaw, Ocen, & Nanda, 2015).  

After the release of the most recent Office for Civil Rights (2014) data on the racial 

disparities in discipline rates, the U.S. Department of Education renewed their focus on the 

discipline gap.  A federal mandate quickly followed (Issue Brief No. 1, Data Snapshot: 

School Discipline, 2014), requiring school districts to evaluate and revise their discipline 
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practices and codes of conduct. A corresponding level of renewed interest in research on 

the discipline gap emerged, focusing on methods that illuminate the possible factors and 

intersections that contribute to such gaps. However, to avoid superficial depictions of 

students of color that can perpetuate and reinscribe racial stereotypes (Brown, 2013), it is 

crucial to describe and analyze the contextual factors involved in the discipline gap and 

how they relate to students of color, in a nuanced rather than an essentializing manner.  

Qualitative investigations offer a means of adding such dimension to the quantitative data 

in an effort to dismantle myopic, deficit-oriented perceptions of students of color (Brown 

& Kraehe, 2010). Qualitative investigations of the micro-level and contextual factors of 

student behavior, teachers’ decisions to discipline (inclusive of the ontological and 

epistemological influences upon such decisions), and school and classroom environment 

can more comprehensively shed additional light on the nuances and intersecting factors 

that relate to discipline and the discipline gap than many quantitative investigations have 

done thus far.  

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS: POWER, INTERSECTIONALITY, AND CULTURALLY 

RELEVANT PEDAGOGY  

Three theoretical frameworks framed this study: power, intersectionality, and 

Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (CRP).  Given the extant research, examining the discipline 

gap through conceptualizations of power can offer critical insight into how students of 

color are ideologically situated and corporeally placed in schools—both through larger 

discourses about discipline and in the micro-context of the school and classrooms.  For this 

study, Michel Foucault’s “technologies of power” lent themselves well to an examination 

of how both explicit and implicit power dynamics operate in the context of race and 

discipline.  To provide additional theoretical support for the salience of race and gender in 

the literature, this study was also situated in Kimberlé Crenshaw’s discussions of 
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intersectionality (Cho, Crenshaw, & Nanda, 2012; Crenshaw, 1991, 2011; Crenshaw, 

Ocen, & Nanda, 2015) to capture the intragroup nuances that affect students, especially 

Black girls of color.  Lastly, a framework for classroom–specific academic and social 

factors as they relate to race and culture was guided by Ladson-Billings’s (2009) Culturally 

Relevant Pedagogy (CRP).   

Beginning with a discussion of power, I will begin with a description of the 

reasoning behind the selection of the three theoretical frameworks employed and their 

applicability to an analysis of discipline and discourse within/about schools.  Secondly, I 

will offer an overview of intersectionality, with an emphasis on how intersectional 

examinations enhance examinations of race and gender.  Lastly, I will provide a brief 

overview of CRP as it applies to power and discipline. When taken together, these three 

theoretical frameworks facilitated a nuanced investigation of the ways in which power and 

intersectionality supported or undermined disproportionality in high school classrooms 

serving students of color. 

Explicit and Implicit Forms of Power: A Framework of Sign Systems 

This study draws from Michel Foucault’s philosophies regarding the relationship 

between discipline and power.  While quantitative examinations of the discipline gap have 

examined the explicit effects of discipline after disciplinary action has already taken place, 

this study sought to examine not only explicit or overt aspects of how power operates in 

the classroom, but the contextual and implicit influences as well.  While some of Foucault’s 

work on discourse has been critiqued by many such as Homi K. Bhabha, Gayatri C. Spivak, 

and Jacques Derrida for describing discourse and race in a rigid, dialectical manner 

(Young, 1995), his later writings and lectures portray power and discourse more fluidly 

and more explicitly address racism in the manner of biopolitics, or, “the regulation of 

individuated bodies of the social body through disciplinary techniques” (Young, 1995, p. 
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10). Laura Stoler (1995), for example, noted that Foucault’s lectures of the technologies, 

normalizing power, and biohistory in the context of sexuality lend themselves as potent 

parallels for analyzing race.  In fact, the original title of the sixth and final volume of The 

History of Sexuality, for example, was slated to have been ‘Populations and Races’ 

(Young, 1995).   

Foucault’s (1977/1995) notions within Discipline and Punish are inextricably 

embedded within this study.  Foucault discussed discipline and the prison system (although 

he employed parallels to schools and schooling throughout the text) extensively in his 

work, Discipline and Punish (1977/1995).  Generally speaking, Foucault (1977/1995) 

referred to discipline as a collection of processes through which the body and its movement 

are limited and/or controlled.  While he offered descriptions of the historical contexts of 

punishment and discipline throughout the text, one system he highlights is the “rule of 

common truth” or, “a complex rule in which heterogeneous elements of scientific 

demonstration, the evidence of the senses and common sense, come together to form the 

judge’s ‘deep seated conviction’ . . . which “opened up [penal justice] to all manner of 

truths, providing they are evident, well-founded, and acceptable to all” (p. 98).  This rule 

of common truth, Foucault explained, warranted a systematic process of definition and 

classification of both crimes and penalties—or methods of discipline (p. 98).  Importantly, 

such definitions and classifications not only emerged in the moral context of the time, but 

formed a link between one’s actions to “[one’s] nature, to his way of life and his attitude 

of mind, to his past, to the quality and not the intention of his will” (p. 99). 

Disciplinary power, Foucault (1977/1995) argued, “differentiates, hierarchizes, 

homogenizes, excludes. In short, it normalizes” (p 183). Foucault explained that “the power 

of normalization imposes homogeneity; but it individualizes by making it possible to 

measure gaps, to determine levels, to fix specialties and to render the differences useful by 
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fitting them one to another” (p. 184).  The process of normalization is complementary to 

surveillance, in that the measurement of gaps and resulting hierarchical placement makes 

surveillance easier and more efficient (Foucault, 1977/1995).  Furthermore, these means of 

measurement provide a means to justify what constitutes ‘normal,’ which thereby becomes 

the antithesis to what is ‘abnormal,’ or ‘delinquent.’  When speaking of normalization in 

the context of schools specifically, Foucault (1977/1995) remarked: 

The distribution according to ranks or grade has a double role: it marks the gaps, 

hierarchizes qualities, skills, and aptitudes; but it also punishes and rewards.  It is 

the penal functioning of setting in order and the ordinal character of judging. (p. 

181) 

While these broader concepts discussed within Foucault’s Discipline and Punish are 

inextricably embedded within this study, I further grounded my approach with one of 

Foucault’s “technologies of power” presented in his later elaborations on power in the 

1980s, specifically his “technology of sign systems.”  Foucault’s “technologies of power” 

focus on systems of production, systems of signs and significations, power in the form of 

bodily control, and the power of the self to transform and/or resist power (Foucault, 1988).  

Importantly, Foucault saw the four different technologies as interrelated.  The “technology” 

that most pointedly targeted both explicit and implicit forms of power was Foucault’s 

“technology of sign systems.”  This technology offered a lens through which to investigate 

signs, meanings, symbols, or significations of power (Foucault, 1988, p. 18).  According 

to Hassett (2006), Foucault’s technologies of sign systems “function to delineate part of 

the knowledge we use as ‘truth,’ or the knowledge that functions as a ‘truth game
3

’ . . . this 

                                                 
3 Here, Hassett is referring to Foucault’s explanation of ‘truth games,’ which Foucault described as 

“specific techniques that human beings use to understand themselves” (Foucault, 1988, p. 18).  
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means that technologies of sign systems function as more than just a code to decipher . . . 

they also function as techniques of administration and regulation” (p. 80).   

In the context of this study, the technologies of sign system can provide a means to 

examine how power and discipline are embedded within and operationalized through both 

explicit and abstract signs and symbols.  In the case of the discipline gap, an analysis of 

the explicit and implicit ways in which power operates was theoretically important in that 

it offered a lens to examine the phenomena that defines and positions students.  It also 

offered a means of examining how teachers support or potentially resist discourses and 

power structures in schools.  This theory complemented the literature on discipline and 

teacher-student relationships, as well as the ways that students and teachers make meaning 

of the larger discourses on race and discipline and eventually enact and negotiate these 

meanings in their interactions, by not simply taking power into consideration in broad 

terms, by offering a means of looking at the ways that power operates explicitly and 

implicitly in macro- and micro-level manners.  

Honoring Multiple Identities: An Intersectional Framework 

Introduced in the 1980s and stemming from Critical Race Theory and Black 

feminism (Crenshaw, 1991), intersectionality emerged as a response to the either/or 

paradigm often found in discussions and scholarship addressing women of color—a binary 

approach to analyzing race and gender that “undermines legal thinking, disciplinary 

knowledge production, and struggles for social justice” (Cho, Crenshaw, & McCall, 2013, 

p. 787).  Conversely, intersectionality calls for an "insistence on examining the dynamics 

of difference and sameness has played a major role in facilitating consideration of gender, 

race, and other axes of power in a wide range of political discussions and academic 

disciplines” (Cho, Crenshaw, & McCall, 2013, p. 787).   
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At its core, intersectionality represents an understanding of how power works in 

diffuse and differentiated ways through the creation and deployment of overlapping 

identity categories” (Cho, Crenshaw, & McCall, 2013, p. 798). Tomlinson (2013) also 

viewed intersectionality as inextricably linked with power, explaining, “If critics think 

intersectionality is a matter of identity rather than power, they cannot see which differences 

make a difference. Yet it is exactly our analyses of power that reveal which differences 

carry significance” (p. 1012).  Crenshaw (1991) explained that an intersectional approach 

“disrupts tendencies to see race and gender as exclusive or separable” (p. 1244).  However, 

intersectionality is not limited to analyses of race and gender; it also places importance on 

other identities, such as language (Crenshaw, 1991).  Intersectionality critiques 

essentialism and helps to unmask forms of resistance by dismantling investigations that are 

seemingly neutral in terms of race and/or gender (Cho, Crenshaw, & McCall, 2012; Spade, 

2013).  

Structural Intersectionality 

In spite of the common focus on race in the literature on the discipline gap, girls 

are presented in gender-neutral manners and are rarely the prime focus of investigations 

(Crenshaw, Ocen, & Nanda, 2015).  Crenshaw also notes this phenomenon in other aspects 

of inequity, such as mass incarceration, violence, and economic status.  One reason is that 

such discourses are often centered around Black men.  As Crenshaw (2012) noted: 

Despite the risks they share with Black men, as well as other risks that are unique 

to them, Black women remain subject to the twin dimensions of hypervisibility and 

substantive erasure: They are present in the stereotypical images of Black families 

at risk, and they are virtually absent as a focal point of the millions of dollars 

strategically distributed by foundations and local governments under the promise 

of rescuing Black boys and saving Black families. (p. 1463) 
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While Black women are still embedded in discourses and stereotypes regarding race, their 

position in the discourse is overshadowed by conversations of Black men and boys.  

As a consequence, Crenshaw explained, a fixation (often deficit-oriented) with 

culture and Black men/boys replaces genuine calls for addressing the sources of structural 

inequities.  The consequences of this are three-fold: 1) if Black women are absent from 

such discourses, they are also absent from accompanying reforms, 2) there is an 

accompanying false impression of Black women being unaffected by racism, sexism, and 

structural forms of inequity, and 3) a singular focus on race places the onus of reform on 

racial and cultural factors rather than on the inequitable systems themselves (Crenshaw, 

2012).  Crenshaw (2012) notes that: 

. . . in turn, primed antiracist discourses to relinquish their broader social justice 

demands in exchange for crisis-based diversions that are integral to the ‘pipeline to 

prison.’ Rather than foregrounding a demand for deconstructing the pipeline itself, 

the crisis frame tends to regard Black (and Brown) males as the targets of reform 

writ large. . . . As such, crisis discourses represent a fundamental shift away from 

social justice perspectives and a move toward rationalizing the basic structures of 

social life. (p. 1467) 

Moreover, such discourses also emerge as areas of social control that marginalize and 

discipline girls and maintain the systems of social control that perpetuate these positions 

(Crenshaw, 2012).   Furthermore, they do not account for nuances within groups and 

identities and do not reveal the historical and contemporary factors of intersecting attributes 

(Crenshaw, 1991).  In other words, an intersectional approach asserts that a representation 

of a Black woman cannot be complete without an analysis of what it means to be Black, 

what it means to be a woman, what it means to be a Black woman, and, most-importantly, 

how each identity has been historically—and is continuously—shaped by each other. 
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Political Intersectionality 

For Crenshaw, however, intersectionality is not limited to the figurative and literal 

structures and placement of women of color through oppressive structures.  If this were the 

case, then simply addressing race and gender separately would suffice.  Such single-axis 

approaches position women in a manner that forces them to choose between identifying as 

a person of color or a woman, and discredit—or, at the very least, mask—the differences 

that lie within such groups. What’s more, the multiple subordinated statuses that women 

of color are positioned within often embody conflicting political motives and agendas 

(Crenshaw, 1991).  

To capture the range of interactional effects that intersectional examinations can 

illuminate, Crenshaw offered examinations of political intersectionality throughout her 

work, explaining that “[p]olitical intersectionality provides an applied dimension to the 

insights of structural intersectionality by offering a framework for contesting power and 

thereby linking theory to existent and emergent social and political struggles” (Cho, 

Crenshaw, & McCall, 2013, p. 800). Racism towards African Americans, then, becomes 

defined by African American males, whereas sexism toward females is defined in terms of 

White females (Crenshaw, 1991), adding an additional axis of potential intersectional 

investigation.  The issue that then emerges is two-fold in that “both discourses fail women 

of color by not acknowledging the ‘additional’ issue of race or of patriarchy but that the 

discourses are often inadequate even to the discrete tasks of articulating the full dimensions 

of racism and sexism” (p. 1252).  In other words, viewing Black women, for example, via 

the axes of race and gender independently does not illuminate the interactional effects that 

an examination of race and gender together might.  The interests of race and gender are 

addressed, but the state of one or more dimensions of one’s existence remains silenced. 
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Representational Intersectionality 

Representational intersectionality delves into “how women of color are represented 

in cultural imagery” and how such representations reproduce stereotypes and reinscribe 

racial and gender norms and hierarchies” (Crenshaw, 1991, p. 1282).  Representational 

intersectionality is concerned with the production and reproduction of cultural imagery, the 

corresponding narratives, as well as examples of resistance to such marginalization. 

An intersectional approach rendered new opportunities for examining the discipline 

gap.  Rather than simply bringing race, class, language and gender to the forefront as 

separate examinations or variables, an intersectional framework placed an increased 

emphasis on how such identities overlap, intersect, and/or are in conflict with each other.  

This framework also enabled an investigation of how students are positioned in the 

classroom by the multiple discourses that accompany such identities.  Crenshaw’s (1991) 

focus on the postmodern nature of intersectional approaches complemented the proposed 

analyses of power in this study, as both approaches share the goal of breaking down 

structures and binaries as well as refusing to view individual identities such as race and 

class as rigid and exclusive.  Ultimately, as the data will show, an examination and analysis 

of students’ and teachers’ varying identities, when only conceptualized as distinct from one 

another, present a limited perspective.  By examining how each identity is positioned in 

regard to one another, as well as the way(s) in which these identities continually shape each 

other, this study is able to offer additional nuance regarding the role that identities play in 

the discipline gap. 

Classroom-Specific Contexts: A Culturally Relevant Pedagogical Framework 

I utilized the framework of Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (CRP) (Ladson-Billings, 

2009) to capture the significance of such interactions as they specifically relate to 
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education, classrooms, teachers, and students. Ladson-Billings (2009) provided general 

dimensions of CRP that guided this study through the following description: 

. . . culturally relevant teaching uses student culture in order to maintain it and to 

transcend the negative effects of the dominant culture . . . culturally relevant 

teaching is a pedagogy that empowers students intellectually, socially, emotionally, 

and politically by using cultural referents to impart knowledge, skills, and attitudes.  

These cultural referents are not merely vehicles for bridging or explaining the 

dominant culture; they are aspects of the curriculum in their own right. (pp. 19-20) 

Importantly, CRP is “not a series of steps that teachers can follow” (Ladson-Billings, 2009, 

p. 29) and consequently not incorporated in this investigation to ultimately propose any 

method of addressing the discipline gap.  However, in the context of this study, CRP 

provides a framework for capturing the way(s) in which even non-instructional actions and 

interactions in classrooms “such as smiling at a student or showing disapproval of a 

student” (Ladson-Billings, 2009, p. 29) is a form of pedagogy that holds interpersonal, 

cultural, and political meaning.  

Culturally relevant pedagogy challenges the idea that both curriculum and 

pedagogy are objective sets of knowledge and actions, that both of these elements are 

highly intertwined with teachers’ views of themselves and of others, and that one’s view(s) 

of both individuals and cultural groups are affected by both explicit and implicit discourses 

about them, referring to how specific ideologies and normative structures often portray 

students of color (Ladson-Billings, 2009).  More specifically, this study will draw from 

CRP’s focus on the academic achievement of students of color, the cultural knowledge of 

teachers, and teachers’ sociopolitical consciousness, inclusive of their willingness and 

ability to bring such consciousness to their classroom and students (Ladson-Billings, 
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2009).  Furthermore, CRP allows for a means of capturing what teachers are doing well 

and effectively rather than simply what mistakes they are making.   

Both teachers and students are consistently immersed within, negotiating, and even 

resisting ideologies and normalized beliefs about race, culture, schooling, and the power 

structures that accompany such discourses.  How do micro- and macro-level discourses of 

power position teachers and students within a classroom?  How are teachers and students 

enacting, perpetuating, negotiating and/or resisting resulting power structures?  Are there 

additional ways of understanding the contextual factors of the discipline gap through 

analyzing such elements and ensuing interactions as they occur in high school classrooms?  

AN OVERVIEW OF KEY TERMS INFORMING THIS STUDY 

Discipline Gap: The discipline gap refers to the disproportionality in frequency and/or 

intensity of discipline practices between White students and students of color (Gregory, 

Skiba, & Noguera, 2001).  While the discipline gap is often most evident when comparing 

White males and Black males (Gregory, Skiba, & Noguera, 2001; Skiba, 2011), there are 

also indications of disproportionality between White students other racially 

underrepresented students such as Latino and Native American students (Skiba et al., 2014) 

and comparisons of male and female students within and across races (Crenshaw, Ocen, & 

Nanda, 2015). 

 

Gender: The majority of the literature that discusses the discipline gap in terms of male 

and female identification use the term gender rather than sex.  According to the American 

Psychological Association, sex “is biological” while gender “is cultural and is the term to 

use when referring to women and men as social groups (American Psychological 

Association, n.d.).  In many studies, the term gender is actually referring to the 

categorization of students as they are labeled in school records to identify their sex.  This 
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study employs the term gender rather than sex for two reasons: 1) to remain consistent with 

the term used in the much of the literature, and 2) to reflect the findings of certain studies 

that have found gender performance significant in discipline decision, even when it does 

not align with normalized notions of students’ biological sex and/or were compounded by 

race (Ladson-Billings, 2011; Lei, 2003; Murphy, Acosta, & Kennedy-Lewis, 2013). 

 

Urban/Urbanicty: According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2006), the 

level of urbanicty is divided into four categories: city, suburban, town, and rural.  Cities 

are the most densely populated and are categorized as large (area inside an urbanized 

location with a population of 250,000 or more), midsize (area inside an urbanized location 

with a population between 100,000 and 250,000), or small (area inside an urbanized 

location with a population of 100,000 or more).  In spite of a frequent overrepresentation 

of students of color in urban environments when compared to suburban and rural locations 

(NCES, 2010), scholars also point to a conflation of the term and student characteristics 

such as race and socioeconomic status (Milner, 2012; Watson, 2012). 

EXISTING GAPS IN THE RESEARCH AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS  

The existing literature on the discipline is largely quantitative and measures 

discipline after disciplinary actions have already occurred.  This body of literature, 

consequently, is therefore limited in its ability to capture the day-to-day, classroom-level 

factors that affect the rates in which students of color are disciplined, specifically 

exclusionary discipline practices such as out-of-school suspension and expulsion (Skiba et. 

al., 2014). Quantitative studies have taken different approaches of data collection and 

analysis to paint a more detailed picture of disproportionality after it has already occurred.  

Studies measured school-level variables such as differences in the discipline gap based 

upon grade levels (Losen et al., 2015; Losen & Gillespie, 2012; Skiba et al., 2011), 
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urbanicity (Crenshaw, Ocen, & Nanda, 2015; Hatt-Echevirria, & Jo, 2005; Nolan, 2011; 

Noltemeyer, 2010), administrator perceptions of discipline (Advancement Project/Civil 

Rights Project, 2000; Skiba et al., 2011; Skiba et al., 2014) or principals’ race (Kinsler, 

2010).  The literature also focuses on a wealth of student variables in addition to race and 

gender, including socioeconomic status (Wallace et al., 2008; Wu et al.,1982), the 

frequency and/or type of disciplinary behavior by the student (Gazeley & Dunne, 2013; 

Kaufman et al., 2010; Losen & Gillespie, 2012; McCready & Soloway, 2010; Hernández-

Sheets, 1996), and various between and within group gender comparisons (Crenshaw, 

Ocen, & Nanda, 2015; Skiba et al., 2014).   

While there is a growing number of qualitative studies addressing such contextual 

factors as they relate to the discipline gap, more research is still needed. Several studies 

found that teacher qualities, curriculum, and classroom management are highly intertwined 

with student behavior (Kennedy-Lewis, 2012; Milner & Tenore, 2010; Weinstein, Curran, 

& Tomlinson-Clarke, 2003). Additionally, while there has been a wealth of qualitative 

literature that links cultural incongruence and educational outcomes, only a very small 

portion of such literature links sociocultural factors like race, gender, class, and cultural 

synchronization to student discipline and behavior (Monroe & Obidah, 2004; Pane, 2009; 

Pane et al., 2014).  Because the qualitative data often included classroom observations, 

some—although very limited in number—included student perceptions of teachers, 

schools, and/or discipline (Monroe & Obidah, 2004; Nolan, 2008; Pane et al., 2014).  

Methodologically, there were several qualitative studies that sought to measure 

more subjective variables (such as teacher and/or student perspectives of discipline), but 

were limited to questionnaires (Neal, McCray, Webb-Johnson, & Bridgest, 2003; Wu et 

al., 1982; Wallace et al., 2008) or interviews (Gazeley & Dunne, 2013; McCready & 

Soloway, 2010).  Even fewer studies focused on specifically urban high schools and 
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employed critical discourse analysis as a means of investigating the influences that such 

factors have upon each other in greater detail and those that have taken place in alternative 

educational settings (Kennedy-Lewis, 2012; Pane, 2009).  

The current research has opened additional spaces to examine how intersectionality 

operates within such interactions in the context of discipline.  While the majority of studies 

that investigate differences by sex highlight the overrepresentation of males in disciplinary 

actions, there are only select studies that trouble fixating solely on literature and statistics 

relative to Black males, finding that alternative forms of analyses reveal a higher 

overrepresentation of Black females than Black males when within-sex comparisons are 

made (see Crenshaw, Ocen, & Nanda, 2015 and Blake, Butler, Lewis, & Darensbourg, 

2011); these studies are quantitative and consequently unable to explore factors 

contributing to intersectional disparities.  Kaufman et al. (2009), for instance, found that 

boys in grades K-8 were more likely than girls in the same grades to receive referrals for 

delinquent and/or aggressive behavior, also noting that this could be a result of how schools 

and teachers define unacceptable behavior.  However, they do not explore the structural or 

political implications of such findings for girls, especially girls of color, who remain 

overrepresented in disciplinary actions in spite of being female.  Vavrus & Cole (2002) 

completed a qualitative case study that explicitly discussed intersectionality, but there was 

less emphasis on the power dynamics that such dimensions bring into play regarding 

discipline and the study was limited to only two teachers in one grade level (9th).  Murphy, 

Acosta, & Kennedy-Lewis (2012) also addressed intersectionality in their qualitative 

research, but their study focused on seven female 7th grade students alone.   

More complex analyses of intersectionalities and their function within high school 

classrooms in urban settings and the interactions and organization of power that occur 

within them, can offer additional insight, into overlapping identity categories as well as the 
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political power and positioning that is revealed by such analyses (Crenshaw, 2011).  By 

offering potential counternarratives to dominant discourses regarding students of color and 

discipline through investigating a diverse representation of teachers with positive rather 

than negative relationships with their students, this research, in itself, can serve to resist 

and undermine such technologies of sign systems. 

In light of the extant literature, several questions remain.  Are micro-level or brief, 

seemingly nominal events and interactions affected by teachers dispositions, beliefs and 

biases?  If so, do such teacher attitudes and ideologies result in positioning students in 

specific ways, especially—given the discipline gap—in the case of students of color?  To 

what extent do “racialized notion[s] of civility” (Stoler, 1995, p. 97) as constructed by the 

White, middle-class norms of education (Dixson & Dingus, 2008), contribute to how 

students of color are ontologically and physically positioned in schools and in larger 

society?  What can such contextual factors tell us about the discipline gap in a larger context 

and as a larger, overarching discourse (Gee, 2014)?  What are the precipitating 

characteristics of spaces where biased, punitive, and/or exclusionary forms of discipline 

are not being performed? And lastly, how do discourses position both teachers and students 

in classrooms?   

This study aimed to better understand the contextual and interactional factors 

occurring at the classroom-level, the way(s) in which they potentially relate to discipline 

patterns in the classroom, and the extent to which sociocultural factors influence such 

interactions.  The following questions were used to guide this study: 

• How do teachers at an urban public high school who work effectively with 

students of color understand and employ the concept of power in their classroom 

interactions with students? 
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• What interpersonal and pedagogical decisions do these teachers make in the 

context of classroom discipline? 

OVERVIEW OF METHODOLOGY: MULTIPLE CASE STUDY AND CRITICAL DISCOURSE 

ANALYSIS 

This study sought to contribute to the research on the ways in which the contextual 

factors of classrooms and student-teacher relationships play into classroom discipline and 

whether they were related to the discipline gap.  In light of the nature of this investigation, 

this study employed a qualitative, multiple case study approach (Mertens, 2015; Yin, 2014) 

in an effort to capture the nuances of the day-to-day interactions that occurred in the 

classrooms between teachers and students. Data collection and analysis methods sought to 

capture the intricacies of classrooms and the multiple relationships that form and develop 

within them. I chose these methods to shed additional light upon the ways in which power 

is structured, enacted, and contested in the classroom by both teachers and students through 

language, human beliefs and actions, and text; and to investigate macro- and micro-level 

discourses in classroom observations, interviews, and artifacts during the study (Bakhtin, 

1986; Bloome & Egan-Robertson, 1993; Erickson, 2004; Gee, 2014; Fairclough, 2001).  

Specifically, this project’s theoretical frameworks of conceptualizations of power, 

intersectionality, and CRP serve to examine the way(s) in which classroom, school, and 

societal discourses position specific students and potentially impact classroom climate and 

discipline. 

To investigate the aforementioned aspects of the classroom, this study utilized 

classroom observations, semi-structured interviews, and artifact analysis (lesson plans, 

curricular documents, physical classroom environment) in two (2) high school teachers’ 

classrooms in two urban schools.  The participating teachers were identified by school 

leaders as “effective” or as teachers with strong relationships with and low discipline rates 
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for students of color. For the purposes of this study, effectiveness was defined using the 

following criteria: the teacher’s ability to manage their classroom and the teacher’s level 

of rapport with their students.  The latter was evidenced by factors that Gloria Ladson-

Billings (2001) has associated with effective teaching, namely, their ability to impact or 

support the achievement of their students, develop a positive sense of themselves, and/or 

develop a commitment to larger social and community concerns.  Consequently, teachers 

were selected through purposeful sampling (Merriam, 2009) to highlight teachers who had 

good rapport with students, fewer incidents of students being disciplined through 

exclusionary methods, and a willingness to consider culture in their everyday classroom 

pedagogies.  Focal students were also interviewed based upon their observed classroom 

interactions and recommendations by the teacher. 

ORGANIZATION OF THE DISSERTATION 

In this chapter, I provided an initial synopsis of the discipline gap, the sustained 

momentum surrounding investigations addressing the discipline gap and how scholars and 

policy makers in the field continue to call for additional research, specifically examining 

the contextual factors that occur in classrooms as they relate to classroom discipline.  I 

provided insight into the overall lack of qualitative investigations that are best suited to 

capture day-to-day interactions and nuances related to discipline.  Additionally, I illustrated 

the overall theoretical significance of the embeddedness of power, race, gender, class, 

curriculum, and pedagogy in classrooms and the relevance of additional studies that seek 

to capture the nuances of intersectional dimensions in classrooms.  Such investigations 

identify the ways in which marginalized students are positioned through disciplinary 

actions and how teachers and students work to negotiate and resist such structures.  Lastly, 

I presented methodological approaches that sought to capture how classrooms and the 



25 

 

social interactions within them are relevant to the existing knowledge regarding the 

discipline gap. 

In the following chapter, I examine the current state of the discipline gap and 

explore studies over the past 30 years that have addressed such inequities.  I provide an 

overview of the literature on the discipline gap, with a particular focus on the 

methodological assumptions and methods of investigating the discipline gap that have 

occurred thus far.  I provide synopses of the relevant scholarship that has contributed to the 

knowledge regarding what factors are involved in producing the discipline gap.  How are 

conceptualizations regarding power in schools and classrooms related to the discipline gap?  

In what ways are race, class, and gender salient factors? On which groups is there a 

significant effect?  Are there additional ways to examine data related to classroom 

discipline that have yielded new insights for specific groups?  

In the third chapter, I provide greater detail regarding the methodological 

frameworks and complementary tools for data collection as well as a detailed description 

of the data analysis processes.  This chapter also includes detailed descriptions of the 

participants in the study, the context for each school site, and the criteria for school site 

and participant selection.  The chapter ends with a description of my positionality. 

In Chapters Four and Five, I include the findings from the first and second portions 

of the study, conducted at Green Valley High School and Stonebridge High School, 

respectively.  Chapter Four focuses exclusively on the data from Green Valley High 

School, while Chapter Five presents the findings of the portion of the study conducted at 

Stonebridge High School.  As is evident in these chapters, there are themes that both school 

sites share, as well as themes that are unique to the given school’s context.  I present data 

related to both teachers and students for each chapter. 
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In Chapter Six, the final chapter of the dissertation, I further discuss the findings 

presented in Chapter Four and Chapter Five, along with implications from the study.  

Lastly, I highlight the limitations of the study, offer new directions for future research, and 

discuss its significance to the field of discipline and education.
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

INTRODUCTION TO DISCIPLINE  

In this chapter, I provide a brief overview of the history of school discipline (Part 

I), followed by a description of the major shifts in the discipline gap over the past 40 years.  

This first body of research on such shifts (Part II), especially during the 20th century, 

placed a primary emphasis on categorizing and describing the elements of the discipline 

gap and defending its significance as a focus of analysis.  This literature also explained the 

imperative of the racial disproportionality in American education and the salience of 

factors like race and gender in such gaps when measuring the rates of expulsion, 

suspension, and on-campus referrals (OCRs). In the second body of the literature on race 

and discipline (Part III), I open with an overview of literature that has sought to explain or 

refute the causes of the discipline gap, followed by a thematic analysis of the literature that 

more specifically addresses discipline in the context of classroom-level factors and 

interactions.  This literature gravitated towards accounting for and describing the 

antecedents of such actions, and placed additional emphasis on contextualized 

examinations teaching methods, individuals’ perceptions of discipline and behavior, and 

more contextualized examinations of student-teacher interactions and relationships.   

PART I: A BRIEF HISTORY OF SCHOOL DISCIPLINE 

Beginning with descriptions of Plato and commonly held attitudes toward 

childhood held by the Greeks and the Romans, Joseph S. Taylor (1903) outlined the history 

of school discipline.  Taylor’s brief account of this history, however, was not solely 

presented as a timeline of events. Instead, he also highlighted that discipline’s 

conceptualization and implementation depended upon the contemporary ideals of the given 

time-period.  Ronald E. Butchart (1998), a noted historian of school discipline, echoed 
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similar sentiments, stating that “the story of classroom discipline uncovers assumptions, 

forces, institutional practices, professional habits, and cultural blinders at work in the 

choices made by schools and teachers” (p. 21).  In fact, Butchart also pointed out that 

literature offering clear history of school discipline is scant, and that there is even less 

research that accounts for school discipline’s relationship to and effect upon society.  

Butchart (1995) explained, “ . . . we seem to have nothing to say to teachers or the public 

about how the competing traditions of classroom discipline construct the self, shape social 

meaning, or present power” (167). 

Traditional discipline or classroom management in the 19th Century was saturated 

with bureaucratic principles and patriarchal authority, often as a response to a rapid 

increase in urbanization and the transition of education from one-room schoolhouses to 

schools that more closely reflect the schools we are familiar with today (Tyack, 1974).  

Even the small, self-contained classrooms of the time, however, included closely regulated 

and rigid procedures (Cuban, 1984). There was both a moral purpose to discipline and an 

increasing emphasis on efficiency (Butchart, 1995), as students—especially poor students 

and students of color—were preparing to become an industrial workforce (Tyack, 1974).  

In fact, traditional classical education was seen as inappropriate for the industrial labor 

force, which depended on African Americans (Butchart, 1998).  Textbooks and other 

curricula was developed with the intent to teach morals to children (Finkelstein, 1989).  As 

Butchart (1995), explained: 

[Disciplinarians of the 19th Century] modeled for poor children aspects of the 

emerging moral order and prepared them to participate in its birth.  It was a world 

in which a modicum of mobility was open to the diligent and fortunate, but in which 

failure in the race carried great psychic and material consequences—and those who 

succeeded did so at the expense of those who failed. (p. 170) 
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Overall, normative processes were rapidly forming, especially in urban areas where schools 

were enrolling an increasingly diverse student population from various cultures and 

immigrant families (Tyack, 1974). 

The era of progressive education that followed still emphasized efficiency, and saw 

an increased emphasis on the marketplace, science, and technique and a relative decrease 

in the focus on moral judgment (Kleibard, 2004).  Discipline was correspondingly 

conceptualized as something objective and in terms of “professional psychology of 

expertise, detachment, scientific study, and hierarchical professional/client relationship” 

(Butchart, 1995, p. 174).  Students were often grouped by ability, social class, or race, and 

offered different curricula depending upon such groupings.  While there was a focus on 

freeing children from the contrived expectations of schools, such as silence and recitation, 

child-centered and activity-centered classrooms allowed the teacher to have more freedom 

to observe and surveil the classroom (Butchart, 1998).  In spite of efforts to critique 

contrived notions of student behavior, however, “[c]lassroom discipline continued to 

promote the uncritical internalization of external authority, though both the nature of that 

authority and the modes of internalization were transformed” (Butchart, 1995, p. 177). 

Discipline in the post-progressive era relied heavily on behaviorism and re-

emphasized the authority of teachers and were more likely to mask or omit references to 

social objectives.  The latter half of the 20th Century, Butchart (1995) explained, was: 

 marked by frantic efforts to counter the character traits that children import into 

 the school. Few speak with any clarity about the sources of the problems they 

 seek to neutralize; those that do offer an analysis seriously confuse cause and 

 effect, seeking the source of ‘permissiveness’ and declining ‘virtue’ in individual 

 laxness and erroneous ideology rather than in material realities and their 

 supporting ideologies. (p. 180)   
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Another pivotal addition to schools and school discipline in the 1960s was the formal 

introduction of suspension and expulsion in schools (Allman & Slate, 2011).  When paired 

together, the fixation on “neutralizing” students and responding to what Butchart referred 

to as “declining virtue” above, are representative of the foundation for the shift toward the 

Zero Tolerance policies and the justification of the criminalization of school discipline that 

would later set the stage for the school-to-prison pipeline. It is also important to note, 

however, that the mid-20th century also brought a concerted effort to question and critique 

the emphasis on a consumer society in schools and the vagueness of marketplace ideologies 

and contemporary social objectives (Butchart, 1998) as well as exclusionary practices in 

schools (Allman & Slate, 2011).  In other words, conceptualizing discipline transitioned 

from an exclusively objective process to one that considered implicit and hidden objectives, 

ideologies, and processes as well.  

PART II: SCHOOL DISCIPLINE AND THE DISCIPLINE GAP 

The “Beginning” of Racial Disproportionality in School Discipline: The 1970s 

In 1975, the Children’s Defense Fund (Children’s Defense Fund, 1975) initiated 

the formal conversation regarding the disproportionality of discipline rates in schools 

between White students and students of color with their report entitled, “School 

Suspensions: Are They Helping Children?” based on data from the 1972-1973 school-year.  

This is not to say that racial discrimination in school discipline began with this report.  

After all, as Butchart (1995) pointed out, “Racialized industrial education [in the 19th 

century] demonstrated the potential power of differentiated disciplinary regimes 

engineered for the different destinies of various races and classes” (p. 31). However, this 

report is commonly referred to in the literature as the first large-scale, data-based 

confirmation of and nation-wide call-to-action for disproportionate rates of students of 
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color in discipline practices.  Data from this report illustrated an overall overuse of 

suspensions even for infractions that were nonviolent and those that did not negatively 

affect students’ education.  It also explained that Black students were suspended two times 

more than any other racial group overall and more than three times as often as White 

students in high school, stating candidly that, “The fact is that many school districts treat 

black children differently from white children” (Children’s Defense Fund 1975, p. 13).  

Citing the Brown v. Board of Education (1954) case, the report relayed the effects of 

segregation as reinscribed in integrated school settings:  

Black children often bear the brunt of tensions arising from desegregation.  

Discriminatory attitudes and habits once apparent in blatantly dual school systems 

now simply reflect themselves in the so-called ‘second-generation’ desegregation 

problems invoking discriminatory discipline, tracking and special education 

placement. (p. 14) 

The report highlighted interview data including accounts from teachers of color regarding 

disciplinary actions resulting from cultural differences between White teachers and 

students of color.  Soon after this report, Shirley Boes Neill (1976) published similar details 

regarding the state of exclusionary discipline practices, highlighting the Office for Civil 

Right’s focus on ensuring that records are kept of disciplinary actions, including not just 

information regarding students’ race, but tracking whether disciplinary action was given to 

objective or subjective offenses to ascertain the possibility of racial bias in discipline. Both 

reports clearly highlighted the structural reproductions of inequality for students of color 

in integrated educational settings and solidified the extent of the discipline gap 20 years 

post-Brown v. Board of Education.   

This is not to say that the discipline gap was not problematic for other 

underrepresented racial groups at the time.  While the Children’s Defense Fund (1975) did 
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underscore higher discrepancies for Black students, they clearly argued that 

disproportionality was not limited to one racial group, but prominent throughout several 

underrepresented racial groups.  Valverde (1976) argued that disproportionality in Latino 

student populations might be masked by factors such as lower proportions of Latino 

students in schools, higher drop-out rates, and incomplete reporting trends (a problem that 

still persists today, see Losen et al., (2015) for school districts with high percentages of 

Latino students such as Los Angeles. Valverde (1976) warned that failing to look deeper 

into the discipline gap for Latino students might help to “hide the magnitude” (p. 12) of 

discriminatory suspension and the structural segregation of Latino populations in schools 

across the country. 

Ultimately, the data from the 1970s provided the foundation for continued research 

on inequitable discipline practices as well as accompanying examinations of their effects 

on students, school policies and structures, and teacher and student perspectives of schools 

and education.  

Fear, Criminalization, and Fear in Schools: 1980s and 1990s 

In the 1980s and 1990s, schools were increasingly characterized as violent as 

culture of fear quickly cast a shadow over schools.  With the publication of A Nation at 

Risk (1983) in the early 1980s inculcating a sense of fear and instability within and 

regarding American education, concerns regarding schools, students, school violence and 

school discipline intensified—and some argue distorted (see Sullivan, Larke, & Web-

Hasan, 2010, p. 77)—views of public schools. Soon after, the National Institute of 

Education published a report in 1977, “Violent Schools—Safe Schools”. This data received 

renewed traction in the 1980s when the Office of Educational Research and Improvement 

released a report entitled Strategies to Reduce Student Misbehavior (1989) that claimed 

that school crime had increased from the early 1970s to the mid-1980s, especially in urban 
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locations. Students, especially adolescents, were characterized as out of control and more 

prone to violence than previous generations (Finley, 2011). 

As one of the more prominent studies of the early 1980s, Wu, Pink, Crain, and 

Moles (1982) echoed the themes in the Children’s Defense Fund report, citing the 

“arbitrariness” (p. 247) of removing students from school, reiterating that the tendency for 

such measures could just as easily heighten rather than alleviate disciplinary issues.  They 

also restated the salience of race, sex, socioeconomic status, and the characteristics of 

neighborhood the school was located in as integral variables in school suspension, pointing 

out that because of a wide range of disciplinary policies between schools, a given student 

might be suspended at one school and not suspended at another, even for the same behavior. 

When drug and gang-related violence crept from urban to suburban areas in the 

1990s, social discomfort regarding schools as locations for violence were exacerbated 

(Sullivan, Larke, & Web-Hasan, 2010).  In spite of many reports claiming plateaus (Skiba, 

2013), and even declines in school violence in the 1990s, the portrayal of schools and 

students as hyper-violent continued (Finley, 2011).  There was a corresponding sentiment 

of ‘one chance’ and ‘no-nonsense’ policies as highlighted in the 1994, the Gun Free 

Schools Act, mandating a one-year expulsion for having a firearm on school property 

(Skiba, 2013; Sullivan, Larke, & Web-Hasan, 2010).  Additionally, the Safe Schools Act 

(1994) required schools to report their policies regarding discipline to the Federal 

Department of Education to receive funding, which were often inclusive of clear, zero-

tolerance polices for possessing weapons or drugs, regardless of the circumstances 

(Kupchick, 2009; Skiba, 2000). 

Zero Tolerance and the School-to-Prison Pipeline 

Scholars attribute the rise of Zero Tolerance polices in the 1980s and 1990s to the  

sense of fear and violence in regard to school campuses and classrooms (Skiba, 2013; 
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Sullivan et al., 2010).  Skiba (2013) noted the first usage of the term “Zero Tolerance” as 

a result of the government and the Navy responding to the drug usage of 40 sailors in a 

Virginia shipyard.  Specifically, Zero Tolerance policies involve out-of-school suspensions 

and expulsions, usually accompanied by an increase in police presence on campuses and 

referrals to law enforcement for discipline infractions that occur on school campuses 

(Skiba, 2013).  With the shifts in perceptions of schools that occurred in the last two 

decades of the 20th century, the transition of Zero Tolerance policies from the military and 

politics to schools was a logical one, exacerbated by accountability movements of the early 

2000s such as No Child Left Behind (Sullivan et al., 2010). 

Some literature pointed to discourses in schools, especially those serving higher 

populations of students of color and/or in urban environments, and how such schools were 

perhaps more likely to employ Zero Tolerance policies (Nolan, 2011; Noltemeyer, 2010).  

Welch & Payne (2012) explained that: 

Because prior research has found that racial threat reduces the use of restorative 

 discipline and increases the use of harsh discipline in schools, we are not 

 surprised to have found here that schools with a greater proportion of Black 

 students reportedly more often use expulsion, suspension, and in-school 

 suspension as methods for dealing with student delinquency and misbehavior. (p. 

 166).   

Welch & Payne (2012) found that school demographics do not serve as indicators that 

Blacks will disproportionately be punished through automatic zero tolerance policies, and 

that a perception of racial threat decreases the likelihood that restorative justice policies are 

present.  In a previous study, however, Welch & Payne (2010) found that schools with 

higher percentages of Black students were more likely to have harsher discipline practices, 

inclusive of zero tolerance policies.   
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Over the past 20 years, Zero Tolerance policies have failed to engender a reduction 

in school discipline and school violence (Sullivan et al., 2010; Skiba, 2013).  Ginwright 

(2006) also discussed the effects of these factors in the context of race, stating:  

The idea that youth are becoming more violent and therefore need more discipline 

 and tougher punishment has become an accepted belief among many school 

 officials and disproportionately affects working-class youth of color. Despite the 

 fact that zero tolerance is intended to ensure school safety, these policies can have 

 the opposite effect. (p. 41)  

Such an approach ignores the historical events that continue to play a part in and perpetuate 

cycles of oppression for students of color.  This cycle is exacerbated by the fact that Black 

students are less likely to receive positive secondary-level support designed for students 

who “continue to receive disciplinary referrals” (Vincent, Tobin, Hawken, & Frank, 2012, 

p. 433).  If such policies are more prevalent at certain schools based upon their racial 

compositions, then even consistent application of Zero Tolerance policies would lead to 

inconsistent outcomes.  Furthermore, when students spend more time out of school due to 

the consequences of Zero Tolerance and exclusionary discipline policies, they are more 

likely to be involved in crime and go to prison (Skiba, 2013). 

The school-to-prison-pipeline, or, the “intersection” between K-12 schools and the 

juvenile or criminal justice systems, is inclusive of several trends in education, including 

Zero Tolerance policies (Kim, Losen, & Hewitt, 2015, p. 1).  However, it is also comprised 

of additional factors—especially in schools with fewer resources—such as increased 

surveillance and police presence on school campuses, disparities in educational access for 

certain student populations, such as students of color, English Language Learner (ELL) 

students, undocumented students, students in special education, and placement of students 

in alternative school settings (Kim, Losen, & Hewitt, 2015).  Pane and Rocco (2014) 
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explained that the cycle begins with a student getting into trouble in class, followed by a 

referral to the office, suspension, expulsion, school failure, dropping out, juvenile 

incarceration, and ending with adult imprisonment (pp. 3-4).  The school-to-prison pipeline 

posits that students are not simply being punished in schools; they are “criminalized” for 

school-related misbehaviors (ranging from minor to major infractions), even for students 

as young as six years old (Fowler, 2010).  The school-to-prison pipeline is highly 

intertwined with the discipline gap.  When school disciplinary policies disproportionately 

impact students of color and employ exclusionary forms of punishment such as suspension 

and expulsion rather than prevention and treatment, students are more likely to enter the 

criminal justice system (Kim, Losen, & Hewitt, 2015), especially when they are ticketed 

for behaviors by school police officers or when students are referred to Alternative 

Education Programs and Juvenile Justice Alternative Education Programs (Fowler, 2010).  

The school-to-prison pipeline, then, blurs the lines between the two systems (Heitzeg, 

2016) and potentially becomes a structure in which students of color are not only 

disproportionately disciplined, but similarly funneled into the criminal justice system 

because of the presence of the structure itself more so than students’ actual behaviors and 

conduct (Fowler, 2010; Robinson, 2013). 

The Discipline Gap in the 21st Century 

Almost forty years after the Children's Defense Fund report in 1975, the U.S. 

Department of Education's Office for Civil Rights (2014) released data showing that the 

discipline gap has not decreased.  While Black children represented 18% of 

preschool student enrollment, they accounted for 48% of students receiving more than one 

out-of-school suspension whereas White children, who accounted for 43% of preschool 

enrollment, only represented 26% of those students being given out-of-school suspensions.  

Additionally, the Office for Civil Rights has mandated that schools have documented proof 
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off addressing such discrepancies (Issue Brief No. 1, Data Snapshot: School Discipline, 

2014).  Even though research over the past 40 years has shown that students of color, 

particularly Black students, are punished not only more frequently, but more severely than 

White students (Ferguson, 2001; Irvine, 1990; Milner, 2013b; Milner & Tenore, 2010; 

Skiba, 2001, 2014; Skiba et al., 2002, 2011), the disproportionality in disciplinary actions 

for students of color—especially those that are exclusionary—has received less attention 

than other inequities such as achievement (Gregory, Skiba, & Noguera, 2010).  Even less 

common are investigations that seek to shed light on the underlying factors for such 

discrepancies (Gregory & Weinstein, 2008; Pane, 2009; Pane & Rocco, 2014; Pane et al., 

2014; Skiba et. al., 2014). 

A majority of the literature on the discipline gap comes from studies conducted in 

the 21st century.  While the sample sizes, proportions, and locations vary, the literature and 

data on race and school discipline repeatedly indicated that students of color—most 

frequently Black students and Latinos (Skiba et al., 2014; Losen & Gillespie, 2012) and 

less commonly Native Americans (Butler et al., 2012; Vincent et al., 2012) and Southeast 

Asians (Lei, 2003)—remained disproportionally disciplined in terms of increased 

frequency and, in many cases, increased severity (Milner, 2013b). Students of color 

(particularly males) who are overrepresented in disciplinary actions and special education 

or behavioral programs spend increased time out of the classroom (Kinsler, 2011; Skiba, 

2013) and have less access to rigorous instruction and quality curriculum (Skiba et al, 

2014).  

The vast majority of scholarship, therefore, focuses on discipline outcomes for 

Black male, Latino, and White male students.  However, the literature includes a multitude 

of variables and approaches to their examinations of these students yielding various takes 

on such disproportionalities. Recent research has confirmed that the discipline gap is also 
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not simply a local or location-based problem, but a phenomenon that has been consistently 

documented across the country.  In their analysis of nearly 7,000 school districts in the 

United States, for example, Losen and Gillespie (2012) captured several data points that 

reflect the tenor of a large proportion of the literature on the discipline gap.  They found 

that “many districts are frequently resorting to suspension for violations of even minor 

school rules” (p. 6) . . . and that “several of the nation’s largest districts suspended 18% or 

more of their total enrollment, including Memphis, Tennessee; Columbus Ohio; Henrico, 

Virginia; and Chicago, Illinois. Almost 200 districts suspended more than 20% of 

all enrolled students” (p. 7).  In addition to providing the closest to what we have so far as 

a nation-wide snapshot (their data included 3,081,240 students who had been suspended or 

expelled in 2009-2010—inclusive of data from districts that serve approximately 85% of 

the nation’s enrolled student population), their findings dispel the argument that such 

suspensions are necessary helpful to the overall classroom or school culture because they 

are removing disruptive students from the schools that are detracting from the educational 

opportunities of other students.  They found, that “research suggests that a relatively lower 

use of out-of-school suspensions, after controlling for race and poverty, correlates with 

higher test scores, not lower” (p. 8). 

While sometimes studies would focus on a specific grade, multiple grade levels 

with separated data (e.g. data for 9th, 10th, and so on) and grade levels as units (e.g., K-12, 

K-6, 9-12, etc.), different separations of the data by grade level (or categories of several 

grade levels) often yielded different results.  For instance, Latinas/os were overrepresented 

in some of the literature, while they were proportionally represented in others.  Studies that 

disaggregated by race at multiple school levels found that Latinas/os were 

underrepresented or proportionally represented at the elementary school level and 

overrepresented at the high school level (Losen & Gillespie, 2012; Skiba et al., 2011).   
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In addition to providing a broader and more representative depiction of the 

discipline gap, the literature in the 21st century has also addressed the data in increasingly 

nuanced manners and has progressively placed an emphasis on classroom-level, contextual 

factors with increasing frequency.  The research in the 21st century examined variables in 

increasingly nuanced and complex manners.  In the quantitative literature, there have been 

increasing calls for quantitative research to employ multilevel modeling so that a range of 

variables and their interactions can be more thoroughly examined (Gregory & Weinstein, 

2008; Skiba et al., 2014; Sullivan, Klingbeil, & Van Norman, 2013; Sullivan, Van Norman, 

& Klingbeil, 2014) because it enables clusters or multiple “levels” of factors to be analyzed 

and controlled, providing a more comprehensive portrait of disproportionality.  Additional 

scholars have argued that many studies that report disproportionalities in discipline rates 

after the infractions and punishments have already occurred can cause multiple 

complications such as a lack of knowledge about the precursors in disciplinary action that 

occur in classrooms (Skiba et al., 2014) and the impression that schools have inherited 

discipline problems rather than propose that they cause and/or perpetuate them (Kitzmiller, 

2013).  As multilevel modeling requires large sample sizes, qualitative methods—which 

are notably limited in scope in terms of sample sizes—are being viewed as increasingly 

integral to exploring the classroom-level variables, day-to-day interactions, and subjective 

factors that might precede or influence disciplinary actions. 

In response to these criticisms and appeals, there has been increasing diversity over 

the past several years in the methods of investigation and the order in which factors such 

as race and gender have been measured have provided the most captivating findings, 

especially in investigations of the implications of sex and/or gender performance.  Neal, 

McCray, Webb-Johnson, and Bridgest (2003), for example, troubled static interpretations 

of racial perceptions by having 136 middle school teachers view videotapes and fill out 
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accompanying questionnaires to analyze cultural associations with body movements.  

Teachers’ adjectives to describe the style of movement were more likely to be associated 

with higher aggression and lower achievement when viewing Black students in the video.  

However, Black students in the video who adopted what was perceived as a more 

“standard” walk were rated higher in achievement and less threatening. 

In spite of a multitude of studies declaring and corroborating that the severity of the 

discipline gap is higher for girls than boys (Kaufman et al., 2010; Losen & Gillespie, 2012; 

Losen et al., 2015; Skiba et al., 2011), more recent studies are troubling this assumption 

and examining intersectional identities, particularly in the context of race and gender.  For 

example, in Himmelstein & Bruckner’s (2011) quantitative investigation of the discipline 

gap and LGBTQ students, gender was not measured simply in binary (male/female) terms.  

When the variable was measured in degrees rather than as a binary variable, Himmelstein 

& Bruckner (2011) found that students who did not exhibit behaviors that were considered 

“normal” for their sex were more likely to be disciplined; specifically, females who 

exhibited more masculine behaviors were more likely to be disciplined than females who 

exhibited normalized female behaviors. 

Other studies prioritized investigations of the intersections of race and gender.  In 

their study of seven middle school girls of color, Murphy, Acosta, & Kennedy-Lewis 

(2013) found that students often felt increased feelings of alienation in schools and resisted 

teachers when they felt as though they were pulled in different directions due to societal 

and teacher assumptions and stereotypes regarding race and gender, specifically regarding 

the paradoxical expectations that positioned them simultaneously as docile because of their 

sex and loud or aggressive because of their race.  More recently, Crenshaw, Ocen, & Nanda 

(2015) examined quantitative data in Boston and New York using an intersectional 

approach; they found that the organization of the analysis of the variables was important 
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for illuminating additional gaps in the research.  While their analysis of enrollment and 

discipline data found similar results to the majority of the research, with Black males being 

the most overrepresented race and sex in disciplinary disproportionalities, Crenshaw, 

Ocen, and Nanda (2015) found that Black males were only three times more likely than 

White males to be disciplined, while Black females were six times as likely to be 

disciplined than White females.  Unfortunately, the quantitative variables (enrollment and 

discipline type and frequency) do not allow for insight into the reasons behind this gap. 

The research indicated that measuring and illustrating the data using within gender 

comparisons yielded new spaces of analysis, especially in the context of the intersectional 

factors that might explain portions of the discipline gap. 

PART III – CONTEXTUALIZING DISCIPLINE: A THEMATIC OVERVIEW OF 

EXPLANATORY THEORIES AND CLASSROOM-LEVEL FACTORS  

In this section, I provide thematic synopses of the literature on the discipline gap.  

Over the years, there have been several attempts to explain why such racial disparities in 

discipline exist.  This section opens with such studies, followed by additional themes 

throughout the literature that focused more exclusively on the impact that notions of power 

and culture had on classroom discipline.  The section closes with literature that questioned 

whether or not teachers are prepared to navigate such differences. 

Main Theories Within the Literature that Attempt to Explain the Discipline Gap   

There are also several theories that attempt to explain the nature of discipline gap.  

Gregory, Skiba, and Noguera (2010) provide relevant terminology for capturing each of 

these different types of arguments within the literature and the reasons for them: poverty 

and neighborhood characteristics, differential involvement, differential selection, and 
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differential processing.4  In each sub-section, I include a description of the theme and 

relevant literature that has investigated the discipline gap in the context of each respective 

theory. 

Poverty and Neighborhood Characteristics 

Urbanicity was frequently mentioned in both quantitative and qualitative studies, 

and measured in the quantitative literature, especially in conjunction with the number and 

type of disciplinary infraction and demographic enrollment data.  Noltemeyer (2010), for 

example, found that school districts that were located in densely urban and extremely high-

poverty areas had higher mean disciplinary actions per 100 students, whereas rural or 

agricultural districts had the fewest mean disciplinary actions per 100 students.  In relation 

to having higher proportions of students of color in urban areas (NCES, 2006), Kinsler 

(2011) found that suspension length was positively correlated with how much of the student 

population was black.  Welch & Payne (2010, 2012) and Wu et al., (1982) also found that 

urban schools are more likely to suspend and expel students and frequently implemented 

zero tolerance policies (Crenshaw, Ocen, & Nanda, 2015; Nolan, 2011; Noltemeyer, 2010).  

Zero tolerance was not inextricably tied to urban schools, however.  Zero tolerance, as a 

variable, was measured frequently, but was not always treated in the same manner.  For 

some studies, zero tolerance was treated as a variable that determined whether or not 

schools implemented automatic or predetermined consequences of suspension and 

expulsion for specific behaviors (see Crenshaw, Ocen, & Nanda, 2015), while other studies 

used the variable to describe the general approach of a school to suspension and expulsion 

(Hatt-Echeverria & Jo, 2005). 

                                                 
4 Gregory, Skiba, & Noguera (2010) include four categories: poverty and neighborhood characteristics, 

differential involvement, differential selection, differential processing, and low achievement.  As their 

study placed an additional emphasis on academic achievement, which is only tangentially related to this 

approach to literature, this section was omitted. 
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While there were sometimes significant relationships between discipline and 

socioeconomic status and/or free and reduced lunch (which was the most common way 

SES was measured in the literature, since it is included in school records), there are studies 

that indicate that this association is because of the conflation of race and lower SES.  This 

was supported by studies that found that race is a significant predictor of suspension and 

expulsion, even after controlling for low SES (Wallace et al., 2008; Wu et al., 1982).   

Differential Behavior 

One theory of disproportionality common in the research is that certain students are 

disciplined more because they more frequently exhibit behaviors that are in conflict with 

school-sanctioned behaviors (Gregory, Skiba, & Noguera, 2010).  This theory differential 

involvement was slightly more evident in the articles that were published in the research 

journals associated with behavior interventions, such as the Journal of Education 

Psychology (see Horner, Fireman, & Wang, 2010) and the Journal of Positive Behavior 

Interventions (see Kaufman et al., 2010) and the School Psychology Review (see Sullivan, 

Klingbeil, & Van Norman, 2013).  Sullivan, Klingbeil, & Norman’s (2013) study of 18,000 

K-12 students from 39 schools, for example, indicated that contextual factors did not 

influence disproportionality between racial groups, but that such differences were based 

upon student-level characteristics.  Importantly, “contextual” variables were measured in 

quantitative terms.  

Especially in quantitative analyses, there was also an extended discussion regarding 

Black males, since they were the race that was the most consistently overrepresented in 

both quantitative and qualitative studies; this is in spite of the fact that research has 

indicated the Black males do not engage in disciplinary behaviors more frequently, as 

measured as a variable by Skiba et al. (2002).  The variable of race was particularly 

interesting when investigating disproportionality for Latinas/os because some studies 
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report highest overrepresentation of discipline referrals for Latinas/os, while others report 

lower rates than Black students and White students. For example, at the K-6 level, 

Latinas/os were underrepresented in discipline referrals, while at middle school levels 

alone, Latina/o students were fairly proportionately represented (Losen & Gillespie, 2012; 

Skiba et al., 2011), while Black students consistently overrepresented, especially in 

secondary schools.  Races other than Black, White, or Latina/o were highly 

underrepresented within the literature (Vincent et al., 2012; Wallace et al., 2008; Warikoo, 

2004).  

Additionally, some of the literature recognized certain “oppositional” student 

behaviors as forms of autonomy and resistance against discipline policies (Achinstein & 

Aguirre, 2008; Kayama, Haight, Gibson, & Wilson, 2015; Nolan, 2011; Riable & Irizarry, 

2010).  As Nolan (2011) stated: 

Through [oppositional behavior], students can generate a sense of autonomy in a 

 highly controlled context, create valued identities, and make 

 otherwise dehumanizing school experiences more bearable. In this perspective, 

 oppositional behavior becomes a diagnostic of macro-structural forces and 

 institutional policies. It can expose where failed policies have left students 

 yearning for something better and more just. (p. 570)    

This also creates potential spaces for bias in reporting out the contextual factors of student 

behaviors in research, as calculated student behaviors might inaccurately be categorized as 

oppositional rather than a form of resistance to punitive disciplinary structures.  Nasir, 

Jones, and McLaughlin (2011) cautioned against conflating students’ internal emotions 

with their external behaviors because: 1) it would be inaccurate to assume that any given 

behavior indicates a corresponding emotion or attitude and 2) that there is often an 

additional layer of conflation between reactions to individuals and reactions to the 
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institution or system.  In other words, assuming that emotion and behavior are 

automatically aligned does not account for student resistance and student agency.  

Studies found that—especially with older, middle and high school students—when 

students’ needs are not being met, students may resist environments they do not feel 

comfortable or welcome in, which is often misunderstood by adults to be detachment, 

laziness, or defiance (Nakkula & Toshalis, 2006).  In fact, students might be expressing 

resistance to unequal teacher expectations, forms of agency within the classroom or the 

institutional structure they are in, or perhaps expressing a style of engagement that the 

teacher does not recognize because it does not fit within the normalized confines of 

acceptable behavior according to a largely White, female, middle-class value system 

(Nasir, Jones, & McLaughlin, 2011; Way, 1998). Hernández-Sheets (2006) also found that 

students viewed schools as addressing the needs of teachers rather than their own, which 

could also incite resistance in the form of oppositional behavior.  This is important to note, 

since such instances of resistant behavior may not be a developmental consideration, but, 

as Nolan (2011) specifies, a reaction to inequitable discipline practices or policies and 

should be treated differently than other behavioral transgressions. 

Differential Selection 

Differential selection is the theory that students of color are more highly 

represented in discipline infractions not because they engage in specific behaviors more 

frequently, but because they are more likely to be selected for disciplinary action for their 

behavior than White students.  The statistics asserting that students of color are punished 

not only more frequently, but more severely than White students, cut across the scholarship 

concerning race and discipline, and was especially apparent in schools with higher 

proportions of Black students or higher proportions of minority students in general 

(Kinsler, 2011).  Differential selection approaches, however, were less inclined to associate 
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certain racial groups with specific behaviors.  Rather, many questioned whether or not 

disciplinary decisions can be completed in a purely objective manner at all.  Hatt-

Echeverria & Jo (2005) also noted a:  

hidden transcript for behavior and expectations that subtly or implicitly governed 

 disciplinary decisions that often ran counter to more publicly stated expectations 

 of student behavior.  In their study, they interview a group [of Black students] 

 who said that they wished to be interviewed but that they “did not want the 

 (White) interviewer to be present. (p. 56)   

In this interview, students relayed incidents in which they were reprimanded by teachers 

for behaviors that their fellow White students were not reprimanded or disciplined for, such 

as dress code violations. 

 Similar findings regarding subjectivity were also supported in the quantitative 

literature.  Skiba et. al. (2002), for example, found that White students were given referrals 

for visible behaviors such as truancy or smoking, whereas students of color were cited for 

more subjective behaviors.  Outcomes from Gregory and Weinstein's (2008) study of the 

attendance, grades, and teacher reports of 442 students who had received discipline 

referrals for defiance indicated that disciplinary actions were often classroom-specific. 

Findings from a sub-sample of 30 Black students illustrated a significant increase of 

disciplinary action in classes where the student did not feel the teacher had high 

expectations and cared for them.  Interestingly, Black and Latino students’ increased 

likelihood of facing exclusionary discipline consequences contradicts general perceptions 

and assumptions of graduated discipline measures (Skiba et. al, 2014). 

Students were also found to be incredibly observant regarding the ways in which 

others, including teachers, perceive them.  A study conducted by Kayama et al. (2015) 

found that students who perceived themselves to be criminalized through stereotypes of 
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race and behavioral conduct tended to use words related to criminalization more frequently.  

More importantly, they found that educators, parents, and caregivers tended to engage in 

language that indicated criminal justice perspectives and that justified the need for 

disciplinary policies, creating, the authors argued, a “hidden curriculum” of criminalization 

and biased perceptions (p. 33).  In terms of different perspectives of behavior and discipline 

in schools, Haight, Gibson, Kayama, Marshall, and Wilson (2014) examined the 

differences in interpretation between students, parents, and educators.  They found that, 

"When asked if race/ethnicity plays a role in suspensions, 67% of participants replied in 

the affirmative (57% of youths, 72% of parents and 75% of educators)" (p. 131).  They also 

asserted that: 

Given the racial dimensions of suspensions, it is important that there be meaningful 

oversight in any decision to suspend; that is, the decision to suspend a youth should 

not be in the hands of one administrator. Racial bias can impact whether or not a 

youth is suspended at many points in the process: educator misinterpretation of 

student behavior, e.g., that a loud tone of voice is threatening, student and caregiver 

angry and resistant responses to actual or perceived discrimination, and 

administrator decisions to apply harsher discipline to Black males perceived as 

difficult, disruptive or dangerous (p. 137). 

The importance of this statement was supported by the fact that 45% of teachers reported 

that their relationships with students worsened after disciplinary action was taken.  

Differential Processing 

Complicating the proportional findings in studies that address differential selection, 

some investigations sought to examine the disproportionality in the processing and severity 

of disciplinary action or consequences.  One of the main reasons why most extant literature 

investigates teacher perceptions and teacher biases in the context of the discipline gap is 
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due to several findings that have associated disciplinary actions for White students with 

more objective behaviors (e.g. smoking, vandalism, leaving without permission, obscene 

language, etc.) while disciplinary actions taken upon students of color are more likely to 

be subjective in nature (e.g., disrespect, noise, threat, loitering, etc.) (Skiba et al., 2002).  

The most likely types of office discipline referrals leading to overrepresentations of African 

American students in discipline are disruption and noncompliance, which are subjectively 

evaluated by teachers and administrators (Skiba et al., 2011; Gregory & Weinstein, 2008).  

Studies have also shown that students’ chances of being suspended were affected by how 

teachers perceived them and teachers’ deficit views, factors that can promote or perpetuate 

school climates that favor suspensions (Wu et al., 1982).  

 Some research suggests that Black and White students were referred at the same 

rate while others found that Black students were often referred to the office for more minor 

infractions than White students were (Shaw & Braden, 1990).  In their analysis, Gregory, 

Skiba, & Noguera (2010) commented that “[t]here is tremendous local flexibility in the 

types of infractions that move forward from the classroom to the office and in the 

types of consequences issued by administrators" (p. 63).  Multiple studies found that even 

when students had multiple referrals to the office, they also had a record of one or more 

teachers with whom they had no history of conflict or even had positive relationships with 

(Fabelo et al., 2011; Gregory & Weinstein, 2008; Skiba et. al., 2011).  Given these findings, 

scholars have found it important to not only investigate the frequency of disciplinary 

action, but differences in the severity of the punishment as well.  For example, Morrison et 

al. (2001) found that the severity of a sanction can be attributed to a multitude of factors in 

addition to the student’s behavior, including a teacher’s classroom management, 

perspectives of the school administrator, and active school policies regarding discipline, 

each of which might subjectively affect the severity of the punishment.  McFadden, Marsh, 
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Price, and Hwang (1992) found that when both Black and White students were referred for 

discipline, Black students were more likely than White students to receive a more severe 

form of punishment. 

Such overrepresentation is not limited to Black and Latino students, but given the 

extent of the literature focused on these two larger racial groups, and given the nature of 

the majority of school populations, it is more difficult to detect significance in 

overrepresentations in populations that are a fraction of the school population (Whitford & 

Levine-Donnerstien, 2014).  In school populations with a greater percentage of Native 

American students, however, Whitford & Levine-Donnerstien (2014) found that Native 

Americans were also overrepresented in discipline referrals compared to White students in 

the school.  

Administrator perceptions of discipline have also been measured, often through 

questionnaires within larger quantitative studies (Advancement Project/Civil Rights 

Project, 2000; Skiba et al., 2011; Skiba et al., 2014).  Kinsler (2011) found that the race of 

a principal had a significant impact on the length of suspension at the high school level.  

He found no significance for a teacher’s race on the length of suspensions, but this analysis 

was limited to the elementary level only, which complements other studies that have found 

different levels of significance at the elementary, middle, and high school levels, even 

when analyses are the same (Losen & Gillespie, 2012; Skiba et al., 2011). 

Power, Classroom Interactions, and Classroom Management 

School discipline has always been a source of concern for teachers (Butchart & 

McEwan, 1998) and is often cited as teachers’ top worry or complaint (Ullucci, 2009).  In 

the literature, there was an overall tension between how some students and teachers 

perceived authority and power in the classroom. For years, however, several scholars have 

argued the link between discipline and classroom interactions and relationships remains 
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undertheorized and understudied (Gregory & Mosely, 2004; Butchart, 1995; Pane et al., 

2014; Skiba et al., 2014). This portion of the research was designed to delve into greater 

detail regarding studies within the literature that were less focused on the occurrence and 

frequency of discipline and was more interested in viewing behaviors/interactions in 

context and ascertaining student perspectives of the data that was collected. 

Relatively few studies within the literature on student-teacher relationships, in 

general, “have directly examined the role of cultural, racial, or background differences of 

students in shaping the nature, quality, and influence of student–teacher relationships” 

(Davis, 2003, p. 224). Teacher biases were often found to stem from cultural 

asynchronization or mismatch that occurs when teachers do not share similar backgrounds 

with their students (Achinstein & Barrett, 2004) or do not seek out ways of interacting with 

and meeting the needs of students in culturally nourishing ways (Dixson & Dingus, 2008; 

Picower, 2009).  

Rosa Hernández-Sheets (1996) found that teachers felt pressured to exert power 

and control in their classrooms and viewed their students as subjects to be managed, in 

spite of students consistently resisting such overt enactments of authority.  Such 

interpretations, they felt, were complicated by culturally pluralistic classrooms in that 

teachers felt as though there were additional opportunities for tension and conflict that 

might undermine these perceived obligations.  Importantly, however, seemingly impulsive 

behaviors were often actually calculated forms of resistance from students, indicating that 

students were assuming agentic identities in spite of such environments of control, resulting 

in some calls for increased professional development regarding culturally relevant 

practices and discipline (Kennedy-Lewis, 2012).  In other words, the students’ behaviors 

were planned and performed as a method of resistance.   Being that students’ behaviors 

were a calculated response to either the teachers or the classroom environment, 
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professional development functioned as a means of bringing teachers to the larger 

conversation rather than placing the onus of the blame solely on students in all cases. 

Power was not exclusively expressed as static and authoritarian, however.  For 

instance, using data from six classrooms (four teachers and 16 students) with a specific 

focus on classroom interactions and exclusionary discipline practices, Pane et al. (2014) 

found that teachers implemented several forms of power: cultural, normative, and coercive.  

Teachers who were more likely to engage in exclusionary discipline practices were also 

more likely to exhibit normative forms of power.  In classrooms where teachers exhibited 

more power and domination over cultural elements of the classroom, they were more likely 

to implement exclusionary discipline measures, illustrating that teachers’ ideologies and 

beliefs about culture influence the power relations in those classrooms. 

Overall, because of the research that links student-teacher relationships with 

student behavior, a large proportion of the literature discusses student behavior and 

discipline as it related to classroom management (Davis, 2003; Decker, Dona, & 

Christenson, 2006; Kuklinski & Weinstein, 2000; McHugh, Horner, Colditz, & Wallace, 

2013; McNeely, 2005; Milner, 2011; Milner & Tenore, 2010; Ozer, Wolf & Kong, 2008; 

Weinstein, 2003).  Jerrett and Stenhouse (2011) discussed common perceptions of 

management in classrooms: 

This connection of limitation with dilemma management needs to be clarified, 

because we have come to identify classroom management with the teacher's ability 

to control students' behavior and direct them in learning tasks. This common usage 

most closely parallels the non-school definition of a manager as a person who 

controls or directs the affairs of others. Such control is certainly an essential part of 

the teacher's job. (p. 193)  
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In contrast, Jarrett and Stenhouse (2011) argued that the term "manage" should “mean to 

contrive to do it, implying that the capacity for invention or improvisation is a necessary 

part of the manager's repertoire” (p. 193) since it is not always the best thing to control and 

to solve certain aspects within the classroom (see also Freire, 1970/1998).  

When discussing classroom management in the context of urban schools, Ullucci 

(2009) explained, “Classroom management in urban schools is frequently steeped in 

mythology. Students are seen as difficult and disrespectful, needing highly structured 

discipline policies in order to function.  However, a different reality exists” (p. 13).  

Dispelling another common myth about classroom management and calling for more 

humanist responses, Ullucci (2009) also clarified, “Classroom management is not about 

obedience; it is about teaching children how to thrive with others, to be productive, to be a 

good neighbor. At times, this big picture gets lost” (p. 26).  Importantly, Ullucci (2009) 

found that more humanizing forms of classroom management were connected with a 

greater sense of ease in maintaining positive learning environments and a sense of 

community, while teachers who tried to exert their authority had a more difficult time 

acquiring students’ attention.  

Ultimately, when teachers come from different racial and cultural backgrounds than 

their students, unnecessary disciplinary actions can take place.  Students and teachers can 

also interpret the resulting disciplinary conflict in strikingly different ways (Weinstein, 

Tomlinson-Clarke, & Curran, 2004).  Some literature attempted to develop frameworks to 

reconcile the tensions between systems of power and control in classrooms and culturally 

relevant approaches, such as Culturally Relevant Discipline (CDR) and Culturally 

Relevant Classroom Management (CRCM).  Gregory & Mosely (2004) found that many 

teachers had deficit perspectives of Black students, as indicated by the fact that “45% of 

the teachers emphasized African American youth culture and factors related to poverty," 
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with teachers associating race with poverty and ‘problems’ at home” (p. 23), in spite of 

only 10% of those teachers connecting racial issues to beliefs and practices they 

implemented in their classroom.  In other words, Gregory & Mosely (2004) highlight how, 

even when racial gaps are present, teachers can be misguided in their connection between 

this gap and factors other than race.  They continue: "By not seeing the gap these teachers 

are also not seeing race. This allows them the opportunity to avoid examining their own 

deep-seated beliefs that influence their practice" (p. 26).  To help illuminate and address 

the discipline gap in classrooms, Gregory and Mosely (2004) recommended a new 

framework termed Culturally Relevant Discipline (CDR).  The CDR framework forefronts 

race and culture in examinations of classroom-level, school-level, and societal-level 

contexts with the intent of revealing implicit and explicit biases at each of these levels to 

give greater dimensions to studies of race and discipline (Gregory & Mosely, 2004). 

Coined by Weinstein, Tomlinson-Clarke, and Curran (2004), CRCM is designed to 

provide a more humanizing form of classroom management, especially for teachers who 

come from different racial and cultural backgrounds than their students, since cultural 

mismatch can increase the likelihood for unnecessary disciplinary actions.  Students and 

teachers can also interpret the resulting disciplinary conflict in different ways (Weinstein, 

Tomlinson-Clarke, & Curran, 2004).  While the authors admit that teachers of all races 

need to be aware of their own conscious and subconscious cultural assumptions, the bulk 

of the vignettes in their article involved White teachers, so a unique element of CRCM was 

that a core element of the framework involved a “recognition of one’s own ethnocentrism” 

(p. 25) in an effort to build culturally aware classroom practices and pedagogies as well as 

culturally appropriate manners of addressing classroom behaviors and procedures that 

fostered a sense of caring in classrooms. 
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Cultural Synchronization and Cultural Mismatch 

Most of the studies analyzed teacher-specific variables in terms of race, gender, 

years of experience, education, etc., in the context of factors associated with higher levels 

of discipline and/or disproportionality.  There was a prominent pocket within the literature 

that sought to detect and investigate the presence and nature of teacher perceptions and 

their impact on interactions and relationships with students (Ferguson, 2001; Monroe, 

2006; Hernández-Sheets, 1996; Wu et al., 1982), teacher biases (Kinsler, 2011; Rocque, 

2010; Vavrus & Cole, 2002), and the ways in which such factors potentially affect 

disproportionalities in discipline rates by race.  Because teacher perceptions and teacher 

biases are not always explicit, the literature included a variety of variables and methods of 

analysis that addressed explicit ways that teachers are biased, but also illuminated the 

implicit ways that teacher perceptions and teacher biases function at the classroom level 

and in teachers’ interactions with students. 

There is a wealth of literature that links cultural incongruence and educational 

outcomes, but a relatively small portion of this literature links sociocultural factors and 

cultural synchronization to student discipline and behavior (Monroe & Obidah, 2004; Pane, 

2012; Pane et al., 2014), in spite of several studies finding that teacher qualities, 

curriculum, and classroom management are highly intertwined with student behavior 

(Kennedy-Lewis, 2012; Milner & Tenore, 2010; Weinstein, Curran, & Tomlinson-Clarke, 

2006).  An example of this emerged in Warikoo’s (2004) examination of the discipline 

experiences of West Indian students in a high school in New York, coupled with interviews 

of West Indian teachers. Through interviews with West Indian teachers, for example, 

Warikoo (2004) explained that different notions of eye contact could cause cultural conflict 

between West Indian students and American teachers.  Bradshaw et al.’s, (2010) went so 

far as to claim that that “a potential cultural disparity between students and their teachers 
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may contribute to the overrepresentation of Black students in [office discipline referrals]” 

(p. 509). 

In the context of discipline, a lack of cultural synchronization can result in 

“instructional situations in which teachers misinterpret, denigrate, and dismiss black 

students’ language, nonverbal cues, physical movements, learning styles, cognitive 

approaches, and worldview’’ (Irvine, 1990, p. xix). Cultural mismatches and 

misinterpretations also result in conflicting expectations for classroom behavior, cyclically 

leading to an even greater degree of concern regarding classroom discipline (Pane, 2009).  

Thomas, Coard, Stevenson, Bentley, and Zamel, (2009), for instance, found that teachers’ 

determinants regarding student behavior were influenced by both racial stereotypes 

regarding students’ behaviors and students’ emotional coping schools, which often differed 

by race and gender. Findings in the literature also indicated that cultural mismatch can lead 

to the overrepresentation of Black students in disciplinary actions (Bradshaw et al., 2010). 

Within this same vein, several studies examining cultural synchronization made a 

point of highlighting voices from one or more teachers of color (Monroe, 2006; Monroe & 

Obidah, 2004; Pane, 2009) since their viewpoints are largely absent from education 

literature (Achinstein & Aguirre, 2008) and marginalized in teacher education programs—

both numerically and in terms of voice (Brown, 2014)—even in schools that had a 

majority-minority population (Delpit, 2012; Picower, 2009). Within the qualitative 

literature, there was a range of emphasis on featuring voices from teachers of color; some 

studies valued the perspectives of teachers of color, but such perspectives were integrated 

into findings along with White teachers (Milner & Tenore, 2010; Monroe, 2009; Pane et 

al., 2014).  Other studies contributed to the literature by including perspectives from 

teachers of color only (Monroe & Obidah, 2004; Ware, 2006). 
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Monroe and Obidah (2004) examined the classroom tendencies and beliefs of 

teachers of color and their corresponding level of cultural synchronization with their 

students in terms of classroom relationships and the discipline gap.  In their study, they 

found that certain teachers of color actually employed “student culture as a classroom 

management tool rather than a traditional point of division between institutional and low-

income African American cultures” (p. 266).  In their analysis of interviews and 

observations in a middle school classroom, they found that two specific disciplinary styles 

emerged: cultural humor and teachers’ emotion and affect in the classroom, explaining that 

a knowledge of students’ cultures allowed teachers to apply such knowledge to their 

pedagogy and day-to-day decisions.  Furthermore, the teacher’s emotion and affect of a 

“warm demander” as associated with fewer off-task behaviors from students and a 

culturally responsive style of classroom management improved solidarity between teachers 

and students.  Karolyn Tyson’s (2003) ethnographic study of 3rd and 4th grade classrooms 

in two all-Black schools found that Black educators were more likely to equip their students 

with the “cultural tools” they deemed necessary to “achieve success in mainstream society” 

(p. 338) and that “Black teachers regularly practice resistance by trying to ensure that their 

students do not fit negative stereotypes” (p. 339).  Ware (2006) explored the teaching 

practices of Black males and found that they practiced elements of culturally responsive 

teaching, including maintaining high expectations for students and maintaining a culture 

of achievement, assuming the role of a warm demander, and implementing curriculum and 

pedagogies that were responsive to the cultural needs of students.  Still, while there were 

several studies that addressed the perspectives of teachers of color, they were 

proportionally underrepresented in the literature, especially given the high volume of 

articles that discussed classroom and school populations with high percentages of students 

of color. 
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Are Teachers Being Prepared to Confront the Discipline Gap? 

The discipline gap was also broached in the context of teacher education as a 

location for exposing future teachers to not only the discipline gap, but the contextual 

factors and biases that potentially contribute to the discipline gap. Notable studies 

addressed teacher education and/or preservice teachers in the context of race and discipline.  

Interestingly, most measures/variables regarding teacher education were qualitative 

(Monroe & Obidah, 2004; Pane et al., 2014; Peterek & Bonner, 2009), with a very few 

amount of studies investigating preservice teacher perceptions quantitatively through 

teacher surveys (Onwuegbuzie, Wicher, Filer, & Downing, 2000).  Studies that did analyze 

such information, however, compared the viewpoints of preservice and in-service teachers 

(Monroe & Obidah, 2004) or how their teacher education programs prepared—or did not 

prepare—them with resources and critical reflection regarding race, discipline, and 

disproportionality in the classroom (Pane et al., 2014; Peterek & Bonner, 2009). 

In their interviews with student-teachers in teacher education programs, Gazeley & 

Dunne (2013) found that student teachers expressed a vague line between which behaviors 

they believed should be met with exclusionary consequences and which, perhaps, should 

not.  They also felt as though teacher preparation programs should include conversations 

and programming to address common misconceptions about Black students, as well as the 

way that institutional racism operates within schools. Several teachers thought that a lack 

of experience with issues in diversity or in diverse environments would be reflected in their 

performance, with one teacher expressing that he feared "being thought racist when dealing 

with behavioral issues, highlighting the value of using the space within the university to 

bring more difficult issues of this sort to the forefront rather than leaving them 

unaddressed" (p. 501).  They also found that teachers did not have a clear sense of how to 

define behaviors that would elicit an exclusionary form of discipline versus a non-
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exclusionary form of punishment, affirming some of the subjectivity that has been 

discussed in quantitative studies about the discipline gap (see McCready & Soloway, 2010; 

Skiba et al., 2014).  Several teachers also explicitly stated they thought that a lack of 

experience with issues in diversity or in diverse environments would be reflected in their 

performance, with one teacher admitting that he feared being perceived as racist in his 

dealings with disciplinary moments (Gazeley & Dunne, 2013).  In light of these findings, 

they claimed that because schools are systems embedded within a larger society in which 

exclusionary discipline practices can reproduce inequities, it is important for teacher 

education programs to conceptualize discipline as a process rather than a product. 

While teacher education focuses heavily on culturally relevant pedagogies and high 

learning outcomes for diverse groups of students, it pays little attention to the systematic 

exclusionary practices upheld by schools and the classroom-based, culturally synchronous 

ways of engaging in authority, policies, and procedures with students.  Even though 

effective classroom management has a greater influence on students’ academic 

achievement than intellect, home environment, or socioeconomic status and has been 

positively associated with less disciplinary action (Gettinger & Kohler, 2006), teachers are 

still left largely unprepared to approach classrooms in critical or empowering ways.  Many 

teacher education programs continue to prioritize content knowledge and skills while 

emphases on teacher mindset, thinking, and beliefs remains minimal.  This is in spite of 

research linking these elements with curriculum and instructional practices (Milner, 2011) 

and affirming that subject-matter or content knowledge is not enough to effectively address 

conflict in the classroom or prepare teachers to address students in culturally humanizing 

ways (Banks et al., 2005; Brown, 2013; Pane, 2009).  
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Conclusion 

A recurring take-away from the literature on the discipline gap—especially in 

recent years—is that things are not always what they seem.  Additionally, because students 

and teachers often perceive each other’s behaviors and attitudes differently, relying on 

either account may yield incomplete or biased results (Demanet & Houtte, 2012). There is 

also a noted gap in the research in terms of studies that investigate how implicit beliefs and 

biases may affect decision-making in teachers, and there are studies that point to the ways 

in which racial stereotypes can affect how teachers perceive and interact with 

students of color (Ferguson, 2001; Gregory, Skiba, & Noguera, 2010).   

Consequently, the literature would benefit from additional investigations of the 

ways in which explicit and implicit teacher beliefs and dispositions affect student 

experiences as well as the ways that students navigate these experiences.  As such, this 

study ultimately seeks to extend the literature examining student-teacher interactions and 

differential processing in the context of the discipline gap and intersectionality.  There is 

some research that accounts for the multitude of interactions and discourses occurring at 

any given moment in a classroom, with an emphasis on the cultural and political nature of 

both the academic and the social aspects of teaching, pedagogies, and classroom 

interactions.  For example, though Pane et al. (2014) focused on power in classrooms in 

the context of the discipline gap, they focused on the discipline rates of teachers alone for 

selection and did not examine the intersectional importance of race and gender inherent in 

classroom discipline, teachers’ perceptions, and student experiences.  While Crenshaw, 

Ocen, and Nanda (2015), by bringing intersectionality to the forefront, revealed 

disproportionalities for Black girls in schools that have otherwise been obscured in the 

literature, they relied on analyzing discipline rates after the behavior and subsequent 

disciplinary action had already occurred.   
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This study aimed to build upon this research by focusing on classroom-level, 

contextualized examinations of power, discipline, race, and gender.  Furthermore, it aimed 

to contribute to the existing body of knowledge about effective teachers in urban settings, 

as well as the perceptions of their students.  Examining students, teachers, and their 

relationship and interactions contextually can potentially serve to add nuance to perhaps 

more essentialized notions of the discipline gap.  In the next chapter, I will describe the 

specific research design and selected methodology for locating and investigating such 

nuanced environments and interpersonal classroom dynamics. 
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Chapter Three: Methodology and Study Design 

INTRODUCTION TO RESEARCH DESIGN AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

In spite of the wealth of quantitative research confirming the discipline gap, 

concerns regarding classroom-level events that are precursors to disciplinary actions still 

remain.  The proposed study situated itself within the following assumptions: all classroom 

events—and the factors that influence them—are positioned within micro-level discourses 

that reflect larger, macro-level discourses (Gee, 2014); that despite one’s attempt to remain 

“objective” and separate oneself from these discourses, potential biases are ever-present in 

curricular and pedagogical decisions as well as in the manner in which students interact 

with these choices (Apple, 2004); and that such biases can be subconscious, implicit, and 

can also be inextricably linked with student-teacher interactions and discipline (Milner & 

Tenore, 2010; Pane et al., 2014; Weinstein, Tomlinson-Clark, & Curran, 2004).  The 

challenge, then, was to capture teachers’ notions of power, behavior, and discipline, the 

implications of such notions, and how they operated in classrooms—all of which are as 

frequently implicit as they are explicit.  Consequently, this study aimed to illuminate such 

nuances through an in-depth analysis of the multitude of discourses and classroom events 

that were enacted and negotiated within a classroom at any given time.   

To investigate the aforementioned research problem(s), this study addressed the 

following research questions (also referred to in Chapter One): 

1. How do teachers at an urban public high school who work effectively with 

students of color understand and employ the concept of power in their classroom 

interactions with students? 

2. What interpersonal and pedagogical decisions do these teachers make in the 

context of classroom discipline? 
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QUALITATIVE RESEARCH & MULTIPLE CASE STUDY DESIGN 

Because this study examined the day-to-day interactions of students and teachers 

in their natural, classroom settings and sought to capture the nuances of such interactions, 

qualitative methods were most adept at capturing the details and contextual elements of 

such interactions.  Qualitative research involves a detailed, in-depth investigation of a 

specific setting, phenomenon, or practice (Mertens, 2015).  Furthermore, qualitative 

investigations enabled a close analysis of things “in their natural settings, attempting to 

make sense of or to interpret phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them” 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2011, p. 3).   

More specifically, to fully capture such complexities, a case study approach was 

employed.  Case studies seek to “investigate a contemporary phenomenon (the ‘case’) in 

depth and with real-world context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon 

and context may not be clearly evident” (Yin, 2014, p. 16). As Yin (2009) described, “A 

case study is an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth 

and within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and 

context are not clearly evident” (p. 18).  Furthermore, because this study examined multiple 

decisions and interactions, their context, and their connection(s) to micro- and macro- level 

discourses, extensive effort needed to be made to capture such details and complexities of 

elements such as the setting, culture, and individuals’ reported beliefs, or, what Geertz 

(1973) refers to as thick description.  Because this study addressed contextual elements 

such as race and power dynamics in classrooms and schools—characteristics that, in many 

cases can be subtle or elusive in nature and/or their expression—case study was an effective 

design for capturing the necessary detail and nuance. 
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Multiple Case Study Design 

To gain a better understanding of how teachers’ notions of power, their curriculum 

and pedagogy, and their interactions with students might vary across classroom settings, 

this study employed a multiple case study design (Yin, 2014).  More specifically, the 

research design included a holistic design, or “literal replications” of the same research 

design conducted separately (Yin, 2014, p. 62).  One of the benefits of multiple cases is 

transferability, or, the likelihood that elements observed in specific cases might enable 

“readers of the research to make judgments based on similarities and differences when 

comparing the research situation to their own” (Mertens, 2015, p. x).  While details remain 

important, multiple cases can strengthen the external validity of the data and the findings 

(Mertens, 2015; Yin, 2014). I have included the findings for each portion of the study in 

two separate chapters.  The data collection and analysis for each site occurred 

independently from one another and during distinct time periods.   

OVERVIEW OF PARTICIPANTS AND PARTICIPANT SELECTION 

Prior to beginning data collection, I contacted the administration at each school to 

gain approval to conduct research at each school site.  Since I did not have any connections 

to individuals at either school site, to obtain participants, I used purposeful sampling 

(Merriam, 2009).  This was achieved through obtaining principal recommendations of 

teachers and then visiting with the teachers before beginning the data collection process.  

In a meeting with the principal before data collection began, each principal recommended 

two teachers that fit the parameters of being an “effective” teacher—that is, teachers who 

the principal viewed as having good rapport with their students and low rates of 

exclusionary discipline.  This meeting also served the purpose of confirming principal 

permission for conducting research at each school site, an IRB requirement for each of the 

school districts granting permission for this study.  Teachers were then contacted to see if 
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they were interested in taking part in the study.  For each school, once the teacher 

participants had been confirmed, I discussed potential student participants with the 

teachers.  Students were also selected using purposeful sampling (Merriam, 2009), based 

upon a combination of teacher recommendation, the frequency of interactions with each 

teacher in class, and whether or not the student and their parent/guardian agreed to 

participate in the study.  Obtaining the appropriate permissions for students to participate 

was two-fold: first, parents/guardians were contacted and provided with information 

regarding the study and a permission form.  Once signed consent forms were received 

indicating permission for each student to participate, students were then given an additional 

form to provide assent. Table 1 and Table 2 provide a snapshot of the participants for both 

schools.  

 

Participant and Role 
Teaching Experience 

or Grade Level 
Courses Observed Race/Ethnicity5, Gender 

Mr. Hayes 

(Teacher) 

4 Years English 10 White, Male 

Mr. Miller 

(Teacher) 

31 Years Beginning Art, 

Advanced Art 

White, Male 

Melisa (Student) 10th Grade English 10, 

Advanced Art 

Ahiska Turkish 

(Russia), Female 

Kayla (Student) 10th Grade Beginning Art Burundian (Kenya), 

Female 

Ricardo (Student) 10th Grade English 10 Mexican American, 

Male 

Table 1: Green Valley High School, Participating Teachers and Students 

                                                 
5 Throughout the literature, different races were named in different manners (e.g., Hispanic vs. Latina/o; 

African American vs. Black).  For consistency, this study used the terms Black, Latina/o, and White.  

However, when referring to how teachers and students self-identified in terms of race, it was important to 

acknowledge the terminology that they used for themselves (although some participants used more than 

one term to describe themselves).   Any discrepancies in terminology, therefore, are a result of honoring 

participants’ identities. 
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Participant and Role 

Teaching 

Experience or 

Grade Level 

Courses Observed 
Race/Ethnicity, 

Gender 

Mr. Elliot  (Teacher) 12 Years 
Algebra I, Pre AP 

Algebra I 

African 

American, Male 

Sra. Santoyo  (Teacher) 9 Years Spanish 4 AP Hispanic, Female 

Esmeralda  (Student) 10th Grade Spanish 4 AP 
Hispanic and        

Latina, Female 

Mary  (Student) 11th Grade Spanish 4 AP Mexican, Female 

Nina  (Student) 9th Grade  Algebra I Black, Female 

Taelor  (Student) 9th Grade Pre AP Algebra I Black, Female 

Table 2: Stonebridge High School, Participating Teachers and Students 

School Sites 

The selected sites represented characteristics that are exemplified within the 

literature and the discourses surrounding the discipline gap.  This means that, first of all, 

the school sites were characterized as urban (Milner, 2013a; Milner & Tenore, 2010) and 

as having higher populations of students of color (Skiba et al., 2014).  The National Center 

for Education Statistics (2006) divides schools and districts into four categories of 

“urbanicity” based on the population density of the area the school or district resides in.  

These categories are city, suburban, town, and rural and the term city is sub-divided into 

“large,” “midsize,” or “small.”  To ensure that this study’s use of the term urban aligns 

with the category that represents the most densely populated areas (large city), the school 

sites selected for both portions of this study fell within this category. Both school sites were 

located in locations with a population of 250,000 or more and therefore considered to be a 

large urban area (NCES, 2006). 

As previously mentioned in the “definitions” section of this proposal, however, 

there is a common conflation in literature and practice between what characteristics classify 
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as urban, most commonly population density and the race and socioeconomic status of the 

student population (Milner, 2012; Watson, 2011, 2012).  While schools are not considered 

urban simply because students of color attend them, scholars such as H. R. Milner (2012; 

2013a) and Watson (2012) have found that discourses about urban schools often portray 

urban environments to be inherently inclusive of students of color, regardless of whether 

this is actually true. Additionally, urban schools are also associated with higher levels of 

violence and lower levels of achievement (Skiba, 2013; Watson, 2012).  However, because 

the majority of the literature on the discipline gap emphasized the salience of race, it was 

logical to limit this study to schools that were categorized as urban in terms of population 

density and a diverse student population.  Therefore, for the school sites selected for this 

study, 60% or more of the school identified as an underrepresented minority or multi-racial.  

This demographic makeup ensured that students of color were highly represented in 

classrooms and provide the possibility to observe discrepancies between the treatment of 

different groups of students.  Because any given classroom’s enrollment patterns might 

differ from the overall school population, additional care was taken to ensure that the 

classroom populations in this study also fit the aforementioned parameters. 

While the literature on disproportionality in discipline rates and severity covered 

all grades (within K-12), fewer studies focused on interactions between students and 

teachers in high school (Davis, 2003; Nasir, Jones, & McLaughlin, 2011), in spite of 

broader data showing the suspension rates are three to four times higher in middle and high 

school when compared to elementary (Losen et al., 2015).  Consequently, both school sites 

were public schools rather than alternative or charter schools.  While the extent to which 

case studies and qualitative analyses have external validity or transferability is often 

contested, this project took place at public schools to provide the highest amount of 

transferability as possible to general school populations.  Furthermore, this investigation 
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was designed to offer additional insights to the existing quantitative and qualitative 

literature that examines the discipline gap, therefore it was logical for such an investigation 

to use thick description (Geertz, 1973) of a public school setting as well to provide context 

to our current knowledge of such settings.   

Green Valley High School 

The first portion of this study took place in two classrooms a Green Valley and 

included two teachers and two four courses (two courses for each teacher).  Two of the 

classes were 10th grade college preparatory English courses; the third was a beginning art 

course; and the fourth was an advanced art course.  The school, as a whole, was particularly 

diverse, with 22% of the student population identifying as White, 15% as Black, and 46.1% 

as Hispanic/Latino, and with the remaining percentage of students identifying as Native 

American Asian, Pacific Islander, and Multiracial
6

.  However, this breakdown does not 

fully represent the diversity of the students.  Green Valley was located in a community that 

served several refugee families from around the world.  During my observations, it was not 

uncommon to hear five or more languages spoken between students in one class period and 

see students dressed in styles that reflected the fashions of their respective countries.  

Several students in one class would wear hijab, for example, and their scarves would be 

wrapped in a style that reflected the specific culture of the country or region they came 

from.  Of the 866 students who attended the school, 76.4% of the students qualified for 

free or reduced lunch, which indicated the socioeconomic status of the students attending 

the school
7

. 

According to the school’s profile on the GVUSD website, Green Valley High 

School students spoke more than 40 languages at the time of this study.  It was one of the 

                                                 
6 Statistics obtained from report by the school’s registrar in May, 2016 generated upon the researcher’s 

request. 
7 http://www.azed.gov/research-evaluation/arizona-enrollment-figures/ 
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district’s six “turnaround” schools as a result of being identified by the state’s Department 

of Education as consistently low-achieving.  As part of the district’s turnaround program, 

the school was monitored by the district and had partnered with the University of Virginia 

in their efforts to support the school and build its capacity through the university’s school 

turnaround model
8

.  According to the program’s description, the program “focuses on 

building systemic capacity in four areas—leadership, instructional infrastructure, 

differentiated support and accountability, and talent management.”
9

 

The school itself was located a couple of blocks from a main road that ran through 

the city.  The campus was situated in the middle of a suburban-like neighborhood of houses 

with landscapes in the typical desert-style of the area.  Nearby, however, there were several 

strip malls, busy intersections, and apartment complexes located throughout the area.  The 

school buildings and property were lined with tall, wrought-iron fences and the main 

entrance to the campus had a booth that was occupied by a school representative at all times 

to direct and log all visitors.  The majority of the school buildings were brick and laid out 

in a connection of perpendicular corridors that created several square courtyards in the 

center of the buildings.  These courtyards, covered in grass, were sometimes occupied with 

students before and after school, but were often empty, with the exception of the courtyard 

that connected to the school’s cafeteria.  Because Green Valley had two lunches 

incorporated in their bell schedule, students were confined to the cafeteria, this courtyard, 

and the library for the duration of their lunch period. Confining students to these areas was 

meant to minimize disturbances to the classes that were simultaneously in session.  The 

halls of the school were mostly plain or lined with student lockers, except for the main 

                                                 
8http://www.darden.virginia.edu/uploadedFiles/Darden_Web/Content/Faculty_Research/Research_Centers

_and_Initiatives/Darden_Curry_PLE/School_Turnaround/UVA_School_Turnaround_Program_Brochure.p

df 
9 Ibid 
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office area that housed pictures of successful alumni and showcased pictures and trophies 

of successful students and school sports teams. 

The front sign of the school read Green Valley Magnet High School, as did a 

painted mural inside the school, the business card given to me by the principal, and the 

student data portal on the district website.  Regardless of these items, the school had not 

been a magnet school for several years, which was confirmed through conversations with 

the principal, the participating teachers, and a representative at the district office.  This was 

also the case for several other schools in the district that had also transitioned from magnet 

to public, but still retained the “magnet” identification in their names. 

Political Context of Green Valley High School 

At the time of this study, the school district had recently been granted unitary status 

by the court (meaning that the district was progressing toward the court’s orders for 

eliminating any apparatus that contributes to segregation in schools), a decision stemming 

from a long line of desegregation lawsuits and court orders beginning in the 1970s.  In spite 

of the district’s unitary status, however, the state was still required to maintain 

desegregation funding to maintain programs geared toward maintaining desegregation and 

equity
10

.  While desegregation lawsuits have been common throughout the United States, 

the status of the court order and the district’s Unitary Status Plan were very much a part of 

operations at the district, and, as the data will show, imbedded in the day-to-day happenings 

at the research site, particularly since this was the second time the district had achieved 

unitary status (it had been granted—and then revoked—several years earlier)
11

.  

Additionally, like many other school districts in the state, GVUSD remained under 

                                                 
10 In 2016, the state introduced Senate Bill 1125, a new legislation designed to phase out desegregation 

funding, but this is contingent upon districts’ agreements with the court: 

http://www.azleg.gov/legtext/52leg/2r/bills/sb1125p.pdf 
11 http://www.azcentral.com/story/news/local/arizona/education/2016/02/26/how-we-got-here-

desegregation-funding-arizona/80877668/ 
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agreement with the Office for Civil rights to guarantee equal access to all students, 

regardless of race
12

.  

As part of the settlement to allow the district to achieve unitary status, the district 

was required to provide the court with a Unitary Status Plan.  The district is required to 

outline the specific steps they are taking not only to establish and maintain desegregation, 

but to ensure equal access for all students.  One of the core areas of focus for the district is 

establishing and maintaining equitable discipline practices and eliminating racial 

disproportionality in discipline practices and measures.  Consequently, this study aligned 

with one of the main areas of focus for both GVUSD and Green Valley High School. 

Stonebridge High School 

The school was comprised of two core buildings: the main high school and the 

Freshman Center. Previously, the Freshman Center was a self-contained school of 9th 

graders only while the main school building was a self-contained school for grades 10-12.  

To address a recent rapid growth in enrollment, during the 2016-2017 school year—the 

time period during which this study took place—the Freshmen Center and the main high 

school had been integrated into one campus for the first time. According to an FAQ 

document released by the district in 2015, while some entities and processes remained 

separate during the transition (such as separate libraries, core course offerings, athletics 

teams, and fine arts), the two campuses merged in many ways. For example, the course 

scheduling system was more highly integrated, meaning that 9th graders had increased 

access to advanced courses or electives offered at the main high school campus.  The FAQ 

document also noted an expected increase in course offerings, instructional alignment, an 

increase in extra- and co-curricular activities for 9th grade students, and a new counseling 

structure that allowed students to remain with the same counselor for all four years of high 

                                                 
12 http://www.azleg.gov/briefs/Senate/School%20Desegregation%20in%20Arizona.pdf 
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school. During the 2016-2017 school-year, as part of the transition, the principal at the 

main campus also became principal for the Freshman Center (there had previously been 

two separate principals). 

According to the data from the state’s Education Agency for the 2015-2016 school-

year
13

, the student population at the Freshman Center was 32.8% African American, 36.8% 

Hispanic, 22% White, and 6.4% Asian, with the remaining 2% identifying as “two or more 

races,” Pacific Islander, or American Indian. 61.2% of students were considered to be 

economically disadvantaged and 14.9% were categorized as English Language Learners.  

The main campus of Stonebridge High School, which housed 9th-12th grade students, had 

a student population that was 29.2% African American, 33.1% Hispanic, 28.1% White, 

and 6.4% Asian.  Students identifying as two or more races comprised 2.2% of the student 

population and 0.4% identified as American Indian.  53.4% of the student population was 

considered to be economically disadvantaged. Data obtained from the registrar showed that 

as of January, 2017, there were 2,760 students enrolled for the 2016-2017 school-year in 

both the main high school and the Freshman Center.  Of those students, 30.5% identified 

as African American, 34.4% identified as Hispanic/Latino, 26.1% identified as White, 

6.1% identified as Asian, 2.4% identified as two or more races, 0.2% identified as Native 

American, and 0.1% identified as Pacific Islander. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
13 Data was retrieved from http://tea.texas.gov/perfreport/tapr/index.html. Because the data was from the 

2015-2016 school-year, the demographic data for the school was listed separately for the Freshman Center 

and the main campus. 

http://tea.texas.gov/perfreport/tapr/index.html
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Name of Campus 
African 

American 

Hispanic/ 

Latino 
White Asian 

Two 

or 

More 

Races 

Native 

American 

Pacific 

Islander 

Stonebridge Freshman 

Center  

2015-2016 

32.0% 36.8% 22.0% 6.4% 1.8% 0.1% 0.1% 

Stonebridge High School 

2015-2016 

29.2% 33.1% 28.1% 6.4% 2.2% 0.4% 0.0% 

Stonebridge High School 

2016-2017
14

 

30.5% 34.4% 26.1% 6.1% 2.4% 0.2% 0.1% 

Table 3: Student demographics for Stonebridge High School, 2015-2016 and 2016-

2017
15

 

The school was located within a wealthy suburban neighborhood and adjacent to 

tracks from the larger metropolitan area’s commuter rail.  The school was mostly 

surrounded by single-family homes and a large park, though there were several apartment 

buildings just beyond the immediate suburban neighborhoods.  The neighborhoods 

surrounding the school were wealthy, with large houses on larger lots. There were also 

coffee shops and grocery stores in the general area.  There was a striking difference, 

however, between the housing and wealth near the school and the community on the other 

side of the freeway, but both areas were served by Stonebridge High School.  Nearer to the 

freeway, there were more apartment buildings and the infrastructure was more dense.  On 

the opposite side of the freeway, which was also within the school boundary for 

Stonebridge High School, it was primarily industrial, including businesses such as a several 

parts companies and distribution centers.  Sra. Santoyo also stated that the students who 

attended the school were either very wealthy or economically disadvantaged, with very 

few students attending the school falling in the middle of the economic spectrum 

(interview, 2016).  

                                                 
14 Data represents all students in Stonebridge High School, including the Freshman Center.  Data was 

received by the school’s registrar and was current as of January, 2017.  
15 Numbers have been rounded to the nearest tenth of a percent. 
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The main office was located just off of a horseshoe-shaped parking lot with 

reserved spaces for administration and several additional spots for visitors.  The entrance 

to the administration building—which is the only way to enter since all doors are locked—

was up a wide stairway in front of the school.  The doors to this entrance were locked at 

all times and the only way to enter was for the person inside to unlock the door from her 

desk inside.  From her desk, she had a clear view of the entrance and she would unlock the 

door for each visitor one by one.  This represented the first set of glass doors and brought 

you to an atrium-like entrance with the receptionist’s desk on the right-hand side and 

another set of glass doors that barred entry to the campus. Before being allowed access to 

campus, visitors had to approach the glass window in front of her desk, show their driver’s 

license or other official photo identification, and be printed a visitor’s badge.  Once 

approved, she would then unlock the inside door to allow visitors to enter the main campus.  

This campus was organized in roughly a large rectangle, with an auditorium and two 

gymnasiums jutting from the perimeter.  Cutting across this main rectangular building were 

three main hallways that spanned from one side of the perimeter of the school to another.  

These hallways were also separated by courtyards.  In this manner, all of the classrooms in 

these hallways had a wall of windows that were filled with natural light and opened up to 

a courtyard with grass, small bushes, and small trees. After three of these hallways, there 

were two gyms.  The smaller of the two was located within the main building’s perimeter, 

while the second, larger gym, extended from the main building outward toward the 

Freshman Center.  To get to the Freshman Center, students would walk halfway through 

the main building, down a ramp leading outside of the building’s west side, travel across 

one of the student parking lots, and walk to a side entrance of the Freshman Center building.  

To facilitate smoother transitions between the main building and the Freshman Center, all 

students exiting the main school building walked in this direction, while all students 
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entering the main building exited from the back of Freshmen Center ad entered through the 

back of the main school building.  This created a clockwise movement of students all 

traveling in the same clockwise direction in and out of the buildings. 

Because of this directional system, students entered the Freshmen Center from the 

back of the building, which is the Center’s cafeteria.  Students continued around the left-

hand side of the building, still moving in a clockwise direction to the main atrium of the 

three-story building, which featured a large staircase.  On the first floor was the Freshmen 

Center’s media center and campus gym and the main administrative offices. While some 

classrooms were located on the first floor, the majority of the classrooms were located on 

the second and third stories.  Many of the administrative offices have moved to the main 

campus during this year’s transition to one main school, but there are still personnel whose 

offices are located in the Freshman Center, such as attendance clerks.  Both campuses were 

extremely clean and well cared for, both inside the buildings and on the outside campus.  

Whether on the main campus or the Freshmen Center, all students, teachers, and 

staff wore their identification cards at all times, mostly via lanyards around their necks.  

During several of my visits to the school, teachers stood outside of their classrooms and 

reminded students to display their student identification cards.  The individual teachers I 

worked with would also frequently remind students in class to make sure their 

identification was visible.  If students forgot their identification cards, they could obtain a 

temporary sticker with their identification printed on it to wear for the day.  

Political Context of Stonebridge High School 

Stonebridge Independent School District, while among many schools in the United 

States that were ordered by the federal court to desegregate their schools, was never under 

the level of scrutiny as Green Valley Unified School District.  In a press release from the 

Stonebridge Independent School District’s website, it explained that the district had been 
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operating under a federal desegregation order originally imposed in 1970 and that the 

district had received partial unitary status in 2011 and complete unitary status in 2013. 

According to the district’s website, as of January 2016, Stonebridge Independent School 

District had experienced an enrollment growth rate of 10.8% during the previous five years.  

During the 2016 federal fiscal year, Stonebridge Independent School district took in 13.6% 

of the state’s refugees for a total of 1059 students
16

.  After the release of these numbers, in 

one of my later check-ins after class, Mr. Elliot (one of the teacher participants) mentioned 

that Stonebridge High School had enrolled additional students who were refugees from 

various countries.  He also added that this rapid increase in enrollment, coupled with the 

fact that students were coming from many different countries, made it even more difficult 

to put in place the necessary services for incoming students (field notes, 2016). 

Developing and strengthening relationships between students and teachers was 

something that the principal of the school considered to be very important.  Consequently, 

he had brought a program called Capturing Kids Hearts to the campus and had encouraged 

several teachers to participate.  Both teachers (Mr. Elliot and Sra. Santoyo) were involved 

in the program.  They received a two-day training just before the school year began and 

another two-day during the year, just before the school’s week-long Thanksgiving Recess.  

According to their website (2017): 

Capturing Kids Hearts “is the beginning of a transformational, ongoing process for 

teachers and administrators at the campus or district level.  The widespread impact 

of Capturing Kid’s Hearts reads like a wish list for school administrators.  Fewer 

tardies. Higher attendance.  Dramatically lower discipline referrals.  Fewer 

dropouts.  Increased graduation rates.  Higher teacher satisfaction.  Soaring student 

                                                 
16 http://www.wfaa.com/news/ 
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performance.  Struggling schools turn around and high-performing schools get even 

better. 

According to Mr. Elliot and Sra. Santoyo, this program was designed to provide training 

and support for teachers and school sites that wanted to initiate and enhance relationships 

with students.  There was also an underlying belief that developing quality relationships 

with students was a core factor in improving the outcomes that Capturing Kids Hearts listed 

above.  At the trainings, teachers covered topics related to classroom procedures, student 

behavior, and effective leadership practices, however, according to both teachers, topics 

related to race and culture were not included in the trainings or accompanying materials 

(field notes, 2016; interview, 2016). 

Teachers 

This study included two teachers from each school site (two from Green Valley 

High School and two from Stonebridge High School) who were identified school leaders 

and students as “effective” when working with students of color.  Characteristics of an 

effective teacher were defined by the teacher’s ability to manage their classroom and the 

teacher’s level of rapport with their students, as demonstrated by his/her ability to impact 

or support the achievement of her/his students, develop a positive sense of themselves, 

and/or develop a commitment to larger social and community concerns (Ladson-Billings, 

2001).  Purposeful sampling (Merriam, 2009) was used to locate teachers who had a 

generally positive rapport with students, fewer incidents with students that resulted in 

exclusionary discipline, and an interest and willingness to consider culture in their 

pedagogies, as indicated through principal and peer referral. However, additional emphasis 

was placed on recruiting at teachers of color, since their perspectives are highly 

underrepresented in the education literature in the broader sense (Brown, 2014) and 

specifically in regard to discipline (Monroe & Obidah, 2004). For each school site, prior to 
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data collection, I met with the school’s principal.  During this meeting, I introduced the 

study and asked for recommendations for teachers who they considered to be effective—

specifically, teachers considered to have good rapport with students and low rates of 

exclusionary discipline. Each teacher participated in two formally scheduled, semi-

structured interviews that included questions about their understanding of power and 

authority in their classroom
17

, their curricular and pedagogical decisions, and their 

perceptions of their interactions with students in their classroom.  Additionally, I recounted 

classroom events that I observed and asked the teachers to reflect upon the event and 

informally debriefed with teachers throughout the duration of the study.  These debriefings 

also provided additional opportunities for me to build rapport with each of the teachers. 

Additional emphasis was placed on how intersectional examinations yielded new insights 

to the data (Crenshaw, 2011). 

Green Valley High School Teachers 

The Green Valley High School principal and I narrowed the participants down to 

one White teacher and one teacher of color.  Both teachers were contacted and given 

introductory information regarding the study. One immediately agreed to participate.  

However, the teacher of color declined to participate citing a heavy workload.  The final 

participant that the principal was able to recommend was another White male.  Therefore, 

the school principal identified two White males—Mr. Miller and Mr. Hayes— as having 

good rapport with students and low levels of exclusionary discipline practices in their 

classroom.   

Background on Mr. Hayes:  Mr. Hayes was a male who had taught for four years 

and self-identified as White.  During the semester in which I observed, Mr. Hayes was 

teaching 10th grade and 11th grade English.  This school year was his first formal year 

                                                 
17 Refer to Appendix for student and teacher interview questions 
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teaching at the high school level (he had previously taught 9th grade English over the 

summer) after teaching middle school.  When I first shared information about the study, 

Mr. Hayes asked several questions such as what I was looking for, my general research 

interests, and the amount of experience I had teaching in the K-12 system. He shared that 

he was very open to examining race, culture, social class, and gender in his teaching and 

his interactions with students.  During our first meeting, he shared how he had been 

critically reflecting on these topics in the context of his own beliefs, interactions with 

students, and curricular choices and finding ways of adapting his teaching accordingly.  He 

mentioned that he had already adapted some of his procedures to include more discussions 

about global culture, such as integrating watching current global events through watching 

CNN student during select class periods.  These brief videos covered major headlines from 

different countries all over the world and Mr. Hayes would often use the topics in these 

videos to prompt classroom discussions (field notes, 2016).  He was an organized, yet easy-

going teacher, with a solid plan each day, but willing to change course if he perceived the 

students needed more support or were particularly interested in learning more about a topic. 

Mr. Hayes also seemed to have a good rapport with his students.  Each of the focal students 

mentioned that they enjoyed his class, describing it as a “family” or describing Mr. Hayes 

as “a good guy” (interview, 2016). During most of my observations, Mr. Hayes greeted 

each student as they entered the room and asked them questions about their personal lives 

as well as school (field notes, 2016). 

Background on Mr. Miller.  Mr. Miller was a White male who also self-identified 

as White and taught beginning and advanced art courses.  A veteran teacher, Mr. Miller 

had been teaching for 31 years and had experience teaching elementary school, middle 

school, and high school.  Mr. Miller was very kind, welcoming, and amenable to me being 

a presence in his classroom, but did not profess to have any particular interest in the topic 
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of the study beyond wanting to be a successful teacher.  In addition to teaching art, Mr. 

Miller also coached the boys’ golf and the girls’ soccer teams.  These commitments often 

cut into his teaching time during the latter portion of the school day when he had to travel 

with the teams, but as I observed his classes in the morning and early afternoon, this did 

not impact any observations. 

Mr. Miller seemed comfortable when speaking about race, ethnicity, culture, social 

class, and gender in schools, but did not express a particular interest in the topic like Mr. 

Hayes had.  During my time observing, Mr. Miller frequently talked about teaching in 

general or an art piece he was currently working on. 

Stonebridge High School Teachers 

Like Green Valley High School, I met with the principal at Stonebridge High 

School to discuss potential teachers that might wish to participate in this study.  During our 

conversation, the principal asked if he could confer with some of his assistant principals to 

increase the pool from which he might nominate teachers.  After speaking with the assistant 

principals, the principal provided me with a list of four teachers to meet with.  I met with 

each of the four teachers outside of class to ascertain whether or not they had an interest in 

participating in the study.  After meeting with the teachers, I selected Mr. William Elliot 

and Sra. Claudia Garcia.  This selection was based on several factors, including their level 

of interest in participating, selecting teachers of two different races and genders, and 

selecting teachers that taught different subjects and different grade levels. 

Background on Mr. Elliot.  Mr. William Elliot, a Mathematics teacher, had been 

teaching at Stonebridge High School for six years, after six years teaching high school in 

another state.  Self-identified as an “African American male,” Mr. Elliot taught Algebra 

and Pre-Advanced Placement (AP) Algebra (similar to an honors course, designed to 

prepare them for AP courses).  I observed one of each of the aforementioned courses. Mr. 
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Elliot enjoyed teaching.  He would often tell his students that he enjoyed teaching and he 

mentioned to me a few times that he could not understand why people would remain in the 

teaching field if they did not “like kids” (field notes, 2016).   

Mr. Elliot’s teaching style was very relaxed, playful, and sometimes sarcastic.  He 

was often light-hearted in his tone, using exaggerated facial expressions to make his point 

or to ask questions of students.  He would often stand or sit in different areas of the 

classroom as he was teaching.  He often had tips or stories that helped students remember 

mathematical concepts. For example, when explaining an undefined slope, he told students 

“If you have a number that’s divided by zero, you then have “N” over “0” which spells [he 

yells loudly] “NO!!” (field notes, 2016). Another time, he said “I have a friend whose 16-

year-old daughter just got in a car accident yesterday and had to walk to school in the cold 

this morning. [to class] Why?” The students responded: “Because she ignored the signs!”  

“Yes!” he replied while pointing to the sign of greater than in the problem, “This is why 

you never ignore the signs!”  He joked like this often with the students, whether it was in 

regard to mathematical concepts, classroom procedures, or student behavior.  He would 

also use every opportunity to speak about things that the students could relate to, whether 

it was using cell phones as examples in math problems, referring to popular events and 

songs, or asking them about their personal lives.  In fact, Mr. Elliot consistently asked 

students about their personal lives in terms of how they were doing in their other courses.  

He would often ask how family members were doing as well.  While walking around 

campus to get to Sra. Santoyo’s class and interview locations for students, I saw Mr. Elliot 

several times in the hall.  Each time, he was calling out students’ names and saying hello 

to them or asking them how they were doing.   

Background on Sra. Santoyo.  What stood out immediately upon entering Sra. 

Claudia Santoyo’s classroom was how highly organized she was.  This is not to imply that 
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Mr. Elliot was not organized, only that Sra. Santoyo was extremely organized.  In spite of 

Sra. Santoyo’s classroom being rather small, highly decorated, and filled with a wealth of 

different educational resources (such as books, handouts, Spanish-English dictionaries, and 

audio equipment), everything had its proper place and appeared well-kempt.  This sense of 

organization translated into her teaching style as well.  She was very methodical and quick 

in her transitions from activity to activity and she kept rather consistent classroom routines 

so that students knew what to expect each day.  Because Sra. Santoyo implemented several 

activities during each class I observed (for example and audio activity, reading, activity, 

and writing activity), the students’ knowledge of what was expected for each transition 

enabled Sra. Santoyo to maintain the pace of the course in spite of these transitions.  Sra. 

Santoyo rewarded participation with tickets or “boletos” which the students submitted at 

the end of the semester as part of their participation credit, which required her to always 

have uniquely stamped tickets on hand, something other teachers had tried out, but had told 

her they had given up because it was too cumbersome of a process to consistently maintain 

(interview, 2016). 

Sra. Santoyo self-identified as a “Hispanic” female and was the only Latina in the 

Spanish department, and had cited that there was a high rate of turnover of the other 

Latinas/os that had previously worked in the department (interview, 2016).  Sra. Santoyo 

was very business-like during class and was always dressed in slightly more formal attire 

than many of the other teachers in the school.  She often wore a dress covered by a sweater 

or blazer and I never once saw her in jeans.  Her focus was always the task at hand, ensuring 

that the various activities she had during class went smoothly and that the students were on 

task and moving quickly from one to another.  This is not to say that her classes felt 

rushed—she often paused throughout each class to allow for comprehension time and 

student participation—but she was highly-focused for the duration of the class and 
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expected the same of her students.  This demeanor during class, however, did not mean 

that Sra. Santoyo did not have a more relaxed side as well.   

During the 4th period AP Spanish 4 class that I observed, the class was split into 

two sections, with the students’ lunch period in the middle of the class.  Throughout the 

lunch breaks, Sra. Santoyo would often go around and talk with students or lead a Spanish 

Club business meeting in her class.  During these times, she was very relaxed with students, 

joked with them, and talked about their lives and various other non-academic related topics.  

A few times during observations, when the class had completed their work and there were 

a few extra moments at the end (which did not often happen because Sra. Santoyo planned 

her classes efficiently), Sra. Santoyo would again assume a more casual demeanor with her 

students.  Lastly, Sra. Santoyo was also the department chair for the Spanish content-area.  

In this role, she was responsible for developing and choosing much of the curriculum for 

the Spanish courses at Stonebridge. 

Students 

Of the studies that analyze the discipline gap, relatively few explicitly forefront 

student voices and perspectives, specifically those of adolescents (Davis, 2003).  While I 

observed all students, I selected focal students based upon classroom observation data.  I 

identified one focal student from each observed course.  At Green Valley High School, I 

interviewed each of the three focal students once (due to challenges in scheduling 

interviews with students), while at Stonebridge High School, I interviewed each student 

twice throughout the duration of the study.  Selection of students was based upon one or 

more of the following factors, which were not necessarily associated with any disciplinary 

action having occurred: 1) the student was included in frequent interactions with the 

teacher; 2) the student had received official disciplinary action (i.e., referral, in-school 

suspension, or out-of-school suspension); and/or 3) the student had been nominated as a 
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focal student by one of the participating teachers or an administrator.  As with the teachers, 

the semi-structured interviews included questions about students’ perceptions of power and 

authority in schools and their past and present experiences with discipline in the focal 

classroom and beyond.  I also described classroom events that I observed and asked the 

students to reflect upon them.  For each student, consent forms and parental assent forms 

were gathered (including specific consent/assent for any audiotaping for focal students who 

are interviewed).  Special attention was paid to the way(s) in which intersectional 

examinations might yield additional data (Crenshaw, 2011) and play a part in student-

teacher relationships and/or discipline events. 

Green Valley High School Students 

A total of three focal students from Green Valley were included in the data. Two of 

the students were in both Mr. Miller and Mr. Hayes’s classes, while the third was a student 

in Mr. Hayes’s class only. Two additional male students’ parents/guardians were provided 

with consent forms, however, one student, in spite of repeatedly approaching me to tell me 

of his interest in the study, did not turn in in the parent consent forms and the remaining 

student decided not to participate shortly after her parent/guardian signed a consent form. 

The three student participants (two females and one male) turned in both signed parent 

consent forms as well as their own signed forms indicating assent to participate. The 

students’ races and ethnicities, which will be discussed in greater detail later on, reflected 

the diversity of the student body. By pure coincidence, since both teachers taught more 

than one grade, all three students were in the 10th grade.  

Due to time constraints in the first portion of the study at Green Valley High School 

and the fact that two of the students had to reschedule their interviews several times over 

the course of what ended up taking several weeks, only one interview was conducted with 

each student.  All interviews were conducted in a room located in the library during the 
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students’ lunch period with the principal’s and librarian’s permission to use the space.  This 

way, no students missed any class time and were able to talk about their classes without 

their teachers being present.  This room in the library was situated in the back corner and 

the front wall was lined with large windows.  The students’ answers to interview questions 

could not be heard outside of the room. 

Background on Melisa.  Melisa, a 10th grade female at Green Valley, was in both 

Mr. Hayes’s English 10 class and Mr. Miller’s Advanced Art class.  Melisa was absent 

several times from class during my observations.  Additionally, I was mostly able to 

observe Melisa in Mr. Hayes’s class, because Melisa was absent from Mr. Miller’s 

Advanced Art class much more frequently, even on days that she was present in Mr. 

Hayes’s class.  Melisa had Mr. Miller for the first class period of the day while she had Mr. 

Hayes during her third period.  Melisa became comfortable with me very quickly, and 

would often approach me and chat with me before or after class.  Melisa was born in Russia, 

but she considered herself and her family to be nationally and culturally Turkish (interview, 

2016).  Because I am able to speak some Turkish, Melisa and I would talk about Turkey, 

and she would often switch between English and Turkish when we spoke.  

When Melisa was in either class, she was almost always on her phone.  In Mr. 

Miller’s class, she sat at the same table in the back corner next to the wall of windows and 

the white boards.  Melisa was a very social person and while the students at this table 

tended to work quietly and somewhat independently when she was absent, the table would 

become more lively with laughter and discussion on days she was present.  Interestingly, 

while these students worked on class assignments whether she was present or not, Melisa 

hardly ever made progress on her work, even when those around her were working.  In Mr. 

Hayes’s class, Melisa would chat with other students and be on her phone intermittently 

throughout class, but she completed her work each class period as well.  Additionally, 
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Melisa would often ask Mr. Hayes for help.  Sometimes, this was because she missed the 

directions because she was on her phone, but most of the time it was to clarify a direction 

or to get ideas from Mr. Hayes. 

Background on Kayla.  Kayla was a 10th grade student in Mr. Miller’s 4th period 

beginning art class.  This class was just after lunch, so it tended to be a little more boisterous 

than the other classes I observed in that students were more actively engaging in 

discussions with their peers, speaking at a higher volume, and moving around the 

classroom to visit with students throughout the room, versus the first period class I 

observed where students commonly worked silently and individually or speak quietly with 

friends (interview, 2016).  While Kayla was generally calm by nature and not particularly 

affected by the energy of the students around her, she was sometimes late arriving to the 

class after lunch.  Kayla self-identified as Burundian, but stated in her interview that she 

mainly grew up in Kenya (interview, 2016).  Kayla sat at one of two tables in Mr. Miller’s 

class.  She either sat with a few girls at the table in front of Mr. Miller’s desk, or at the 

table on the opposite side of the room, diagonally, next to another male.  At the table of 

girls, she would often be attentive to their conversations, but hardly ever spoke, but when 

sitting next to the male she spoke to him in another language.   

Kayla was the most shy and hesitant when it came to speaking with me, especially 

in her interview.  She spoke quietly and frequently provided one-word answers.  Because 

of this, I made it a point to ask her throughout the study and again directly before her 

interview if she was sure she wanted to participate, if she had any questions about the study, 

or if there was any part of the paperwork that she did not understand.  I also reminded her 

in each of these instances that her participation was not linked to her grade in the class and 
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that she could decide not to participate at any time with no repercussions
18

.  I was also 

assured that she felt comfortable participating because she approached me several times of 

her own volition to ask me a question about the study, to ask me when we could meet for 

her interview, and to confirm her interview time and location. 

Background on Ricardo.  Ricardo was a 10th grade male in Mr. Hayes’s English 

10 class. Ricardo was excited about participating in the study and was very interested in 

why I was in the classroom and what he would be asked in his interview. While, as 

mentioned earlier, there were no assigned seats in Mr. Hayes’s class, Ricardo sat in the 

same general seat just a couple of rows from the door and in the middle of the length of the 

row.  Several of his friends sat mostly behind him, so they were situated at the back of the 

room.  Like Ricardo mentioned in his interview, sometimes he was on his phone—and 

sometimes he would doze off in class—but for the vast majority of my observations, 

Ricardo paid attention in class and occasionally participated in class discussions (interview, 

2016).  He came across as a somewhat shy young man, but he was always at ease with Mr. 

Hayes and other students in the class.  In his interview, he self-identified as Mexican 

American and he often wore a grey zip-up sweatshirt with his hood drawn over his head 

during his morning classes.  He was extremely polite to me and seemed genuinely 

interested in helping others in class when he could, as evidenced by his interactions with 

other students during class. 

Stonebridge High School Students 

A total of four focal students participated in the second portion of the study at 

Stonebridge High School.  All four students were in separate classes, and, unlike Green 

                                                 
18 All participants were informed that their participation was voluntary and that they could decline to 

participate or remove themselves from the study at any time, but I reminded Kayla of this more than the 

other participants to ensure that her shyness was her disposition rather than because she felt pressured to 

participate. 
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Valley High School, no students were in both teacher’s classes during the periods that I 

observed.  Two male students who were provided with parent consent forms did not end 

up participating in the study.  One male student did not submit his paperwork and the 

second male student was interested in participating, but his parent/guardian did not want 

him to participate.  Four female students obtained parent/guardian consent and agreed to 

participate in the study and reflected the diverse makeup of the student body.  All four 

students were interviewed two times, either in a conference room located in the main office 

or an office within one of two offices in the Freshman Center.   

Background on Esmeralda.  Esmeralda was a 10th grade student in Sra. Santoyo’s 

5th period AP Spanish 4 class.  She self-identified as a “Hispanic or Latina” female 

(interview, 2016).  She was generally quiet, but usually participated one or more times each 

class to receive her participation credit, or “boletos.”  Between classes and during group 

activities, however, Esmeralda was more social (field notes, 2016).  Esmeralda’s first 

language was Spanish and she was taking the course to become more fluent in reading, 

writing, and speaking (interview, 2016).  She was quick to ask definitions or connotations 

of complex words in class and was always diligently working during class activities. 

Background on Mary.  Mary stated that she identified as a “Mexican” female whose 

family was from southern Mexico (interview, 2016).  She was an 11th grade student in Sra. 

Santoyo’s AP Spanish 4 class.  She was extremely quiet in class because, as she said, she 

was shy (interview, 2016).  During all of my observations, I only heard Mary participate 

once.  When working with others in class, she would engage in conversation, but seemed 

to offer up no more words than necessary to complete the task at hand (field notes, 2016).  

This is not to say that she was not personable.  During one of the audio activities, for 

example, when one of her classmates was having trouble getting his audio equipment to 

function properly, Mary was quick to get his attention and help him, in spite of the time 
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she lost on her own audio activity (field notes, 2016).  In her interviews, for example, Mary 

was very animated and very articulate in her responses.   

Background on Nina.  A 9th grade student in Mr. Elliot’s 3rd period class, Algebra, 

Nina was a sharp student who admitted that she needed to do her schoolwork more 

consistently, but frequently participated in class and seemed engaged in her learning during 

classroom observations (field notes, 2016).  Some days, she spoke with her peers in the 

class and focused less on her schoolwork, but on other days she was engaged in the 

discussion and asked questions when she did not understand something (field notes, 2016, 

2017).  Mr. Elliot knew Nina’s sister, who was also a student at Stonebridge High School, 

so they sometimes talked about Nina’s family (field notes, 2016).  Two times during my 

observations, however, Nina seemed to get frustrated with another student in the class and 

angrily told them to stop talking to her and to leave her alone.  One of these times, when 

Mr. Elliot inquired about what was wrong, Nina mentioned that she didn’t want people 

talking to her because she did not like people (field notes, 2016).  In her interview, she 

mentioned that she had been assigned in-school suspension for a verbal altercation that she 

had with another student in Mr. Elliot’s class during one of the days that I was not 

observing.  In her interview, she stated that she believed the discipline measure was 

warranted and that Mr. Elliot handled the situation fairly (interview, 2016). 

Background on Taelor.  Taelor was in 9th grade and in Mr. Elliot’s 2nd period 

class, Pre-AP Algebra. Taelor seemed to understand the content  in Mr. Elliot’s class and 

was able to answer questions about the content when prompted, but she also informed me 

that she was “failing” many of her classes (field notes, 2016).  However, she clarified in 

her interview (2017) that she considered anything below a “B” average to be “failing.”  

Taelor participated often in class, and sometimes talked to Mr. Elliot about her family 

during passing period, since, like Nina, he knew Taelor’s sister (field notes, 2016, 2017).  
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Taelor mentioned that Mr. Elliot’s knowledge of and interest in her family made her feel 

more comfortable in his class and therefore more likely to participate in his class than some 

of her other classes (interview, 2017).   

DATA COLLECTION: MEASURES 

The data was comprised of classroom observations and analytic memos (Emerson, 

et al., 1995), student interviews, teacher interviews, classroom artifacts, lesson plans, 

curricular documents, and other instructional materials such as classroom decorations.  

Because of the critical nature of this investigation, and its goals of providing thick 

description (Geertz, 1973), it was important for me to have a frequent, recurring presence 

in the classroom over a period of time. 

Classroom Observations 

Classroom observations took place over the course of the spring 2016 semester for 

the first portion for the study at Green Valley High School and the second portion of the 

study at Stonebridge High School took place during the fall 2016/spring 2017 semesters, 

with observations of each teacher occurring two times weekly, during two of their classes, 

for a period of approximately two hours.  Each classroom observation was captured 

through detailed fieldnotes and analytic memos.  While I attempted to capture all possible 

events within the classroom narratively and chronologically, I used the following five 

questions to guide my observations: 1) What interactions are taking place between the 

teacher and students?; 2) To what extent are the daily interactions between students aligned 

with stated teacher expectations and procedures?; 3) What strategies are apparent (both 

teachers and students) for such interactions?; 4) To what extent do classroom interactions 

and/or relationships align with or deviate from discourses around power, authority, and 

curriculum (e.g choices that push back against dominant discourses)?; and 5. What 
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additional elements emerge within such interactions (e.g. gender and/or elements of 

intersectionality)?   

During observations, I took fieldnotes to capture overall impressions, brief quotes, 

descriptions of classroom environment and conversations, and descriptions of gestures, 

tone, and context to help analyze discourse, discipline, and power in the classroom 

(Erickson, 2004; Gumperz, 2006).  As I observed the interactions between teachers and 

students, I considered how these moments spoke to key ideas found in Foucault’s (1982) 

“technology of sign systems,” intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991, 2012), and CRP (Ladson-

Billings, 2009).  To provide additional detail for later data analysis and to ensure I was able 

to analyze if and how intersectionality operated in teacher-participants’ classrooms, the 

following questions were considered during and after field observations: Does the 

interaction/event speak to issues of with race, gender, or class?  When one or more of these 

characteristics (race, gender, or class) is present, are there any indications that 

intersectionality is at play?  In line with CRP, I also made note of how these events 

manifested and operated in the classroom, such as how they connected to teachers’ 

approaches to curriculum or pedagogy and whether or not these approaches considered 

students’ cultural backgrounds.  

While these questions and lenses helped to anchor my observations during my 

fieldwork (Miles & Huberman, 1994), my fieldnotes also included the duration of the 

observation and timing of key events, brief statements and synopses of conversations, and 

initial analyses of observations.  After each classroom visit, I composed analytic memos 

that further outlined what was observed that day and highlight key events and reflections.  

These memos allowed for a consistent, recursive data analysis process, formed and 

enhanced continuous connections throughout and across multiple cases, continuously 

connected events within the data to the theoretical framework(s), and enabled continuous 
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opportunities for reflections and embedding of insight from work experience of the 

researcher (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995).  I created analytical memos (Glaser, 1978) 

and included my impressions of potential themes for future analysis so I was able to track 

impressions of these themes over time in the data analysis process.  These memos covered 

one (or a small group of) observational visits and included additional explanations, themes, 

issues, and/or questions that come to mind after reflecting upon the visit(s) (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994) and gave additional context to the meaning behind what was listed in the 

fieldnotes. 

Semi-Structured Interviews 

I conducted two scheduled, semi-structured interviews (approximately 40 minutes 

each for teachers and approximately 30 minutes for students) with each of the focal teachers 

and students.  For teachers, the first interview was designed to capture information 

regarding basic demographic and teaching history as well as their perceptions regarding 

power, race, gender, class and discipline to learn more about how they believe such 

perceptions impact their classroom decisions and actions. The second teacher interview 

delved deeper to examine how they have applied such understandings over time for the 

observed class.  In addition to demographic information, the first student interview focused 

on students’ views regarding the role of teachers and students and their level of comfort in 

the class, and the second interview asked more specific questions about the class, their 

teacher, and whether or not they perceived race, gender, and/or class to have an impact in 

the course.  All interviews were audio recorded and transcribed for analysis.  While the 

questions in the early interviews were more subtle in terms of their focus on sensitive topics 

such as race and discipline, the interview at the end of the study contained more explicit 

questions focusing on race and discipline.  This was because addressing discomforting 

topics before a comfortable relationship between the researcher and participants can be 
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established might be less favorable than an “indirect route” to controversial conversations 

(Douglas, 1995, p. 138).  Interviews also included questions designed to elicit retrospective 

analyses of specific events and interactions captured in classroom observations and have 

various opportunities for “member-checking” (Creswell, 2003) to gain additional insight 

and increased accuracy regarding teachers and students’ views of events and minimize 

researcher bias by offering multiple viewpoints of a single observed event.  In addition to 

these two scheduled interviews, I also included any organically occurring, informal, or 

impromptu unstructured interviews in the data analysis. 

DATA ANALYSIS 

Phase I 

The aforementioned data sources were analyzed using qualitative methods and to 

triangulate patterns located throughout such data.  In the first phase of coding, I examined 

all interview and observation data using the theoretical frameworks adopted in this study. 

In addition to reviewing the fieldnotes, interview transcripts, and classroom artifacts, I also 

revisited the analytic memos I had created throughout the data collection process to review 

instances of the aforementioned themes and progression of impressions and themes over 

time.  Being able to review emerging impressions of themes as they occurred in the analytic 

memos increased the detail I was able to provide, allowed me to track my initial 

impressions of the data, and helped ensure that my perceptions of important themes had 

not become over-generalized with the passage of time.  The creation and review process of 

the analytic memos also allowed me to continuously reflect upon the data and to engage in 

a recursive data analysis process possible (Miles & Huberman, 1994). This first phase of 

data analysis allowed me to consider how these frameworks spoke to the issues of power, 

intersectionality, and discipline focused on in this research inquiry. 
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Power: Technologies of Sign Systems 

While previous studies have used Foucault’s work to examine power and classroom 

discipline, this study sought to extend this focus by not only documenting the presence of 

power, but how power operates and is contested in the classroom, especially in regard to 

race, gender, and class via curricular and pedagogical decisions.  To ensure that my analysis 

captured how the observed classrooms were organized in regard to the aforementioned 

factors, I guided my analysis according to Foucault’s (1982) “technology of sign systems.” 

Foucault articulates four technologies of power: 1) technologies of production, 2) 

technologies of sign systems, 3) technologies of power, and 4) technologies of self.  In this 

study, I applied these theories to classroom phenomena, with a particular emphasis on the 

“technologies of sign systems”: 

• In what ways does signed (explicit) or signified (implicit) power manifest? 

• Is there alignment or tension between what is being signed (explicit expressions in 

the classroom) and what is being signified (implicit connotations or expressions in 

the classroom)?  If so, what are the specific instances of alignment or tension?  

• How are students classified, categorized, and/or placed within teachers’ 

descriptions?  In the classroom context? What is signified by such placements and 

processes? 

• Is there any evidence of agency or resistance? If so, to what extent is this resistance 

signed (explicit) or signified (implicit)?  

These questions, coupled with the documentation (coding) during the data collection 

process in terms of race, gender, class, curriculum, and/or pedagogy, offered important 

guidance and consistency throughout the data analysis process.  
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Intersectionality 

I looked across all documents, observations, and interview data for all instances 

connecting to race, gender, and culture.  For analysis, these characteristics were not simply 

analyzed in terms of identity, but in regard to how power operates when such identities 

overlap or intersect.  As such, I examined the data using the following considerations: 

When do race, gender, and class operate as distinct identity categories and when do they 

overlap—or intersect? What events are unique (or address the underrepresented nature of) 

to specific intersections of race, gender, and/or class? Are there any occasions in which the 

gender or racial performance does not align with associated stereotypes, and, if so, how are 

individuals positioned in such instances? Are any forms of resistance present that seek to 

undermine race, gender, and/or class as separate categories?  

Culturally Relevant Pedagogy 

As with the frameworks of power and intersectionality, I examined and analyzed 

documents, classroom observations, and interviews with both teachers and students to 

ascertain the orientation teachers had toward their curricular and pedagogy via following 

themes within CRP: academic achievement, cultural competence, and sociopolitical 

consciousness (Ladson-Billings, 2009).  This framework not only provided guidelines for 

what teachers did and when they did it, but provided a basis for how such instructional and 

non-instructional occurrences were operationalized in the classroom.  For instance, how 

are teachers’ perceptions of power present in the decisions they make regarding curriculum 

(academic achievement)? How does the teacher employ pedagogies that honor students’ 

identities in consideration of multiple axes simultaneously (cultural competence)?  How 

are teachers supporting social justice or resisting inequity and essentialized notions of 

power or identity in the classroom (sociopolitical consciousness)? 
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Phase II 

The second phase of data analysis relied on the theoretical framework, but allowed 

for emergent themes to arise from the data. As I reviewed fieldnotes and analytic memos 

for potential themes, my initial impressions were refined into more comprehensive codes, 

and I added new codes as they emerged from the review process using an open coding 

method (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).  This second phase of coding allowed me to: 1) confirm 

the preliminary themes that emerged through analyzing the analytical memos, 2) add 

additional dimensions to these themes, and/or 3) add new themes based on data from the 

fieldnotes.  These memos were also used to inform within case and cross-case analyses 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994).  Care was taken to ensure that any analytical memos are not 

used as formal data.  After I listed all of the potential themes, I organized the themes into 

larger, parent codes and smaller subthemes.  The codes that emerged throughout the data 

collection and open coding process were entered into data analysis software as apriori—or 

fixed and stable—codes via a “codebook,”
19

 and data was recoded and then analyzed using 

the software. 

Phase III 

In the third phase of coding, I analyzed the data using Atlas.ti software as well as 

the resulting data outputs.  Similar to NVivo, Atlas.ti provides an organized method of file 

retention and coding.  The software enabled complete personalization of codes and offered 

various outputs that enable researchers to analyze the data in a multitude of manners for 

various types of data (fieldnotes, transcriptions, images, etc.).  I felt comfortable working 

with Atlas.ti to analyze qualitative data for this study because I had used it on several larger 

research projects in the past.   

                                                 
19 Refer to the Appendix for a complete version of the codebook 
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STANDARDS FOR ENSURING RELIABILITY & TRUSTWORTHINESS 

The very nature of multiple cases can help increase the likelihood of the 

transferability of any of the phenomena that are present or findings that emerge from the 

data, thereby increasing the external validity of the study (Mertens, 2015; Yin, 2014).  In 

addition to examining the data and reporting the findings across multiple cases, I collected, 

examined, and coded several different types of data to ensure that the themes were 

consistently evident throughout the study, especially within cases (Mertens, 2015).  

However, because this study examined different races, cultures, and worldviews, it was not 

safe to assume that it is appropriate to have all themes occur across cases (Guba & Lincoln, 

1989).  As a result, both convergence and nonconvergence across the data were examined 

equally. 

I spent enough time in each classroom to learn about the day-to-day interactions 

and procedures of the settings and participants (two months for the first portion of the study 

and four months for the second portion of the study).  This not only enhanced my ability 

to provide a thick description (Geertz, 1973) of the setting; it was also helpful in decreasing 

the likelihood of my own biases leading to misrepresentations of observed phenomena.  

For the various data points, I also examined the convergence—or triangulated—the 

different data sources to confirm that findings were consistent (Yin, 2014). 

Throughout the study, the recursive data analysis methods integrated in the study 

helped ensure that I was actively reflecting on the events that were occurring and the 

themes that were emerging.  It also allowed me to repeatedly and consistently revisit the 

themes.  This process helped ensure that there was a distinction to important events that 

occurred in individual instances as opposed to themes that emerged across observations.  

Furthermore, it allowed me to immediately capture the nuance of each theme from instance 

to instance.  However, to ensure that I was not limiting my analysis to the themes that I 
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perceived at the beginning of my study, each portion of my study underwent all phases of 

coding.  In other words, the coding sequence—from open coding to apriori codes—was 

conducted for the first portion of the study and the second portion of the study separately 

to ensure that emergent codes from each portion of the study were recognized. Lastly, I 

was also able to draw from over twelve years of formal experience as a high school teacher, 

program coordinator, curriculum leader, and university instructor to contextualize what I 

was observing, capture important insights and better understand their context, and analyze 

and interpret the data. 

All hard copies of or related to the data are kept in a locked safe in the investigator’s 

home and all soft copies—or digital versions—of the data are stored securely on an 

encrypted hard drive or in a Category I level cloud-based storage provided and monitored 

by The University of Texas at Austin. 

RESEARCHER’S STATEMENT OF POSITIONALITY 

It was imperative that throughout the course of this study I remain conscious of the 

insider and outsider status that I maintained, both in terms of my professional background 

and my identity as a White female.  In both regards, it was important to be aware of how 

my status as an insider and as an outsider was not an either/or position.  However, there 

was not always a clear delineation between the two, especially in regard to my professional 

status as an educator. It was therefore possible for me to possess both insider and outsider 

statuses simultaneously (e.g., insider status in terms of gender and outsider status in terms 

of race), and that my position was ever-shifting depending on who I was interacting with 

and the context in which I was present (Merriam et al., 2001). The main basis of my insider 

status stemmed from my thirteen years as an educator.  The teachers and students knew 

that I had taught at the high school level both in the United States and internationally for 

many years.  This professional experience engendered a sense of familiarity with both 



98 

 

teachers and the age-group of the students they worked with and increased my comfort-

level when communicating with the participants.  Throughout the study, both teachers and 

students approached me with questions regarding my experiences as a high school teacher 

and initiated casual conversations with me on topics other than they study itself. 

I was also aware that my position as a researcher completing my Ph.D. at a well-

known university with experience as a teacher supervisor and teacher educator placed me 

in a position of power.  I took care to remain understanding of the fact that discipline is 

often tied to surveillance (e.g., teacher evaluations in the case of teachers or a pathology 

for behavior in the case of students), which might engender feelings of anxiety or fear for 

participants (Beyer, 1998). Because of this, I worked to facilitate a relationship with 

participants wherein I was a learner and not there to surveil them.  Teachers would often 

ask me about my experiences as both a high school teacher and as a teacher educator.  

Sometimes this was simply out of polite curiosity, while at other times it was to ask for my 

opinion or if I had any ideas regarding a lesson they had completed in the past or were 

considering in the future.  This was most common with teachers who had fewer years of 

teaching experience. In all of these cases, I was not altering the day-to-day dynamics of the 

classrooms, content, or pedagogy through my presence and/or my conversations with 

teachers. 

Because my teaching experience in urban areas, I was also able to perceive common 

threads in the successes and challenges that these students navigated.  This familiarity with 

the high school setting and developmental stage of students also allowed me to be more 

comfortable with discussing possibly contentious topics such as race, gender, and class, as 

I had integrated such topics in my lesson plans, classroom content, and in professional 

development opportunities and personal and professional conversations with other teachers 

for many years.  I have also had the benefit of having such discussions with talented 
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teachers and scholars of color, providing me with insights beyond those I could obtain 

through my personal experiences as a White woman and teacher.  Lastly, both my 

experiences as a woman, and living as a White expatriate in a foreign, non-Western country 

have allowed me to catch glimpses of how powerful even subtle forms of inequities and 

gender and cultural stereotypes can impact one’s day-to-day life. 

However, I was also very aware of the multiple ways that I was an outsider.  To 

begin with, while a teacher by profession, I had never taught at either of the school sites in 

the study.  Additionally, while I lived nearby, I did not live in the immediate neighborhood 

of either school, so I had a limited knowledge of the community the schools served.  Even 

more importantly, I was fully aware that my personal and professional experiences and 

insights have not, nor will they ever allow me to experience the world as a person of color.  

In regard to race, therefore, I was also positioned as an outsider when interacting with 

teachers and students of color.  As a White female conversing with students and teachers 

of color, I considered it important to build rapport through informal check-ins and debriefs 

with students and teachers.  I was also happy to share information about myself, my overall 

research interests, and my teaching experiences.  I felt it was important to let all participants 

know about my racial background as well as my interest in the topic of my study and I 

expressed my interest in highlighting the voices of teachers and students of color, while 

also adding that I did not expect any individual student or teacher to be representative for 

all people with similar racial and/or cultural backgrounds.  Lastly, I was also aware that 

when interacting with White teachers, it was possible to be perceived as having insider 

status in terms of race.  I remained aware that the nature of this insider status could possibly 

lead to what McIntyre (1997) has termed “White talk.”  White talk, McIntyre (1997) 

explained, may result in less critical conversations about race when talking to another 

White person.  Sherry Marx (2006) also talked about how White researchers should be 
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keenly aware of the positionality that comes along with his/her race, reflecting upon an 

experience in which she believed that two of her White participants engaged in White talk 

during their interviews. Because of such racial dynamics, I was constantly reflective of my 

positionality and forms of privilege throughout the study. 

As a researcher, it was critically important for me to consistently be cognizant of 

this position as a racial insider or a racial outsider, depending on the racial background of 

the person with whom I was interacting.  While my extensive research on the discipline 

gap and how it has affected students of color across the country brought me a set of 

knowledge that seemed to exceed each of the participants, this did not make up for the 

personal experiences and/or cultural perspectives of some of the participating students and 

teachers.  Furthermore, while I was personally comfortable with having discussions 

regarding race, as mentioned above, I did not assume that the participants were comfortable 

discussing what is often a contentious topic, especially with a White stranger.  Throughout 

the study, I also worked to remain cognizant that both my insider and outsider statuses 

would perhaps limit me in some ways as well as, in some cases, provide a potentially real 

or perceived type of power or privilege.  Lastly, I took great care to recognize the ways in 

which my personal experiences, identities, and my status as both an insider and an outsider 

brought additional layers of complexity to my data collection and analysis.  I consistently 

examined my actions and data collection and analysis processes to ensure that I was 

cognizant of when and how my potential biases might manifest in the study. 
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Chapter Four: Green Valley High School 

The following two chapters describe the findings of this study related to effective 

teachers’ perceptions and enactments of power in the classroom as it relates to their 

classroom discipline, curriculum, and pedagogy.  In Chapter Four, I detail the specific 

thematic analysis and findings from Green Valley High School
20

.  In the following chapter, 

Chapter Five, I describe the thematic analysis and findings of the second portion of this 

study at Stonebridge High School.  The overall organization of the findings chapters was 

chosen to reflect the thematic findings from each of the school sites and not to create any 

direct comparison between the teachers within or between each school site. Since both of 

the school sites presented in these chapters were urban, public high schools in the 

Southwestern United States, it is not surprising some findings from each site were 

complementary, while others were divergent.  Similarly, each chapter will reflect both the 

common experiences of the teachers and students within and between research sites that 

contributed to this study as well as their distinct experiences, dispositions, and beliefs.  

Each of the teachers—Mr. Greg Hayes and Mr. Michael Miller from Green Valley and Mr. 

Elliot and Mrs. Santoyo from Stonebridge—was familiar with the concept of the discipline 

gap in a national context and articulated that it was a goal of their respective school site to 

be mindful of disproportionate rates in discipline. However, each teacher had her/his own 

view of/approach to discipline in their own classrooms and implemented different 

classroom procedures, curriculum selections, and pedagogical styles accordingly.  

In this chapter, I will begin by setting the stage for the findings through contextual 

descriptions of Mr. Hayes’s and Mr. Miller’s classrooms.  I will then describe the main 

findings. I describe the first three findings as they relate to the first research question which 

addresses teachers’ understandings of power as well as the manner(s) in which such 

                                                 
20 The data collected from Green Valley High School represents the pilot portion of the study. 
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understandings manifest in the classroom. Beginning with Mr. Hayes and Mr. Miller 

wrestling with understandings of students and their families in relation to their own 

upbringing and value systems, these findings will also describe teachers’ subjectivity and 

inconsistencies in the context of classroom discipline, followed by teachers’ and students’ 

struggle to grapple with intersectional identities, structures, and the resulting political 

implications.  I close this chapter with a discussion of the data related to the second research 

question—the interpersonal and pedagogical decisions teachers make in the context of 

classroom discipline. This finding articulates the espoused—or perceived—versus enacted 

practices including culture in both curriculum and pedagogy—that is, what teachers’ 

beliefs or claims about their practices were as opposed to what was presented or enacted in 

the classroom—as evidenced by both interview and observational data.  Throughout the 

findings, I weave in the perspectives of the three focal students—Melisa, Kayla, and 

Ricardo—to provide further dimension and support to my observations and teachers’ 

claims. 

CONTEXTUAL DESCRIPTIONS OF MR. HAYES’S AND MR. MILLER’S CLASSROOMS 

In the following section, I set the stage for the findings by providing contextual 

descriptions of Mr. Hayes’s and Mr. Miller’s classrooms. These general snapshots also 

include glimpses into their classrooms and their practices through examples such as their 

general disposition, their classroom set up, or the organization of students’ desks and their 

choices for room decorations. 

Mr. Hayes’s Classroom 

Mr. Hayes’s classroom was a square room made up of cinder blocks on three walls 

that were painted with thick white paint.  When entering the room, the door was on the 

room’s right-hand side.  As you walked into the room, the entirety of the wall opposite the 
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door was filled with windows that reached up to the ceiling. The space below the windows 

was lined with bookshelves and a large cabinet that houses the air conditioning and heating 

units.  These shelves were only partially filled with student dictionaries and the tops were 

lined with a couple of office supplies and bins for each class period to turn in their work.  

The main white boards, with a Smartboard located in the center, lined the right-side wall.  

Along this same wall was Mr. Hayes’s desk and a cart with his courses’ current class-sets 

of books just inside the door. Hayes’s desk sat in the center of this wall, just beside the 

Smartboard. His desk was actually made up of two desks forming an “L” shape, with one 

desk facing the classroom/students, and the other facing the door.  His computer sat on the 

left-hand side of this latter desk, which allowed him to face the door while still maintaining 

a full range of vision over the classroom.  Between his desk and the wall of windows was 

a podium and accompanying stool and two file cabinets.  The wall along the door (opposite 

the wall of windows) housed bookshelves and a tall, double-door cabinet.  The bookshelves 

were filled with miscellaneous student textbooks and reading books. This wall was also 

lined with a collection of posters made by students that have different writing forms 

“Frozen, formal, consultative, casual, and intimate.”  Along the back wall of the classroom, 

there was another bookshelf, a bulletin board, a white board, posters, and a desk that 

featured the printer and the classroom phone. Other posters included the local university’s 

basketball schedule, a small poster saying “Even Einstein asked questions,” and posters 

entitled “Understanding Nonfiction Text Features, Organizational Features, Print Features, 

and Graphic Features,” and posters highlighting “A Writer’s Checklist” and “Common 

Grammar, Spelling, and Punctuation Mistakes.”  The two remaining posters in the room 

featured Martin Luther King, Jr. 

The student desks were in rows across the room facing the wall of Mr. Hayes’s 

desk.  These rows were situated against the wall when one enters the room and along the 
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back wall of the classroom so that there was no walking space around the desk on either 

side.  The only space to walk was in between the rows of students, across the front of the 

room, or along the wall of windows.  During this study, I sat in a single student desk that 

Mr. Hayes would, by his own choice, pull into the open space between the last row of 

student desks and the wall of windows.  This way, I could see both Mr. Hayes and observe 

the focal students without having to turn my head specifically toward them. 

Mr. Hayes kept the lights off at all times, and almost every day the blinds were shut. 

When standing near the windows, the heat from the sun radiated into the room, so keeping 

the blinds closed kept the classroom cooler in temperature.  Even with the blinds closed, 

there was still enough radiant light to keep the room very well-lit. 

Mr. Miller’s Classroom 

To enter Mr. Miller’s classroom, students walked through a door located on the 

left-hand side of the room.  There was another door on the right-hand side of the room, but 

that entrance remained locked, and Mr. Miller repeatedly asked students not to use that as 

an entrance or exit unless there was an emergency. Immediately after entering the 

classroom from the main door on the left side, there was a wall to the left with two 

additional doors leading to two additional offices. The door to the first office was 

immediately to the left of the entrance and the door to the second office was about halfway 

between that door and the back wall of the room.  In front of this door, there was a tall set 

of shelves where students could store their work between classes.  In front of this shelf, 

there was a sign that included the titles of the basic curricular units each class was working 

on, followed by the class rules: “NO food, cell phones, hats, electronics, music players, 

games. EVER!” (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1: Some of Mr. Miller’s classroom expectations were listed on a small 

whiteboard when you entered the room. 

Directly to the right of the second office’s entrance, and also in between the entry 

door and the back wall was a teacher’s desk, and, after a three- to four-foot gap or walkway, 

another desk-height shelf.  Mr. Miller’s desktop computer sat on the teacher desk and the 

remaining space on the table-top was almost always occupied with student artwork.  The 

second desk-height shelf, which was used as a work-station, was where Mr. Miller spent 

the majority of his time during my observations.  There, he worked on different art projects 

and surveilled the room.  Students approached him freely and asked for help throughout 

the period. Several times throughout each period, Mr. Miller went around the tables to 

observe students’ progress on their work, answer questions, and offer individual guidance 

for students who either needed help or were off-task. 

The classroom was shaped like a rectangle, with the two doors to the classroom 

located on a long wall, while the two internal offices were located on one of the short walls.  
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The long back wall was lined with windows.  The ceilings in this room were also very high 

and there were no window coverings so the classroom was always flooded with natural 

light.  Below the windows were built-in shelves that spanned the wall.  On the top of these 

shelves, which were just lower than waist-high, Mr. Miller had a collection of student art 

projects and paintings, as well as a bulletin board with students’ grades posted at all times, 

additional supplies and folders, and a couple of wilted potted plants.  On the other long 

wall of the classroom and between the two doors leading to a school hallway, there were 

tall built-in cabinets with an alcove in the middle of the wall that housed a small countertop 

and sink.  The counter space was filled with cups of various paintbrushes and paper towels 

and the students washed the brushes in the sink after each use.  The remaining short wall 

(opposite the two offices and Mr. Miller’s desk) was lined with white boards.  The white 

boards were filled with the names and descriptions of the units that each class period was 

working on.  Most of the time, the bulk of the white board was taken up by a list of steps 

for Mr. Miller’s Beginning Art unit.  Finished examples of the paintings or art products 

were often taped to the white board near these directions or hung from a clothesline that 

spanned the length of the boards (see Figure 2). Sometimes, these examples were created 

by students and sometimes they were examples that Mr. Miller created himself. Also 

hanging on the line above the white boards were posters that showcased the school’s bell 

schedules (there were three different bell schedules each week). There were two additional, 

smaller strings across the wall of windows with clips and student art hung across.  Paintings 

of sunflowers and what seemed to be sunset scenes were hung from these strings.  
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Figure 2: An image of the example art that Mr. Miller created during class for the 

students. 

All of the walls and any spaces on top of shelves or cabinets were filled with 

posters, paintings, sculptures, and other art projects of all kinds.  The room was filled with 

colors. There were handmade papier mâché-like Aztec statues on a bookshelf and scattered 

throughout the left side of the room. Other art projects included large canvas murals of Iron 

Man, King Kong, and Captain America.  Commercial prints of Norman Rockwell, and the 

famous print of “A Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jatte” were hung up on 

the upper cupboards on each side of the sink.  There were also commercial prints of a color 

wheel, a Van Gogh self-portrait in a straw hat, a Jackson Pollack painting, a William 

Johnson print labeled “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot,” a Navajo Sand Painting called “Storm 

Pattern,” and a Japanese print labeled to be in the style of Katsushika Hokusai.  About half 

of these commercial prints were covered up by various posters and examples of student 

work that were housed on the shelf below.  

AN INTRODUCTION TO THE FINDINGS 

In the remaining sections of this chapter, I reflect upon the findings that emerged 

from the data from Green Valley High School through classroom observations and student 
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and teacher interviews.  I organized the into four overarching themes:  1) viewing students 

and teaching through a personal filter, 2) inconsistency and subjectivity in classroom 

discipline, 3) grappling with intersectional understandings of identity, and 4) espoused 

versus enacted forms of culturally inclusive curriculum and pedagogy.  I then organized 

each of these themes into sub-categories that functioned to represent the different facets of 

each theme.  After I present all four of the themes, I conclude with a summary of the 

findings from the data. 

VIEWING CLASSROOMS THROUGH A PERSONAL FILTER  

Throughout their interviews and at times during class observations, both teachers 

used their personal context and experiences—most often how they were raised—as 

subjective gauges for their expectations for students.  Teachers talked about how their 

childhood experiences, the corresponding time periods in which they were children, and 

the expectations that were placed on them during childhood, directly impacted their current 

perceptions of and expectations for their students.  Both teachers admitted that this 

subjective lens impacted their classroom expectations and the way they viewed their 

students.  Additionally, teachers’ personal and cultural lens impacted the way they viewed 

families. The data below showed that these were not simply beliefs about themselves and 

what students should do, these perceptions also influenced the way they viewed students’ 

parents and families.  Ultimately, while both teachers wanted what was best for their 

students, they were unique in their ability to conceptualize how their understandings of 

students and student behaviors were impacted by their subjective, cultural notions of what 

constituted an appropriate versus inappropriate behavior. 
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Reflections About Upbringing and “Changing Times” 

Both teachers mentioned their personal background in relation to their teaching and 

as their experiences related to their teaching and/or their expectations for student behavior.  

It is important to note that, while interview questions did ask for teachers’ self-

identification in terms of race, ethnicity, culture, gender, and socioeconomic status, as well 

as their current personal viewpoints on things like discipline and curriculum, none of the 

interview questions asked teachers to talk about their childhood or personal history in 

relation to the questions. Mr. Miller, for instance, noted the technological differences 

between his students and his experience as a child:  

 

Back when I was a kid and you had a favorite song, you’d listen to the radio and 

you’d get to hear it, maybe six times. Now they download and listen to it 40 times 

and they’re sick of it by day two or three. The other thing is just think about when 

we were first downloading stuff from the internet, we would wait 45 minutes.  I 

remember playing chess and I would wait at the computer for 45 minutes to make 

a move. Now, it takes 5 seconds, you know what I mean? So I think our society is 

getting more and more towards not being able to have a long attention span, a very 

short one. (first interview, 2016) 

 

Mr. Miller noted what he perceived to be a social difference between himself and 

his students based upon differences in technology.  Such beliefs, however, did not occur in 

a vacuum.  In regard to the shorter attention span that he referred to, Mr. Miller continued: 

 

So, [in my classes] basically I’m throwing out the basics. They go and [when] they 

need help, I’ll go. And if it looks like the whole group needs to be heard, but I try 

to teach like 15 minutes or less with me talking in front of the class and then I’ll go 

around and see who needs help. And if anybody needs help they come to me and 

then I help them. (first interview, 2016) 

 

Mr. Miller not only reflected upon the differences between when he was a “kid” 

and students now; he stated that he channeled this belief into his teaching practice.  This 

style of teaching was apparent over the course of several of my observations in Mr. Miller’s 

class, where even new material was introduced in a 5-minute (or less) snippet, followed 



110 

 

Mr. Miller going around the room and helping students individually, or students 

approaching him for help while he worked at his desk or in the workstation directly in 

front. 

Mr. Hayes stated very directly that his personal background, specifically the way 

he was raised by his parents, had influenced his teaching.  When talking about his 

background, he explained:  

 

I guess I would identify as a White male coming from middle class, or upper-middle 

class background, and I think my upbringing does affect the way I teach to students 

. . . my upbringing with my parents, that definitely does affect my teaching. I find 

myself giving advice that my parents gave me to students. (first interview, 2016) 

 

His reference to giving advice to students in his classes based on the advice that his parents 

gave to him was something that I observed during my classroom visits on several occasions 

(field notes, 2016).  

Personal Backgrounds and Deficit Notions of Families  

References to “changing times,” and differences in upbringing also brought deficit-

oriented views about students and their families, specifically students’ parents.  Mr. Miller 

reflected that along with the changing times over his teaching career, changes have also 

come in parenting, especially in socioeconomically disadvantaged areas such as Green 

Valley High School:  

 

I think that times have changed because the population has changed and parenting 

um, has changed and especially when you’re working in low SES areas, um, you 

know, you’re, you have to almost assume that there’s little or no parenting going 

on because of what’s happening at home. And we have that, you have kids that 

really haven’t been taught what to do and what not to do, and especially like, I 

mean, it’s not always, but if, if you have a male that’s a problem, it’s more than 

likely that there’s no dad at home, but you also have, a lot of kids are spoiled these 

days. Their parents give them everything and it’s um, you know, the current 

generation of parents’ fault that they spoil the kids and occasionally you‘ve gotta 
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say no and you can’t always be the kid’s buddy, you know, so things have changed 

a little bit as far as that goes. (second interview, 2016) 

 

Mr. Miller’s perceived changes in parenting over time also came with additional deficit 

views; this time not only of his students, but of their parents’ style of—or, as he mentioned, 

lack of parenting.  Mr. Miller had taught for 31 years, so his references to a changing 

population and changes in parenting style most likely stem from generational differences.  

However, Mr. Miller specifically referred to socioeconomic status and gender norms in 

reference to male students being a “problem” when there was no father at home; such 

differences in perspective are not limited to age or generation alone.  Additionally, Mr. 

Miller’s reference to socioeconomic status and gender norms by assuming children from 

homes without fathers who were present would have more “problems” aligns with Richard 

Valencia’s (2010) thoughts on deficit thinking. As Valencia (2010) explained, deficit 

thinking is a form of bias that blames victims (in this case, the students) for school failure. 

Mr. Miller attributed what he perceived to “spoiled” kids with an internal deficit on the 

part of their parents.  Rather than acknowledge the systemic factors that were at play in the 

lives of his students and their parents/families, Mr. Miller associated socioeconomic status 

with an incomplete family structure and deficits in parenting.   

Importantly, Mr. Miller’s deficit perceptions and perceptions of the order of things 

reflected how power operated in his classroom.  In his descriptions—and, as we will see 

later, in his classroom practices—Mr. Miller categorized students through inclusion and 

exclusion.  This occurred most often in reference to which students were to be included or 

excluded from learning based upon who he determined to have acted appropriately and 

those who “haven’t been taught what to do and what not to do.”  Importantly, Mr. Miller’s 

reasoning for how certain students behaved was that they belonged to a certain kind of 

group (e.g., low socioeconomic status) or family makeup (e.g., a male student that is a 



112 

 

“problem” . . . “more than likely” has “no dad at home).  As a result, Mr. Miller’s personal 

and cultural views and associations with the economic structures and family dynamics that 

occurred outside of the classroom also permeated the beliefs he held of his students inside 

his classroom, reflecting Foucault’s notion that power classifies individuals into levels in 

an effort to distinguish between what is considered to be normal versus abnormal and that 

such structures transcend immediate context (Foucault 1977/1995).   

Mr. Hayes shared similar deficit views of students and parents based upon how he 

was raised.  During one observation when he was slightly frustrated that students were not 

being diligent about completing their schoolwork, he told his students that he was taught 

to avoid procrastinating: “That’s how I was raised,” he muttered, “but I gotta remember 

that certain people weren’t raised like I was” (field notes, 2016). Again, through this 

statement, Mr. Hayes positioned his students’ upbringing as different from his own, and 

for negative reasons; in this case, in the context of procrastinating on completing their 

work.  At a certain level, he also demonstrated recognition of such deficit views, as well as 

an awareness that the source of such views stemmed from his cultural upbringing and 

access to resources. In one instance he stated: 

 

One thing I’ve learned is you know a lot of parents don’t support kids in the same 

way I was, I was supported growing up. I had a couple of students this year you 

know, you can hurt them, their parents telling them they should work, they 

shouldn’t be in school, so that’s something kind of new this year. Maybe it’s also 

because it’s my first experience in high school, but some parents don’t are actually 

kind of, go against education and they want their kids to work, I think it’s a lack of, 

I think it’s just ignorance maybe, you know not understanding where their kids 

could go. Or survival, you know, that’s something else I’ve realized. A lot of people 

are just trying to survive. And I, you know me coming from a, I don’t come from 

like a super-rich family, but from a you know well off where we didn’t have to 

worry about basic survival stuff  . . . You know when I do notice something, when 

[students are] not doing their work, I try to talk to them. I’ve done better this year 

about connecting them to the resources on campus too. (second interview, 2016) 
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Mr. Hayes began his thought by labeling parents as ignorant for appearing to not value 

school in the same way that he did.  While deficit views of parents and students were clearly 

embedded into Mr. Hayes’s thought-patterns at a certain level, Mr. Hayes was also able to 

contemplate the source of such notions, as well as reflect upon how such perceptions may 

have stemmed from his own privileged perspective and childhood.  Furthermore, in another 

instance, Mr. Hayes unreservedly reiterated that not only was he aware that his views of 

student behavior were directly influenced by his upbringing; he also admitted that such 

views have affected his views of student behavior in the past.  He explained:  

 

I grew up – one thing I had to learn is that not everyone, for good and bad, was not 

raised like me, where I have very strong manners – it’s something I actually brought 

up the other day in class – cause I was really raised with like really like you have 

to have manners and stuff like that, and it’s kind of funny since I’ve been teaching, 

some stud- when I first started teaching when students wouldn’t have that manners, 

I’d be like ‘Oohhhh, those bad kids, they don’t listen, they don’t have manners.’ 

But I feel like - I’ve always kind of known this too - but I’m learning that not, I 

mean, having manners is not always a good thing and there’s good and bad in 

everything. And you know, some of my students that may be more willing to maybe 

be something that I perceive as rude, is actually for them being honest and being 

real and stuff like that.  (second interview, 2016) 

 

In this instance, Mr. Hayes was aware that his interpretations of students—in this case, 

their behavior—could be influenced by the way he was raised.  During one observation, 

Mr. Hayes also expressed a similar sentiment about manners to his students, commenting 

that there is a range of what people consider to be “good” manners as well as the importance 

of being open to other individuals’ personalities (field notes, 2016).  Mr. Hayes also felt as 

though the lack of diversity in his own schooling experiences, especially high school, might 

have limited him if it weren’t for his exposure to such diversity in his classrooms, 

specifically in terms of students having a global perspective of the world.  He affirmed that 

having diversity in his students not only made his classroom better, but made him a better 

teacher as well (second interview, 2016).  While Mr. Hayes stated that he appreciated and 
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welcomed diversity and understood that his perceptions of students’ behaviors were 

impacted by his own cultural norms and biases, he did not go so far as to express an 

understanding of how his biases impacted his interactions with students or his reactions to 

their behavior.  Mr. Hayes stated that he was in the process of “learning” about the cultural 

connections between his students’ behaviors and his interpretations of them, but he did not 

make any connection between his biases and the potential for a misunderstanding that could 

lead to the students’ behavior being subjectively classifies as worthy of disciplinary action.  

INCONSISTENCY AND SUBJECTIVITY IN DISCIPLINE  

Inconsistency and subjectivity in discipline were situated specifically within the 

context of classroom procedures, teachers’ expectations regarding student behavior, and 

their beliefs and decision-making regarding discipline.  While both teachers had different 

takes on the role of power and authority in the classroom, they both repeatedly affirmed 

that student characteristics such as race, culture, and socioeconomic status did not have an 

impact on their views of the student or disciplinary practices. The data revealed, however, 

that each teacher perceived students’ behavior in different ways, depending on factors such 

as race, culture, socioeconomic status, and/or language.  Data representing common 

classroom procedures, consistencies and/or inconsistencies in classroom expectations, and 

tensions between teachers’ and the district’s philosophies on discipline were also 

presented, as well as students’ views of behavioral expectations in each class. Additionally, 

both Mr. Hayes and Mr. Miller acknowledged that disproportionality in discipline practices 

was a national and district-level area of focus.  In spite of their professed objectivity, 

teachers’ personal value systems permeated their decision-making regarding students and 

their behavior.  Importantly, this data further illustrates the subjective nature of teacher 

decision-making and how it may apply to their disciplinary decisions, paralleling the 

findings in the discipline literature that students of color are more likely to be punished for 
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subjective infractions as opposed to White students, who are more likely to be disciplined 

for objective actions (Skiba et al., 2002). 

Teachers’ “Style” of Authority in the Classroom  

Mr. Hayes and Mr. Miller had very different perceptions of power and authority in 

the classroom.  The idea of a teacher as a facilitator resonated with Mr. Hayes, and he used 

the term “facilitator” throughout his interviews to describe what he perceived his role in 

the classroom to be:  

 

I look at myself as a facilitator, not to kind of get caught up in semantics, but I try 

to, I notice that some teachers definitely look at themselves as above students, and 

I try to like, put myself in, still you know, be that respect, or, be the leader of the 

classroom, but I try to lead by example. I try to, you I know rather than tell them 

they shouldn’t so something, I try to give them an example of a time I did that same 

thing. So I mean I think the, maybe the way I view the power in the classroom is a 

little bit different than some of the teachers I’ve talked to in the classroom [gestures 

toward another teacher’s classroom]. (second interview, 2016)  

 

Mr. Hayes stated that he wishes to be a facilitator rather than an authoritarian and that he 

wanted to lead by example and with respect.  When reprimanding students for a behavior 

during my observations, Mr. Hayes would approach the students in a manner that was more 

akin to a discussion than an admonishment.  He would often weave blanket statements into 

the normal cadence of his teaching or lesson, such as in the middle of two sentences 

describing Siddhartha, add in a phrase like “Make sure you’re paying attention and not on 

your phones right now” (field notes, 2016).  The sentence after the request would then flow 

back to the lecture or topic of discussion as if it had not been uttered.  He also consistently 

focused on the behavior he was addressing rather than a particular student and rarely used 

a student’s name when asking them to alter a behavior, which was reflective of his stated 

desire to facilitate an environment conducive to students’ learning rather than function as 

an authoritarian in the classroom (first interview, 2016). 
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Mr. Miller stated that one of the main reasons he became a teacher was to help 

people. His approach to power in his classroom was rather authoritarian.  He described his 

style in the following manner: 

 

You got into teaching because you enjoy helping people, right, but the thing is 

there’s a certain amount of the population where like, if you’re nice to them, they’re 

going to take advantage of you. They see that as a weakness, and so there’s this 

balance between you as somebody whose gonna be kind and help them to cracking 

the whip when you need to and putting them in their place. Cause it’s sad to say but 

like there’s some of the kids are only gonna respond to you like putting them in 

their place. And um, and I look at it as like a card game where I kind of have to 

determine where I go based on their actions. So if somebody is bullying another kid 

or they’re being disrespectful to me that’s where I gotta play that card that I don’t 

really wanna play.  That’s not why I went into teaching to play that card, but if I’m 

forced to play that card, I don’t really have any other choice cause it’s gonna be 

worse if I don’t play that card. So, I’ve gotten into some kids faces and, you know 

it’s kind of surprising. It’s like ‘Oh my gosh,’ you’re treating this kid really harshly 

and they deserved it, but the next day they’re treating you with all kinds of respect, 

you know and I had to go to a place where I treated them with disrespect, basically, 

in order to gaining their respect, and it’s like that’s the only thing they recognize. 

(first interview, 2016) 

 

While Mr. Miller did not mention in the above excerpt the importance of finding balance 

between being kind and helpful and “cracking the whip,” there remains an overall 

philosophy that he must disrespect a student in order to gain their respect and that if he 

does not uphold that “card” or authoritarian stance, then the hierarchical order of the 

teacher as the authoritarian in the classroom context remains upended. In observations, for 

the most part, Mr. Miller did not address student behaviors until they became highly 

disruptive.  For the most part, however, his requests regarding student behavior remained 

calm requests and I only observed him raising his voice to the class two times (field notes, 

2016). 

Both teachers admitted, however, that their expectations of students—and 

accompanying procedures for enforcing those behaviors—was more strict at the beginning 
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of the year than the period of time during which I was observing (the last half of the second 

semester of the school-year). Each of them admitted that this was partially by design, since 

it was their belief that it was better to be more “regimented” (Mr. Miller, first interview, 

2016) at the beginning of the year and then gradually give students more lenience.  Both 

of them expressed that the level of lenience I viewed during my observations was 

characteristic of the end of the year when students were ready for summer vacation and 

teachers were tired and had let some things slip through the cracks (field notes, 2016).  Mr. 

Hayes mentioned that the following year he intended on being more strict about phones 

and Mr. Miller said that he writes himself a letter at the end of every school year that 

indicates what he wishes to continue and what he wishes to improve upon each year, 

inclusive of classroom expectations for behavior (second interview, 2016). 

In spite of the differences in teaching style and approach to discipline, the student 

participants expressed a fondness for both Mr. Hayes and Mr. Miller.  Melisa stated, “I 

love [Mr. Hayes’s] class. And, um, Mr. Miller, I love that class too. Mr. Hayes . . .  I know 

that he will help a lot, everybody. I mean, he’s a good guy” (interview, 2016).  Kayla agreed 

about Mr. Miller’s class, explaining:  “I can say I really feel comfortable [in Mr. Miller’s 

class] . . . like it’s easy. I get, I get to talk with my friends . . . I’m not saying that in 4th 

period I don’t respect the teacher, but I get to talk to them more than other classes” 

(interview, 2016). 

Navigating School and District Policies 

Both teachers mentioned school and district policies as influential factors in their 

own decision-making regarding student behavior.  Mr. Hayes, however, struggled in regard 

to viewing himself as a content teacher and viewing himself as an enforcer of the rules.  He 

explained,  

 



118 

 

I definitely support school policies, but in regards to power, how I view myself is 

to get them to understand a concept, so I don’t really get too upset at things like 

hats, like I don’t think it’s my job to teach them how to dress, I think it’s my job to 

teach them the concepts . . .  so I try not to deal with too many small behaviors. 

(first interview, 2016) 

 

For Mr. Hayes, discipline existed in relation to the ability to effectively deliver the course 

content.  This was also evident in his policy regarding cell phones:  

 

I’ve had to, to be honest, I’ve had to violate a couple school policies regarding cell 

phones because I have a student from China whose an exchange student and I let 

him use his cell phone because he uses translation on there. So I had to change, I 

guess, some of my classroom procedures for him for that, but that hasn’t really been 

a problem in that class. No one really seems to notice or care. (first interview, 2016) 

 

While Mr. Hayes’s concern for the exchange student is admirable, observation data 

indicated that cell phone use, even for long durations, was prevalent. During every 

observation for both classes, students used phones consistently in both classes, even for 

multiple students at once and for durations as long as 15 minutes at a time (field notes, 

2016).  In Mr. Hayes’s class, for example, one of the focal students, Melisa, was on her 

phone for 10 minutes in a video call with a boy using headphones.  She had a document 

open, but had only inserted a page number in the heading.  A few moments later, Mr. Hayes 

helped Melisa with her essay and inserted her page numbers in the correct format.  The 

entire time Mr. Hayes was helping her, her phone was directly under the computer 

(overlapping the bottom of the monitor).  Mr. Hayes helped her with the essay, but did not 

say anything about the phone.  Even after he finished helping her, she still had FaceTime 

open and it remained directly below the computer monitor.  Once Mr. Hayes left the 

immediate area, Melisa resumed her conversation with the boy (field notes, 2016).  

Mr. Miller had different reasons for struggling with and sometimes going against 

school policies. He expressed frustration with the school’s administration when they were 
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hesitant to let him allow students to use their cell phones to listen to music in class.  He 

explained: 

 

I think art classes should be more relaxed than other classes and everything.  And I 

also went to battle with the administration for kids using listening devices and I get 

kids that, you know, would come in and they just put their headphones on and they 

do great work. And it’s like, I don’t want to interrupt the process. And I was told 

no cause if one teacher lets them then the other teachers are gonna have to you now, 

do discipline stuff for uh, for it, but I walk in the hallways and kids have it and 

they’re not supposed to be listening to it, eh, music in the hallways. (second 

interview, 2016). 

 

But his frustration did not end there.  Mr. Miller also articulated why he preferred handling 

student discipline in his own classroom rather than sending students up to the office for 

disciplinary reasons: 

 

Sometimes I give up on a kid, you know. When I’ve played every trick I can play 

at this time of the year it’s like, ok, I’m done. My energy is not worth you kid, and 

I’m just gonna try to protect the rest of the kids from that kid that’s a negative 

influence, and, I really expect even, I don’t expect anything out of the 

administration. It just, the few times in my career that I’ve sent kids out and up, 

nothing gets done, so why do I even do it? It’s not worth my time. Not worth my 

time. And once- when the kids find out nothing happens, there’s absolutely no 

positive effect on it. (second interview, 2016) 

 

Such sentiments about administration illustrate Mr. Miller’s altered approach to 

disciplinary action with students. Mr. Miller believed that sending a student to the office, 

where he argued that “nothing,” referring to consequences, happens to the students.  He 

then added that sending students out was not worth it because he lost credibility not only 

with that student, but with the other students as well.  Importantly, these statements also 

indicated that for Mr. Miller, a lack of exclusionary discipline practices in terms of what 

was on record with administration did not necessarily reflect his approaches to student 

discipline, nor did it ensure that students were not being excluded from learning 

experiences simply because they remained in the physical space of the classroom.  Rather, 
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Mr. Miller’s low rates of formal exclusionary discipline (i.e., sending students to 

administration to receive a punishment outside of the classroom) did not reflect whether or 

not students were included in or excluded from learning experiences while they remained 

in the classroom.  Additionally, by attaching students (and their behaviors) to their 

respective cultural traits and positioning them as delinquent, Mr. Miller sought to justify 

students’ exclusion from help or learning experiences within the classroom (i.e., he must 

exclude the delinquent students to help the “good” students).   

Inconsistency and Subjectivity in Classroom Procedures and Discipline Around Race, 

Culture, and Gender 

In their interviews, both teachers and students were asked if they noticed any 

patterns between discipline rates based upon a student’s or group’s race, ethnicity, or 

gender.  Without fail, each participant responded that they did not see a pattern.  For 

example, the focal student, Melisa, when asked if she thought that people’s race or culture 

might lead them to have different experiences in school, answered: “Yeah, probably. I 

don’t know” (interview, 2016). However, when asked if her race or culture had ever 

impacted her interactions with her teachers, responded: “No, not really. No. Not that I know 

of” (interview, 2016).  When asked about the racial and gender proportions of disciplinary 

action in his classroom, Mr. Miller responded:  

 

I don’t keep the stats. I don’t think that I’m influenced by [factors such as race or 

gender] at all. Um, but I do, you know, I’ve got problems – there are problem kids 

in every flavor, um, and really, it doesn’t matter to me what flavor they are: if 

they’re causing a problem, they’re a problem. You know what I mean? (second 

interview, 2016) 

 

As illustrated in the quote above, Mr. Miller seemed secure in his objective interpretations 

of behavior when it game to students’ race and gender.  However, there were several other 

comments that Mr. Miller made, as described both in this section and in the following 
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finding regarding race and intersectionality, that suggested Mr. Miller did place a 

subjective value on things like race, culture, and/or gender.  For example, he stated: 

 

Some [students from other countries] dive right in and take kind of negative models 

to go to, and some of them are some of the best kids at this school. So, when you 

look at the top 10 [students] of the school, many of them for most of the years that 

I’ve been here are kids from other countries that come here and not only survive, 

but they’ve thrived. So, um, we have um a large amount of um Muslim population 

of kids here and um so you know, you have kids getting in trouble as well because 

a lot of the times there’s not a two-parent family and you can pretty much just pick 

which boys don’t have a dad in the house to keep them in line. So, um, that’s usually 

what you get in the lower-economic end of teaching. (first interview, 2016) 

 

Again, Mr. Miller associated family structure (in this case, not having a “two-parent 

family,” followed by another specific reference to not having a father in the household), 

religion, and culture with “the lower-economic end of teaching.”  While he briefly pointed 

out that some students from other countries were in the “top 10 of the school,” the majority 

of his descriptions of students from other countries consisted of what he positioned in a 

negative light.  In fact, Mr. Miller’s statement seemed to assert that those students who had 

foregone their cultural identity and assimilated to the norms of U.S. school systems 

(Valenzuela, 1999) would be rewarded, while those who did not will likely not be as 

successful.  In this one brief excerpt, Mr. Miller explicitly used students’ country of origin, 

religion, and gender as descriptors for those that got into “trouble.”  In this manner, Mr. 

Miller cast students’ behaviors as delinquent (Foucault, 1977/1995) and associated the 

delinquency of male students to not having a father or their country of origin.  This 

connection depicted students as delinquent not merely as a result of the behaviors exhibited 

by the student, but stemmed from a perception of the behaviors as inherent traits of the 

students, their socioeconomic status, and their family structure. This statement, however, 

seemed to contradict Mr. Miller’s previous statement arguing that he was objective when 

it comes to race and gender.   
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There were also several examples of inconsistencies during my observations in Mr. 

Miller’s classroom.  On several occasions, Mr. Miller would admonish a student for being 

tardy and then cordially greet a student who arrived several moments later.  In one specific 

instance where class began at 9:00 a.m., a student walked in at 9:29 a.m. and Mr. Miller 

told her good morning.  One minute later, a student walks in, but Mr. Miller did not 

acknowledge him.  Immediately afterward, and during that same minute, a second student 

walked in (9:30 a.m.) and Mr. Miller commented that she was late (field notes, 2016).  In 

another instance, Mr. Miller raised his voice to a Black male student using the back door 

to the classroom, yelling “Don’t use that door . . . there’s a big sign on there that says don’t 

use it.” In my field notes (2016), I wrote: “I’m surprised by Mr. Miller’s comment, since 

I’ve seen students use this back door several times every day I’ve been here.” Additional 

field notes from the observation immediately after this occurrence also referenced students 

using this door again, although no additional comments were made by Mr. Miller. 

Similar to Mr. Miller’s explanation that he does not have a “one-size-fits-all” 

approach to discipline, Mr. Hayes explained that, in part, he drew from intuition:  

 

I base a lot of [my discipline policies] off the district policies, so I think that would 

probably be the biggest thing . . . I think I draw from my intuition is a big one, and 

then just you know reading as much as possible, or I try to research different issues 

a student may be having. I also just, I think, I mean the intuition is kind of abstract, 

but I just try to do what’s right in the situation. (first interview, 2016) 

 

For each of the aforementioned examples of inconsistencies, it is first important to note 

that due to the contextual limitations and nuances of teaching and classroom environments, 

it is perhaps unrealistic to expect consistency across the board.  My placement as an 

observer simultaneously provided me with an advantaged viewpoint in that I was 

sometimes physically in a location that would provide me with a better vantage point from 

which to hear or view behaviors and my sole purpose was to observe, unlike the teachers 
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who were both observing and teaching.  Furthermore, my classroom observations of 

student behavior were tempered by my comparatively limited knowledge of the students.  

However, as discussed in Chapter Two, many of the inequitable discipline practices geared 

toward students of color were found to be subjective rather than objective behaviors. 

Moreover, the teachers’ subjective notions of which behaviors were considered to be 

appropriate—when based upon their personal cultural filters—reflect Foucault’s 

(1977/1995) concept of delinquency.  In this context, it was important to examine the 

nature of the inconsistencies in Mr. Hayes’s and Mr. Miller’s disciplinary practices. 

GRAPPLING WITH INTERSECTIONAL UNDERSTANDINGS OF IDENTITY 

In this section, I discuss how teachers’ perceptions of race, culture, ethnicity, social 

class, and/or gender impact their decision-making and their interactions in class. Both 

teachers and students struggled with intersectional understandings of identity, which 

resulted in the preference of one facet of identity over another.  For example, teachers stated 

that they believed race had an impact in the larger context of society, but when specifically 

talking about school discipline and their students, they cited social class—not race—as 

having a bigger impact on students.  Additionally, teachers and students seemed to use 

language as a sole descriptor for race and/or culture in their responses to interview 

questions.  Lastly, even when directly asked, students and teachers tended to avoid talk 

about gender in their responses, in spite of the fact that teachers mentioned gender 

differences during observations and in interviews. 

Teachers Struggled With Explanations of Racial Inequity 

When teachers and students were asked if/how they believed race, ethnicity, 

culture, social class, and/or gender affect student experiences, they often conflated social 

class and race, or responded that social class was a more pressing issue than race or 
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ethnicity.  However, when speaking outside the context of their classroom and school, 

teachers admitted that race was directly linked to inequities.  

Mr. Hayes responded when asked how his perceptions of race, culture, and gender 

had changed over his career:   

 

Well, I understand certain cultures on a deeper level, especially working in Green 

Valley. My perceptions definitely changed because I understand it more now. Um, 

you know I understand a lot, I understand, you know, more of kinda the cultural, 

and some things like you know holidays, and maybe the family structure, especially 

last year working in a mostly Mexican American population. So, and I really see 

how coming from a low economic status can really affect your education and your 

development. (second interview, 2016). 

 

While Mr. Hayes noted that he had learned more about different cultures during his time 

working in Green Valley—at least in the superficial context of holidays and the family 

structure—he closed his answer by reverting back to an observation regarding social class.  

Given that this particular question did not mention social class, it was interesting that Mr. 

Hayes brought this up as a closing argument, but was perhaps a conflation of economic 

status with race and culture. 

Mr. Hayes acknowledged that disproportionalities in society based upon race did 

exist outside of the classroom, namely in the context of prisons, pointing out, “I’m well 

aware of the kind of like outside of school too, kind of the inherent racism in our system, 

so I try to bring that up . . . kind of the over proportion of African Americans and Mexican 

Americans in our prison system” (second interview, 2016).  He also mentioned that he was 

aware that disproportionality in discipline rates was something that the school and district 

were focusing on through training and application of Positive Behavioral Interventions & 

Supports (of often referred to as PBIS), an initiative established by the U.S. Department of 

Education to provide training and supports for positive and equitable was of monitoring 
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and addressing student behavior and discipline21.  However, there were several indications 

that Mr. Hayes and his students were, in fact, aware of differences between racial and 

cultural groups in terms of how students were treated or viewed.  For example, when this 

question was posed to Mr. Hayes in regard to his classroom, he said: 

 

No, I’d say [they are disciplined] equally . . . I’d say I don’t see one ethnicity within 

that group acting out any more than another. I notice sometimes Hispanic, or 

sometimes Mexican American students are more willing to yell at me I guess, if 

that makes sense. I don’t really get that from my African American students, but I 

kinda get that from my Mexican American students, where they’ll kind of take me 

on one-on-one in the middle of the class . . . I mean, students from every population 

have done that, but I guess if I had to make an observation, it would be that. (first 

interview, 2016) 

 

Mr. Hayes was unwavering when he explained that there were no differences between 

racial groups in terms of discipline in his class (e.g., “I’d say I don’t see one ethnicity 

within that group acting out any more than another”).  However, his sentence immediately 

afterward indicated that he did, in fact, perceive behavioral differences based upon race for 

students in his classes and continued to attribute them to racial groups (e.g., “I notice 

sometimes Hispanic, or sometimes Mexican American students are more willing to yell at 

me I guess . . . ”). In this sentence, he specifically highlighted behavioral distinctions of 

Mexican American students.   

Mr. Miller provided clearer instances of wavering between wealth-based and race-

based explanations of inequities. When asked whether larger discourses about racial 

inequities permeate the classroom, responded:  

 

There are African American kids and White kids that are friends and there really is 

like – I don’t see any kind of tension that way and there really isn’t a whole lot of 

Hispanic and White conflict and black conflict either cause a lot of the families too, 

they have White people in the family or Mexican people in the family or maybe 

their step-somebody is White. So it really is – I don’t really see a huge problem in 

                                                 
21 For more information, see https://www.pbis.org/ 
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that. I think, I mean if you’re going to point a finger at a problem, I think people 

get caught up in the Black/White/Hispanic thing, and really if you just look at 

poverty, that’s gonna be your answer to that. (first interview, 2016) 

 

In another instance, when asked about the racial and gender proportions of 

discipline rates in his classroom, Mr. Miller again avoided race, stating, “Um, if you ask 

me, it is really, it has to do with income” (second interview, 2016).  However, in the same 

interview, Mr. Miller provided an extensive explanation of the inequities that Black and 

Latina/o Americans are faced with every day and have been faced with for decades: 

 

One of the things I’ve been thinking about lately and I’ve observed it too, is the 

assumption of a minority that ‘Oh my gosh, the reaction of this White person is 

because I’m Black’ and it might not necessarily be that. And it might, it might just 

be because they’ve seen that so many times that every time something happens 

where it seems like somethin’s happened against them it’s like ‘Oh that’s because 

I’m Black or that’s because I’m Hispanic’ and I think there’s some jumping to 

conclusions there where it’s not always the case, you know what I mean. Um, and 

like, I remember the incident where I like saw it happening and I was like, ‘Oh 

wow, I don’t think that was you know really the case in that situation,’ . . . but the 

thing is that when somebody’s been held back in a society . . . you only have to go 

back one generation for African Americans and they were treated like crap, and uh, 

to see like people who are in their 60s, 70s, and 80s, uh that are African Americans, 

they had a shitty life, they’ve been treated like crap their whole life; second-class 

citizens, it’s like that will affect you, that will sour you, there’s no doubt about it, 

you know what I mean? And if anybody’s experienced even one instance of 

prejudice, if you can extrapolate that over a lifetime, it’s like that’s a burden. That’s 

a real burden, you know? (second interview, 2016) 

 

This quote from Mr. Miller, as opposed to his previous responses, recognized the 

significance of race in an individual’s lived experiences.  Even so, he seemed to be 

struggling with racial explanations to inequities, as indicated by his perspective that Black 

or Latina/o individuals may “[jump] to conclusions” when it comes to their perceptions of 

being targeted because of their race.  In another instance, Mr. Miller explicitly stated that 

he struggled with measures that sought to increase diversity in the district’s teaching force:   
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I mean you have people that are disenfranchised because they’ve, you know, 

they’ve been denied positions and things like that and, um, yeah, that’s gonna cause 

some frustration and everything. Absolutely, no doubt about it. And you know, the 

thing is too, what the district is doing now- which I don’t agree with – I understand 

the philosophy and sometimes I waver back and forth of, the, um, you know, hiring 

of minorities, um, but, like you have to hire somebody whose qualified, and, um, 

clearly there’ve been some hires of people who are not qualified. They don’t have 

the background. And, you know, you’re hurting the system, you’re hurting you 

know, the district if you’re hiring people who have not been trained and, um, you 

know, they don’t have experience and you’re throwing them in a job. It’s really, 

it’s a disservice to that person too. Um, so yeah, your percentage points go up on 

African Americans, or um, you know, Latinos being hired and everything, but um, 

really it’s not helping anybody, ok? (second interview, 2016) 

 

While Mr. Miller clearly gave the impression that he did not agree with such practices, he 

did not offer any reasoning for why he believed that the candidates were automatically 

unqualified, aside from his deficit-oriented assumption that either candidates of color were 

automatically underqualified.  He exhibited deficit thinking via his blanket assumptions 

that these individuals were underqualified. His comment that sometimes he “wavers back 

and forth” indicated that he was potentially wrestling with reconciling his belief that Black 

and Latina/o Americans were still affected by systemic racism with the contradictory belief 

that Black and Latino individuals were not deserving of the district recruiting their talent 

and diverse perspectives or “jumping to conclusions” regarding others’ comments or 

actions.  In both of these examples, Mr. Miller’s recognition of racial inequities was limited 

to the context of larger society, not his immediate classroom context.  When it came to 

explanations regarding inequity within their own respective classrooms, both teachers 

surmised that wealth-based explanations seemed to play a more integral role.  

Language as Power and Language as Culture 

Even though none of the interview questions or my discussions specifically 

mentioned language, almost all of the teachers and students struggled when talking about 
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language in the context of equity. Mr. Hayes often spoke of the power of language in the 

context of knowledge about the English language and things like register and tone: 

 

I want to empower [students], so I’m looking to like give my power I guess to them, 

like to, if that kinda makes sense, but I mean I’ve also realized how much like 

education relates to power in a culture too, I mean, I think- and I just always 

mention that to them. When you have education, you have money, you have power, 

control, I mean, when I taught language registers at the beginning of the year, one 

of my silly examples to try to get them engaged is like, this is, you know, you can 

use this for good or for bad, and I hope you guys use this for good. I’d always joke 

around and they’d always get interested, you know, cause language is power, so, I 

think I’ve, hopefully I’ve taught them that, but I’ve realized, I guess I’ve realized 

that my job is to give them the structure, provide the texts, but, does that make 

sense? (second interview, 2016)  

 

Mr. Miller, on the other hand, seemed to see English language learners from a 

deficit-oriented perspective.  He explained:  

 

So yesterday, I went to an IEP meeting for [a student] and it’s like [that student] 

hasn’t really said a sentence the whole year and they’re asking me to try to evaluate 

her intelligence and whether her lack of work is from not speaking the language or 

its from low intelligence and I said I really couldn’t tell you, but if you want me to 

you know, uh, place a bet here, I’m gonna say that she’s not very well educated and 

probably not very intelligent. Cause I’ve had kids that don’t speak any English and 

they get an A in here just by looking, observing. And I can tell the mistakes that 

people make when they didn’t hear the lesson, but they saw the lesson and they go 

and do something versus, like, not a clue. So what I told them [at the IEP meeting] 

is like what do you do when you have a student or like [names another student] 

where she’s, she’s kinda trained into having somebody help her even though she 

can do some things? And I try not to help her so she can actually make an attempt. 

(first interview, 2016)  

 

Even though Mr. Miller admitted to not knowing enough about this student to tell whether 

or not her performance in class was impacted by her ability, her language, or a combination 

of both (or whether she is having any challenges at all), in this quote, in fact, Mr. Miller 

seemed to equate not speaking English with not being very “intelligent” or “well educated.”  

Even though this student had been in his class for approximately nine months, he was 
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unclear whether language was a barrier for her. Additionally, the only alternative option he 

presented for why she was not completing her work was a lack of intelligence.  

Furthermore, when a student did ask others for help, he did not view this as resourcefulness, 

but saw it as feigned helplessness.  While he later noted that some students could still get 

an “A” in his class, he did not attribute this to anything more than their ability to “observe,” 

or mimic the examples he provided for them.  The impact of his lack of knowledge about 

his students, as well as his deficit perspective of these students because of their language 

barrier, was evident in his inability to provide critical information in the first students’ IEP 

(Individualized Education Plan) meeting. Furthermore, Mr. Miller simultaneously 

admitted that he did not know the linguistic or intellectual abilities of students, but treated 

one student differently based upon his perceptions of her by “try[ing] not to help her.”   

Another example of such a deficit-oriented perspective was when he described 

teaching students who are in the process of learning English as “babysitting.”  He lamented:  

 

And some of them are maybe coming from an ESL block, where I don’t know what 

they really do. None of the teachers come and check on them. So, I’m kind of just 

babysitting them and, you know, I’ve done all my tricks with them, and, you know, 

what do I do now.  So there’s kind of a point where, it’s like, you’ve practically 

given up, you know. (first interview, 2016) 

 

Both of Mr. Miller’s previous comments are reflective of the literature examining 

mainstream teachers’ attitudes toward English Language Learners (ELLs).  For example, 

in a review of the literature, Pettit (2011) noted that “the beliefs and attitudes of teachers . 

. . can affect what children learn in their classrooms.  Unfortunately, many mainstream 

teachers hold deficit beliefs toward the ELLs in their classrooms” (p. 124).  Such beliefs 

and attitudes may also be exacerbated due to the assumption that mainstream courses 

forefront “English language and U.S.-based cultural experiences for all students (de Jong 

& Harper, 2005).  Pettit (2011) also noted that “teacher beliefs and attitudes [are formed] 
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by the values they hold [and] play an important role in student performance” (p. 124).  

Furthermore, Peregoy and Boyle (1997) found that even when teachers have good 

intentions for their students in general and mean well, they may unknowingly negatively 

classify ELL students in their classrooms and consequently act in discriminatory manners.  

Lastly, de Jong & Harper (2005) explained that “mainstream teachers typically have little 

experience with strategies that are unique to the bilingual student . . . they may incorrectly 

assume that the use of [students’ first language] reflects the students’ inability to perform 

in English and perceive [students’ first language] merely as a crutch in academic learning 

. . . As a result, they may inappropriately refer the student for special education services, 

[or] enforce an English-only policy in their classroom” (p. 105).  Given this literature, it is 

possible that Mr. Miller’s attitude toward ELL students was, at least in part, due to his 

understanding of the students “ESL block” as the appropriate space to address students’ 

English proficiency whereas he did not seem to interpret his own classroom as a space 

where ELLs were still learning the language. Similarly, through his intentions were to do 

what is best for the student in the form of “not help[ing]” her, Mr. Miller may have been 

demonstrating a lack of knowledge regarding strategies to support ELL students in 

mainstream classrooms.   

Additionally, Mr. Miller’s attitude regarding ELL students reflected his 

understanding of the structural order of things as well as the effect that this structural order 

had on this student’s learning.  Mr. Miller’s choice to not help the student was based upon 

the attitude that the ESL block is the appropriate space to address language acquisition.  In 

his own classroom, however, Mr. Miller positioned the student as independent, and 

interpreted any efforts to help her as enabling her sense of helplessness.  Consequently, the 

student not only faced a barrier to her learning process, she was positioned as an outlier in 

regard to both language and intelligence before she even enters the space of his classroom, 
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simply because of her participation in the school’s ESL program, reflecting the role that 

the explicit structure of the school had on the implicit power structure within Mr. Miller’s 

classroom. 

In their interviews, two of the three focal students also seemed to pick up on deficit 

perspectives of English Language Learners.  Additionally, they chose speaking another 

language as the main descriptor for questions about race and culture in their responses.  

Melisa, when asked what the single biggest impact a student’s race, ethnicity, culture, or 

gender has on their education, responded, “Like not knowing the language can affect a lot. 

. . . Like when I first came here, thank God I was in Kindergarten cause if I was in high 

school I wouldn’t know anything and I’d end up in a bad situation right now” (interview, 

2016). Similarly, Ricardo, when asked what the single biggest impact a student’s race, 

ethnicity, culture, or gender has on their education, responded:  

 

I felt like, um, race, what’s it called, like it’s harder because people don’t really 

know the  language and they have to like help other students understand the 

language, so there’ll be like translators in that class. And I know from my 

experience, that like I used to help this, this girl and she was Mexican American 

like me, and she only spoke Spanish in that class and I would translate it to her so 

I like helped her a lot. (interview, 2016) 

 

Even though students were directly asked about race and culture, the challenge that 

resonated with them was related to language. This response was logical because language 

a cultural practice is inextricably linked to one’s cultural heritage (Gutiérrez, Asato, Santos, 

& Gotanda, 2002). However, it was interesting that this component of students’ culture 

came up for both teachers and students, even though the word “language” itself was not 

included in the interview questions.  Furthermore, in the examples above, students and 

teachers listed language as the main descriptor for race and culture, rather than one of many 

aspects of one’s race or culture.  This perhaps could have been because of the focus on 
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language at the school given that the student population, collectively, spoke over 40 

languages. 

The Silencing of Gender  

In their report on Black female students and discipline, Crenshaw, Ocen, and Nanda 

(2015) spoke about how beliefs that gender identities do not “matter” as much as race can 

actually mask inequities based upon gender, especially in the case of girls.  The data from 

this study illustrates how gender was presented and how it was masked and/or silenced 

during classroom observations and interviews.  Overall, explicit references to gender were 

largely absent in the context of being linked to power dynamics within the classroom or 

student discipline. In fact, in every instance that an interview question asked whether race, 

ethnicity, culture, social class, and/or gender mattered, both students and teachers respond 

by talking about class, race, or language (interviews, 2016).  

While in his interviews, Mr. Miller said that gender did not have an impact on how 

he viewed or disciplined students, he did make some references to gender in passing.  For 

example, as mentioned briefly above, he referred to male students acting in specific ways 

if there was not a father figure at home, (e.g., “if you have a male that’s a problem, it’s 

more than likely that there’s no dad at home).  In another instance, using examples of 

students not conforming to his expectations regarding school or conduct, Mr. Miller 

mentioned gender several times: 

 

So I come [to Green Valley High School to teach] and it’s like oh my gosh, there’s 

kids from every country. There are openly gay kids that are wearing makeup, there 

are girls that are, you know, looking like young men and stuff.  That particular year, 

I think there were 3 or 4 students that were visibly pregnant. (first interview, 2016). 

 

Mr. Hayes, as also previously discussed, did not respond directly to questions about gender 

either.  However, Mr. Hayes did refer to gender in one of his lessons with his students.  
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When talking to is students about methods of effective communication, Mr. Hayes 

mentioned that girls should keep specific communication methods in mind when talking to 

boys.  He then mentioned before moving on to next question that it’s probably the same 

for boys (field notes, 2016).  His add-on statement that it is probably the same for boys 

indicated that he was aware of the possibility of favoring one gender over another, hence 

an awareness of how, if he did not also address communications methods when talking to 

boys, his message would have seemed biased.  Still, this was the only instance in which 

gender was mentioned. 

Overall, both teachers struggled with how different components of identity—as 

well as the way(s) that each component interacted within or were compounded for 

individuals, the classroom, and larger society—functioned when taken together.  This led 

both of teachers to make claims about race, ethnicity, culture, social class, and gender that 

were inconsistent, positioned with a hierarchical value in relation to one another, or 

effectively silenced. 

ESPOUSED VERSUS ENACTED FORMS OF CULTURALLY INCLUSIVE CURRICULUM AND 

PEDAGOGY 

Curriculum and student behavior are highly intertwined in classrooms (Milner & 

Tenore, 2010) and curriculum has a direct link to students’ sense of belonging (Ladson-

Billings, 2009).  As a result of these factors, it is essential that investigations of student 

behavior and classroom discipline consider teachers’ day-to-day interactions with students, 

as well as their curricular and pedagogical decisions.  

Good Intentions About Including Culture in Curriculum and Classroom Practices 

In their interviews, both teachers stated that they took their students’ race, ethnicity, 

and culture into account when planning lessons and gave specific examples of how they 

implemented race and culture into their curriculum.  Mr. Hayes repeatedly said that he 
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considered it important to include students’ cultures in the curriculum, both periodically in 

check-ins after my observations (field notes, 2016) and in his interviews (first interview, 

2016; second interview).  In his first interview (2016), for example, Mr. Hayes assured me:  

 

I’ve taught pretty much any ethnicity and then I try to find as many, for example, 

like I try to use as much Amy Tan, as much Chinese American, Mexican American 

. . . I try to use as much of kind of like the “bridge between two cultures stories.” I 

try to use as much of those as possible.  And it also informs my instruction because 

I’ll take some more time I guess explaining context of things.  

 

After I finished my observations, however, I had not seen one instance of curriculum 

created by or about other cultures specifically (field notes, 2016).  As I reflected upon our 

interactions during our informal check-ins and the data from his first interview, however, 

I noticed that Mr. Hayes frequently spoke of the importance of including diverse 

perspectives in his classroom and had, in a general sense, referred to including curriculum 

about African Americans and Mexican Americans in his courses (field notes, 2016).  In 

one conversation, he articulated that he was interested in his students’ backgrounds and 

wanted to find ways of including their perspectives in his classroom, but he did not always 

feel as though he had access to the resources or knowledge for how to do so (field notes, 

2016). So in my second interview (2016) I asked Mr. Hayes to specifically reflect upon 

what he had taught during the current year.  He responded: 

 

I mean I chose a couple short-stories related to the students’ race. I mean, I 

definitely kept that stuff in mind when choosing short-stories or when choosing 

questions . . .  like for example I used the story Rights to the Streets of Memphis by 

Richard Wright, with uh, I used it with all my students . . . We did a lot of Langston 

Hughes as well this year, so that’s something I haven’t done in the past.  I feel like 

I’ve done more small texts in my curriculum this year, and I also plan to kind of 

find more of a balance between that and novels. 

 

Although I did not observe any of these lessons, it is entirely possible that, due to my 

observations falling toward the end of the year, they did take place before my observations 
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began.  What is also of note in this response, coupled with the absence of any curriculum 

that authentically reflected the cultures of the students, was Mr. Hayes’s reliance on short-

stories and poetry rather than a continuous embedding of texts from various cultures.  Mr. 

Hayes also mentioned that this is one area he would like to improve upon.  During his 

second interview, he mentioned two additional books that he was reading for “summer 

homework” in preparation for teaching the following year: They Poured Fire on Us from 

the Sky by Alephonsion Deng, Benson Deng, and Benjamin Ajak and La Línea by Ann 

Jaramillo.  Ultimately, it was clear that Mr. Hayes had put thought into how the curriculum 

could be more reflective of his students’ cultures, as evidenced by his consistent showing 

of student news, which he said he included to keep students informed about and spark 

classroom discussions regarding global issues (field notes, 2016; first interview, 2016).  

However, he also explained that he did not feel as though his teacher preparation program 

had fully prepared him with practical, consistent ways to imbed multiple cultures into his 

curriculum (first interview, 2016). 

Mr. Miller spoke about including race and culture within his curriculum briefly, 

and directly in response to interview questions that specifically asked him about whether 

he took the races and cultures of his students into account when planning and delivering 

curriculum.  In his answer, he mentioned the following: 

 

I want [students] to have the opportunity to choose whatever they want to choose, 

so I try not to narrow their scope and the thing is that I’ve found that you can’t give 

too many choices in general, generally speaking because it’s too vast for them to 

pick something to do. But I don’t wanna make it so narrow that it’s like ugh, I don’t 

wanna do this. So with my advanced class, I really like them to look at Gustav 

Klimt and choose that, but if they don’t wanna do that that’s fine. As long as they’re 

doing something that they’re motivated to do, I’m more than happy to 

accommodate them as long as they’re doing their best effort. And as far as um how 

race and ethnicity goes with that, same thing: if they are um you know I had um for 

the civil rights leader pictures, um, I had kids picking ethnicities that you know 

weren’t their own, and um so . . . and . . . yeah, I, you know, just to let them have 

their own way with that. (first interview, 2016) 
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When asked whether or not he brought curriculum to the students that reflected various 

cultures, Mr. Miller excitedly explained: 

 

So, we’ll do a quarter-turn portrait of a civil rights leader and they have a stack of 

about 40 civil rights leaders and it has a bio on the back so I say, ‘K, you can pick 

the civil rights leader cause this is a person you’ve already studied, you can pick 

because they’re the same nationality as you, you sympathize with them, you just 

pick because they’re hair looks cool. It doesn’t really matter. Just pick it, but then 

read the information on the back and do some sharing and things like that.’ (first 

interview, 2016) 

 

I also observed Mr. Miller providing students with opportunities to make choices about 

their art several times, especially in his advanced art class, where students were often given 

a specific skill or style of art to perform, but the actual image the students created to 

demonstrate that skill or style was entirely their own choice (field notes, 2016).  In 

beginning art, there was less freedom for students to choose, since part of their grade for 

the units I observed, was to replicate images, such as a turtle swimming in the water.  

Overall, the teachers provided examples of how they embedded race and culture within the 

curriculum, but their examples were very limited.  

Enacted Practices and Missed Opportunities 

In spite of what teachers purported to teach, I did not observe such lessons during 

my observations. These may have occurred when I was not observing.  However, none of 

the three focal students stated that they had any recollection of Mr. Hayes or Mr. Miller 

including their culture in their courses (interviews, 2016). Ricardo mentioned that Mr. 

Hayes did include African American culture in his course, but not Mexican American 

culture, with which he identified.  During my observations, there were also instances where 

teachers could have included or addressed race or culture but did not.  At times, these 
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missed opportunities resulted from a lack of sociopolitical consciousness, whereas with 

Mr. Miller, these seemed to result from colorblindness. 

One such example could be found in Mr. Hayes’s bell work. Mr. Hayes has “bell 

work” at the beginning of some classes where he puts a quote on the board and has students 

write reflections.  These quotes are often tied to the text the class is working through.  Mr. 

Hayes uses quotes from individuals such as the Victorian Era artist and critic John Ruskin 

or the British novelist C. S. Lewis. At times, Mr. Hayes related these quotes to the main 

novel the students were reading, but not always. All quotes observed were written by White 

people (field notes, 2016).   

In fact, the only direct inclusion of a text or author that was not White during my 

observations was a YouTube video that provided a synopsis of the text Siddhartha, by 

Herman Hesse, which the classes were reading. This video, entitled ‘Thug Notes’ Summary 

and Analysis” featured an adult Black male wearing a gold chain (Figure 3).  

 

 

Figure 3: Screenshot of “Thug Notes,” Siddhartha Video 
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In the video, the man presented a summary and analysis of the text using a cadence 

and word choice that is representative of many stereotypes about Black culture. Mr. Hayes 

cautioned the students that the video may be slightly “offensive” and he apologized to me 

that it had offensive language, but no other critical analysis was provided for why this 

version of the video had been selected or why the man chose to depict himself in what 

could be argued is a stereotypical manner to provide a synopsis of Siddhartha (field notes, 

2016).  In an interview with the video’s narrator, whose alias for the Thug Notes series is 

“Sparky Sweets, PhD,” he stated, “In my opinion, an academic’s job should be to utilize 

their passion for the classics to make the gift of literature available to everyone. 

Unfortunately, in my experiences, that is not the case.” Mr. Sweets then continued, 

“[academia is] enshrouded by a veil of unnecessarily convoluted terminology and 

intellectual one-upmanship.” According to Mr. Sparks, who is actually a comedian sans 

Ph.D. named Greg Edwards, one of the main points of creating the videos was about 

creating a way for students to access texts in a new way.  However, none of this was 

discussed with the students, illuminating the lack of Mr. Hayes’s sociopolitical 

consciousness (Ladson-Billings, 2009) in his presentation of the lesson. Other than 

pointing out that he believed that the language used in the video more closely represents 

the informal language used by many of the students, he did not offer any reason for 

choosing this video specifically.  There was also no discussion as to why Mr. Sweet 

presented himself in a stereotypical manner rather than simply offering a synopsis of the 

story without the presenting the caricature of a “thug.”  Without such discussions about the 

video, there was no opportunity for students to critically analyze the stereotypical images 

portrayed by Mr. Sweet. 

In another instance, Mr. Hayes had students perform an internet search in the 

computer lab for the “Top 100 Classical Paintings” and analyze the selected painting as a 
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class assignment with an accompanying writing task. Mr. Hayes, via the projector, took 

students through an example Google search for how to find a painting to analyze, 

specifically a “classical” painting.  One student urged Mr. Hayes to allow her to choose a 

Frida Kahlo painting as a “classical” painting. At first, he was hesitant, but eventually 

conceded.  In another instance, Mr. Hayes also mentioned searching for Chinese paintings, 

but clarified that he still preferred students choose a “classical” painting (field notes, 2016).  

Mr. Hayes did not explain his insistence on requiring students to choose a “classical” 

painting, nor did he give them any guidelines as to what constituted a “classical” painting.  

By hesitating or refusing to allow students to choose paintings created by artists—even 

ones as famous as Frida Kahlo—that were not part of the traditional Western canon, Mr. 

Hayes effectively created a division of artistic and academic value that was categorized by 

race.  In other words, the divisions of power inherent in who was included and who was 

excluded within the canon of what constituted a “classical” painting permeated the 

classroom—even though the subject-matter was not art. Just as certain artists and paintings 

were included or excluded from what counted as a “classical” painting, so too were these 

paintings included or excluded from Mr. Hayes’s curriculum.  In short, the power structures 

outside of the immediate context permeated the context of the classroom—and the 

behaviors of those within it (Foucault, 1977/1995). While Mr. Hayes did not completely 

disregard race, since he did allow the student to use the Frida Kahlo painting, his lack of 

awareness or sociopolitical consciousness (Ladson-Billings, 2009) regarding the cultural 

nature of this structure of inclusion and exclusion was evident in his assumption that 

“classical” paintings could not be inclusive of different cultures and that the inclusion and 

exclusion of artists of various races and/or from various cultures could have been used as 

a platform for a lesson on discrimination or inequality or to learn more about the art of 

different races and/or cultures.  
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Such dynamics also reflect the nature of Mr. Hayes as a gatekeeper of cultural 

knowledge and illustrate both his explicit and implicit role in students’ behaviors.  While 

Mr. Hayes’s intentions were to broaden students’ knowledge through including art in his 

classroom, his decisions regarding what counted and did not count as art were reflective of 

1) his own cultural values (what he considered to qualify as “classical” art, and 2) what the 

canon considered to be “classical” art (as defined by online lists of classical art) to which 

some of the students responded in frustration when they were not able to use the painting 

of their choice while other students provided examples of why Mr. Hayes should allow 

them to examine a painting that was not included within the canon (field notes, 2016).  In 

this instance, both the external power structures outside the classroom and Mr. Miller’s 

cultural perspective implicitly influenced the behavior of the students inside the classroom. 

One unit I observed in Mr. Miller’s class was a watercolor unit where students 

created a painting of a baseball player from the “Negro League.”  Mr. Miller explained the 

assignment, which was painting an image of one of the “Negro League” watercolor 

assignment examples (see Figure 4).  He had a handout with pictures of a few baseball 

players from the league.  On the backside of the handout, there was a description of what 

the “Negro League” was, as well as a few of the key players (See Appendix C).   
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Figure 4: Handout for “Negro League” watercolor assignment. 

 

Figure 5: Directions on the whiteboard for watercolor assignment. 

On the whiteboard, Mr. Miller has described the process of drawing the player, 

starting with a sketch (see Figure 5).  Mr. Miller instructed students to select a background 

of their choice and instructed them to look at the board of examples so that they knew what 

he was looking for in terms of grading. He did not talk about the Negro League players 
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themselves, nor did he provide a description of what the Negro League was (field notes, 

2016).  Although there was a description of the Negro League on the paper and a short 

description of the assignment on the white board, Mr. Miller offered no information 

verbally on the league or the players.  Furthermore, in the descriptive portion of the handout 

on the back side (depicted in Figure 4), there was no discussion of the current social and 

political climate that warranted the Negro League, nor was there any reference to racism 

or even segregation.  Even though Mr. Miller’s assignment was about African American 

baseball players, the lack of context or discussion of these players or the Negro League 

was representative of inauthentic and superficial additions of diverse curriculum absent of 

sociopolitical consciousness (Ladson-Billings, 2009) and even colorblindness, which Mr. 

Miller had in his interview described as a “positive thing” (first interview, 2016). 

To help ensure that my claims regarding the absence of curriculum that took 

students’ races and cultures into consideration—or, when it was included, was void of any 

sociopolitical context—I also asked the students whether students’ cultures were 

represented in the curriculum.  When asked, both Melisa and Kayla responded that their 

cultures were not represented in their classes.  Melisa’s response was as follows: 

 

Kristine – Now think of their curriculum . . . Do you think that Mr. Hayes and Mr. 

Miller take into consideration the race and gender and class of the students they 

have in their classroom? 

 

Melisa – No 

 

Kristine – So has there ever been any, um, curriculum in either of those classes that 

relates to your culture? 

 

Melisa – No, not at all 

 

Likewise, Kayla explained: 
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Kristine – And do you feel like Mr. Miller has, has ever done anything in his class 

that takes into consideration race or culture? . . . Gender? 

 

Kayla – No, he hasn’t done something like that. 

 

Kristine – So do you learn about your culture in your classes here? 

 

Kayla – No 

 

Kayla went on to mention that, in general, she had perhaps had opportunities in some of 

her classes to share information about her own culture with the teacher, but that was all 

(interview, 2016). 

Ricardo, however, reflected upon Mr. Hayes’s class as well as cultural 

representation in his classes in general.  When asked if he felt his race had been represented 

in the curriculum in Mr. Hayes’s class, Ricardo responded “No.” However, shortly after 

this response, Ricardo conceded that they did “focus on things like from the past. It was to 

do like a lot with some slavery and um, that plays a role for like African Americans” 

(interview, 2016). When asked if his culture was represented in other classes, he explained:  

“Well, I’m not taking any like languages classes this year except for English, so yeah. 

You’re basically learning about literature, classics, novels, poems and stuff and, what’s it 

called, like if I were to take like another class like, I’d probably take Spanish or something” 

(interview, 2016). Again, as discussed in the previous section, Ricardo associated culture 

and language, saying that the reason he did not encounter Mexican American curriculum 

in his English course was that he was not taking a language class this year.  Furthermore, 

however, this was indicative of Ricardo’s experience in Mr. Hayes’s class in terms of not 

including curriculum that reflected Mexican American culture, in spite of Mr. Hayes’s 

responses. This was especially significant given the student population, contemporary 

examples of segregation in terms of the lawsuit, and the current and historic forms of 

discrimination in the area and the United States in general. 
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SUMMARY OF THE FINDINGS 

Both teachers believed that race, ethnicity, culture, social class, and/or gender were 

prevalent topics in larger society as well as within the Green Valley Unified School District 

and Green Valley High School.  The four themes that emerged were that teachers: 1) 

viewed students and teaching through a personal filter, 2) exhibited inconsistency and 

subjectivity in classroom discipline, 3) grappled with intersectional understandings of 

identity, and 4) displayed differences in their espoused versus enacted forms of culturally 

inclusive curriculum and pedagogy. 

Both teachers drew from their own personal and cultural contexts when describing 

their understandings of power and making decisions in the classroom that impacted their 

interactions with students, their expectations for appropriate behaviors (for students, 

families, and people in general), and their curriculum. Both teachers also analyzed and 

spoke about students in terms of their own personal and cultural lenses.  Students and 

families who did not align with Mr. Hayes’s or Mr. Miller’s personal norms were largely 

described in more deficit-oriented manners.  Mr. Miller, in particular, seemed to base his 

interpretations of students inside his classroom off of his perceptions of the racial, cultural, 

socioeconomic, and linguistic groups he categorized them with outside of his classroom.  

In effect, the power dynamics outside of the classroom permeated the way he spoke 

about—and interacted with—students.  In the case of Mr. Miller, certain students were 

subjected to differential treatment based upon his perception of their classroom 

participation or linguistic ability.  This was also reflective of the body of literature on 

mainstream teachers’ attitudes toward ELL students and the barriers that ELL students can 

face when mainstream teachers are not cognizant of or able to address the learning needs 

of bilingual students.   



145 

 

While Mr. Miller had good intentions concerning his students, his subjective 

notions regarding students and student behaviors also directly influenced how he treated 

students and whether or not they were included in classroom learning experiences.  

Additionally, such exclusion from classroom learning was also reflective of how 

exclusionary discipline practices are not limited to the formal assignment of suspension or 

expulsion from class, but can also occur when students physically remain in the classroom.  

Consequently, even when formal means of physically excluding students from the 

classroom was not pursued, students in Mr. Miller’s classroom were still excluded from 

learning experiences.  Consequently, while the disciplinary power structure shifted in its 

nature, it remained intact. 

Mr. Hayes voiced that his cultural upbringing directly impacted the values he 

placed on students.  Furthermore, he explained how his discovery of the cultural 

subjectivity of his viewpoints had led him to alter his communication style with students 

and be more open to the variety of cultural norms and viewpoints that students possessed, 

declaring that learning more about the diverse perspectives and behaviors of his students 

made him more reflective of the subjective nature of this beliefs.  Both teachers admitted 

that working with a diverse student population had taught them more about the world and 

had shifted their viewpoints regarding race and/or culture in their personal lives. 

In spite of such expressed views regarding race and culture, however, it was 

interesting that both teachers noted that students’ race, culture, and gender did not impact 

students’ experiences in terms of discipline. Both teachers claimed that the district was 

directly addressing the disproportionality of discipline by race for students of color, but 

they asserted that this was not an issue in their own respective classrooms.  All three 

students also stated that they felt comfortable in Mr. Hayes’s and/or Mr. Miller’s class and 
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that they had never witnessed any instance in which a students’ race, ethnicity, culture, 

and/or gender explicitly played a part in the his/their decisions. 

As opposed to race-based explanations, teachers noted that social class rather than 

race or culture was the common thread they found to be significant in terms of which 

students were more likely to exhibit behaviors that conflicted with teachers’ classroom 

expectations or receive disciplinary punishment from the school.  In addition to wealth-

based rather than race-based explanations of inequities in discipline rates, Mr. Hayes, 

Melisa, and Ricardo viewed language as a potential challenge for students in terms of 

academic success, while Mr. Miller also noted that language could function as a barrier to 

getting to know student better.  

Even though each teacher said that race, ethnicity, culture, and gender were not 

factors in their own classroom discipline, the data indicated that teachers’ perceptions of 

teaching and students were highly intertwined with their decision-making processes and 

how they viewed students.  Ultimately, their classroom expectations and curricular and 

pedagogical decisions were influenced by their subjective understandings of race, 

ethnicity, culture, social class, and/or gender. 
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Chapter Five: Stonebridge High School 

In Chapter Five, I present the findings from two classrooms at Stonebridge High 

School.  Although it was located in a different state, Stonebridge High School, like Green 

Valley High School, was an urban public high school located in the Southwestern part of 

the U.S.  Similar to Chapter Four, Chapter Five will recount the data and findings of two 

teachers’ classrooms, examining their notions of power, classroom discipline and student-

teacher relationships.  Unlike Green Valley High School, both teachers at Stonebridge High 

School—Mr. William Elliot and Sra. Claudia Santoyo—were teachers of color.  Mr. Elliot 

and Sra. Santoyo both agreed that their gender, race, and linguistic identities played an 

integral role in their approach to their teaching.  While some of Mr. Elliot’s and Sra. 

Santoyo’s concerns and classroom approaches were similar to those of Mr. Hayes and Mr. 

Miller, there were also several differences in their experiences, beliefs, and practices. 

In this chapter, I will first describe Mr. Elliot’s and Sra. Santoyo’s classrooms, 

followed by a presentation and analysis of the main findings from Stonebridge High 

School.  The chapter will then delve into the role that building relationships had in these 

two teachers’ classrooms especially in terms of the role that cultural knowledge played in 

such relationships and as well as their relation to classroom discipline.  Next, I will discuss 

the impact that intersectional understandings of identity can have in teachers’ perceptions 

of students, their families, and the curriculum, followed by an examination of how both 

teachers intertwined culture within their curriculum and pedagogy as well as how Sra. 

Santoyo was dedicated to engendering a level of sociopolitical consciousness within her 

students.  Like Chapter Four, Chapter Five will also include the perspectives of the focal 

students—Esmeralda, Mary, Nina, and Taelor. 



148 

 

CONTEXTUAL DESCRIPTIONS OF MR. ELLIOT’S AND SRA. SANTOYO’S CLASSROOMS 

Contextual descriptions of Sra. Santoyo's and Mr. Elliot’s classrooms are included 

in the following section.  Like the descriptions of Mr. Hayes’s and Mr. Miller’s classroom 

in Chapter Four, these descriptions offer insight into each teacher’s teaching style, manner 

of organization, and the foundation of their classroom procedures. 

Mr. Elliot’s Classroom 

Mr. Elliot’s classroom was on the second floor of the Freshman Center building. 

You entered the classroom on the right-hand side of the room. To the right side of the door 

was a tall, thin window about two feet wide that began at the floor and ended about three 

feet below what was about an 11-foot ceiling.  Above the door, there was a large flag of 

the flagship university of the state Mr. Elliot is from. The room had 33 desks that were 

arranged in several different shapes, including rows and groups, depending on the activities 

or assignments that were taking place in Mr. Elliot’s classes. 

At the front of the room (on the right-hand side as you entered the room) was a 

table with handouts and a chair, a wall lined almost completely with white boards and a 

small cork board, and Mr. Elliot’s desk.  Along this wall, there were a few math posters 

that featured descriptions of basic algebra, equations, graphing examples, and a poster with 

lists of math words (such as words related to addition, subtraction, multiplication, 

parenthesis, and exponents, e.g., the “addition” portion of the poster had words such as 

“sum,” the “subtraction” portion of the poster had words like “difference,” and so on). On 

the cork portion of the front boards, there were several posters of Stonebridge High School 

teams, such as the women’s cross country, boy’s wrestling, and boy’s soccer. Below these 

posters was a newspaper clipping of the college football team from the same flagship 

university as the flag above the door.  Also featured on this wall were posters with sayings 

such as “Pass with hard work” and “Even Einstein asked questions” as well as a paper 
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outlining his “Late Homework Policy” and an 8 ½ x 11 sheet of paper with a typed 

agreement by Mr. Elliot to take students out to dinner if, they could show him that they had 

kept their STAAR Reference sheet through the end of their senior year and were on track 

to graduate (Figure 6).  He had signed and dated this sheet of paper at the bottom.  There 

was also a poster indicating the score from a football championship game, a poster of a 

famous NBA player, and a small flag for another one of the universities in the state he is 

from.  

 

 

Figure 6: Agreement from Mr. Elliot to take students out to dinner if they kept a 

reference sheet and were on track to graduate their senior year. 

Mr. Elliot’s desk area was made up of a large table along the wall of white boards 

that was topped with filing bins, folders, the classroom phone, and other work.  Sitting 

perpendicular to this table and facing the door was Mr. Elliot’s desk, which housed more 

paperwork and his laptop. On the wall behind his desk were dozens of pictures of his family 

and students that he had had over the years, as well as several cards and artwork that 

students had made for him, such as one that included the title “Best Teacher Award” in 
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different colors, with a trophy drawn below them. Behind his desk chair, there were two 

tall file cabinets and a small bookshelf with some fitness books and a book on a school-

wide approach to culturally relevant teaching.  Directly in front of his desk and in front of 

the white boards was a rolling metal cart that had some office supplies and a document 

projector that Mr. Elliot used during most lessons.  Behind his desk and up against the 

wall—opposite the door to the room—there was a round table with a few chairs. 

 

 

Figure 7: Picture of artwork and student goals in Mr. Elliot’s classroom. 

This wall opposite the door was lined with windows that were the length of the 

wall, about three feet tall, and starting at about 4 ½ feet from the ground.  Along the back 

wall (opposite the white boards and Mr. Elliot’s desk) was another set of white boards 

where Mr. Elliot maintained the agendas for the week for each of his courses.  Above the 

back white boards were 11 framed pictures of superheroes (e.g., Captain America, the 

Hulk, Wolverine, Spiderman, etc.) with a motivational word and description at the bottom.  
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For example, the picture of the character Magneto displayed the word “Possibilities,” with 

the description “Within me lies infinite power . . . . before me, endless possibilities” while 

the other pictures had the words, “fortitude,” “attitude,” “determination,” “responsibility,” 

“perseverance,” “commitment,” and “character.” Other posters around the room included 

additional math equations, a sign that said “Excuse Limit: 0,” a bulletin board of newspaper 

clippings, and another bulletin board with the title #GOALS, with students’ written goals 

cut and pasted below (Figure 7).  From time to time, during class, Mr. Elliot would refer to 

these goals and ask the students whether students were making decisions that would 

support those goals (field notes, 2016). 

Sra. Santoyo’s Classroom 

Sra. Santoyo’s classroom was filled with posters, student work, and decorations, 

many of which were vibrant in color.  From posters and bulletin board borders of world 

flags to plastic organization bins filled the room with red, blue, green, yellow, purple, and 

orange, color was everywhere.  The entrance was on the right-hand side of the rectangle-

shaped room.  The wall to the right of the entrance was the front of the room and housed a 

couple of small tables for papers and supplies, a tall file cabinet, white boards, a bookshelf, 

a podium, and a rolling metal cart that held her laptop, the projector, and additional bins.  

On the opposite short wall at the back of the room was Sra. Santoyo’s desk area, which 

occupied a small corner of the back of the room and was comprised of a teacher desk and 

a long table with a small aisle in between them.  On her desk and this table were several 

piles of paper and materials in bins.  In fact, almost all of the space in the room, whether it 

was on top of or underneath tables, or on the walls, cabinets, or shelves, was occupied by 

papers, posters, figurines, or some other item of enrichment or decoration.  In spite of this, 

there was a clear sense of organization throughout the room, reflecting Sra. Santoyo’s 
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knack for organization and order in general.  Everything had a place and/or a system and 

was often clearly labeled (Figure 8). 

 

 

Figure 8: A photograph of Sra. Santoyo’s organized classroom. 

Along the long wall that the door was on, there was another set of white boards, 

lined with a paper border showing flags from all over the world.  A narrow window was 

above boards (about two feet by five feet) that opened into the hallway.  The whiteboards 

also had the agenda for each course for the week, a calendar with homework dates, and a 

list of texts that had been read.  The long wall opposite the white boards was lined with 

windows that began about 2 ½ feet from the floor and ended at the ceiling. 
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Figure 9: Sra. Santoyo’s classroom rules listed in Spanish. 

Just to the right of the room entrance was a wooden placard, painted in black, with 

the words “Sin Nombre.”  Clothespins were glued to the placard and from it hung student 

papers without names.  There were also commercially produced posters throughout the 

room with Spanish words, sayings, and rules, ranging from “¡Bienvenidos!,” and “Aquí se 

habla español,” to “Expresiones de cortesía” and “Las palabras interrogativas,” to posters 

stating “Prohibido usar teléfonos celulares” and “Prohibados los mensajes de texto en esta 

clase” (Figure 9).  There were a few piñatas and papel picado hanging throughout the room 

or on shelves, as well as a collection of Dia de los Muertos decorations, including a banner, 

skull paintings and figurines, and skull ornaments.  In fact, there were at least a dozen 

decorations for Dia de los Muertos, including skeleton figurines, wall art, skull ornaments 

hanging on the walls, and individual skulls.  There were also several brightly colored 

blankets, or “sarapes” hung from the walls or draped over shelves and tables. 

AN INTRODUCTION TO THE FINDINGS  

In the following sections, I present the findings that emerged from the data at 

Stonebridge High School.  The findings are organized into four overall themes:  1) viewing 

classrooms through a personal filter; 2) classroom discipline embedded within student-
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teacher relationships; 3) nuanced understandings of intersectional identities; and 4) 

differing attempts at embedding culture and sociopolitical consciousness within curriculum 

and pedagogy.  Each theme is comprised of sub-categories that showcase how each theme 

operated in distinct manners.  Lastly, I conclude the chapter with a summary of the findings 

of the data. 

VIEWING CLASSROOMS THROUGH A PERSONAL FILTER 

Both Mr. Elliot and Sra. Santoyo shared unique perspectives about their classroom, 

teaching, and the field of education in general.  They also spoke of what it was like teaching 

at a school with a student population that was much more diverse than the teachers who 

worked at Stonebridge High School.  While both teachers specifically stated that it was 

possible for White teachers to bridge certain cultural differences and build meaningful 

relationships with students of color, they also felt as though it was critical for students to 

have role models that looked like them, shared the same language, and/or the same cultural 

norms.  Importantly, Sra. Santoyo and Mr. Elliot also discussed how the presence of 

teachers of color may directly impact students’ world view and educational outcomes, 

which they viewed as important for all students. 

Drawing from Personal Experiences 

From the first meeting with Mr. Elliot, it was clear that he placed a high priority on 

building and maintaining strong relationships with all of his students.  When asked in his 

interview what the basis for developing quality relationships with students was, especially 

for students from diverse racial, cultural, and socioeconomic backgrounds, he responded: 

 

As an African American male who grew up, um, very much a minority at the school 

I was raised in, it just kind of gives that unique perspective of [pause] being one of 

the few that I guess you get to represent your culture or your ethnic background and 

you aspire to do, I don’t know, I guess you aspire to kind of change some minds, 



155 

 

but, um, how I relate with the students is that I come from similar situations as a lot 

of them. (first interview, 2016) 

 

Mr. Elliot believed that he was very successful at building relationships with his White 

students as well (second interview, 2016), however, on several occasions, such as in the 

excerpt above, he felt obligated and honored to function as a positive example of a Black 

male to others.  He also believed that his personal experiences allowed him to relate with 

his students since his racial identity and upbringing in a single-parent household mirrored 

some of his students’ experiences (first interview, 2016). 

Sra. Santoyo also believed that her race, immersion in Latina/o cultural traditions, 

and bilingualism (Spanish and English) allowed her to relate to her students in unique ways.  

While she was very conscious about not assuming any personal authority regarding the 

cultural practices of her Black students, she did express that her life experiences as well as 

her formative years as a teacher working at a school with a high population of Black and 

Latina/o students, sometimes made her feel more comfortable teaching those populations.  

She also stated that her cultural norms aligned more closely with those of both her Black 

students and her Latino students, at least initially (second interview, 2017).  She did not 

exhibit any deficit perspectives of her White students in her interviews or during 

observations, but she did mention that she had to learn more about some of the cultural 

norms of her White students to become a more effective educator to them (first interview 

2016; second interview, 2017).  While Sra. Santoyo did express that certain cultures may 

have different norms and/or preferences for learning or discipline depending on their 

culture, she did not view culture in binary terms.  On the contrary, she mentioned grappling 

with her own identity, explaining: 

 

. . . you know, like, the movie Selena, it’s like, he said in the movie, he says 

something like, ‘We have to work just as hard because we have to learn our culture 

and then we have to learn the American culture,’ You know? and ‘I’m too Mexican 
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for the American culture and for the . . . Mexicans, I’m too American.’ So it’s like 

trying to find your way for both [cultures]. (first interview, 2016) 

Sra. Santoyo believed that this struggle was familiar to many of her Latina/o students and 

that their common life experiences allowed her to connect with her Latina/o students in 

special ways, since she understood how they were positioned because of their culture and 

their language.   

Sra. Santoyo believed that this was why it was important for students to have access 

to teachers of color, sharing the following reflections: 

 

I do think that that does affect our students because in the school where I came 

from, the majority of the staff did represent our student body. . . I feel like the 

teachers cared so much about their students . . . when I spoke to my kids, I could 

speak to them [in a certain way]. I could say—I even brought up the fact, like, ‘This 

is the reason they’re trying to send us back to Mexico. And one of the kids said, 

‘Well, I’m not from Mexico.’ And I said, ‘Well, I’m not either, but guess what? We 

still have this cactus on our forehead. You can’t take away the Mexican from us.’  

So I feel like I can talk to them and that’s okay, but another teacher cannot relate to 

the students in that way. (first interview, 2016) 

Sra. Santoyo expressed that she felt more comfortable talking about the racial and cultural 

discrimination that Latina/o students may experience because she was able to personally 

relate to those experiences.  What is more, such discussions helped raise students’ 

awareness of the way(s) that Latinas/os are positioned within American society, both via 

her curriculum and her position as a role model for students (field notes, 2016). 

Serving as Role Models for Students 

Mr. Elliot also discussed the stereotypes associated with Black males through 

mediums such as television and touched upon how both his students of color and his White 

students understood and attempted to reconcile those stereotypes with his position as a 

Black, male, college-educated math teacher: 

 

I think some of the more shocking realizations my students make, or, based on what 

they’ve seen, a lot of times from TV then compared to real life, like some of them 
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are just shocked that they’d have an African American teacher, like one being 

African American, two being male, and I don’t know, half the time they think I 

should be off playing basketball or football , which is really strange—and the 

question I get asked a lot, people ask me all the time if I rap . . . or, just, have I ever 

been to jail . . . [students] assimilate to what they’re surrounded by or what they 

hear or what they feel is the norm . . . but I think it plays out just in terms of where 

they can see themselves and what they feel like they’ll actually be capable of. So if 

you don’t see anyone who looks like you that can play that role, then a lot of times 

they don’t feel like they’ll be able to get there either. And then other times you’ll 

see students who are surrounded by other successful individuals and they’re like 

‘You know what? I can be successful too because I see it all around me.’ So a lot 

of times what they see or are exposed to, that sets the limits for what they believe 

they can actually do on their own. (first interview, 2016) 

 

Mr. Elliot felt that it was essential to demonstrate that there were more opportunities for 

Black males than the stereotypes of being a rapper, athlete, or having been to jail.  He 

believed that students needed role models that reflected their racial backgrounds, noting 

that when students are surrounded with role models that they can identify with, they are 

more likely to see similar potential within themselves.  Taelor seemed to echo Mr. Elliot’s 

statements, saying that because there were stereotypes about Black people being 

uneducated it was great for students to have an educated teacher like Mr. Elliot.  She then 

said, “I feel like it’s a great thing that people have access to him” (first interview, 2016).  

Ultimately, Mr. Elliot was aware of the rules of culture and accompanying power structures 

and hierarchies that occurred outside of his classroom and how racial hierarchies and 

stereotypes could impact his students.  By acknowledging this power, Mr. Elliot exhibited 

an understanding of how explicit depictions of race outside of the classroom explicitly and 

implicitly impacted students within his classroom, such as associations between race and 

limits to “successful” a student could perceive themselves to be academically (Steele, 

1997).  By serving as a positive example of a Black male who had broken down such 

stereotypes and barriers, Mr. Elliot sought to undermine the stratifying power structures 

that functioned to normalize Black males as unsuccessful in educational settings.  He 
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seemed to understand that by doing so, he was also working to empower students and to 

shift the structure of power—in this case, students’ notions of possibility and success—

within and outside of his classroom for his students. 

When asked what he knew of the racial and gender proportions of discipline rates 

in his classroom, the school, the district, and the United States in general, Mr. Elliot began 

his answer by talking about discipline in the context of the classes I observed, followed by 

a reference to his belief that the school was still working on disproportionality at the school 

level.  He stated that the number of African American males “getting in trouble for 

whatever reason . . .  is still pretty big right now” and he also mentioned that “there are so 

few minority educators [at Stonebridge]” (second interview, 2016).  To avoid 

misinterpreting Mr. Elliot’s discussions about the racial composition of the staff, I then 

presented a follow-up question that referred back to his previous points, asking him 

whether he felt as though the White teaching workforce at Stonebridge was equipped to 

address their own cultural norms, their students’ cultural norms, and the potential 

differences between them in terms of relationships and behavior. Mr. Elliot responded: 

 

Some of them are. Because some of them have an invested interest in plenty of 

students. Like, I have some of my best relationships with Caucasian students.  

Probably—even females, more so—and I think it’s like, initially for them, it’s a 

shock because some of them are 15 years old and they’ve never had an African 

American male teacher and then some of them have never had an African American 

teacher period.  They might have had coaches, but not like an educator. And then 

it’s even a more rare thing to have someone who teaches a core subject, but, I’ve 

always had a heart for kids, and I’m always willing to learn about different cultures, 

where you come from. (second interview, 2016) 

 

Importantly, Mr. Elliot also voiced that it was not only essential for students of color to 

have role models that undermined racial stereotypes, but for White students to engage in 

quality relationships with teachers of color as well, pointing out that sometimes there are 

so few teachers of color, that students may not have a teacher of color until they get to high 
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school, even in a diverse school district like Stonebridge Independent School District.  He 

continued:  

 

I encounter a lot of students who have never seen: one, African American teachers; 

and two, just someone who really, really cares and like I said a lot of my students 

don’t have, um, male role models slash parental figures in their life. So it gives 

them a different perspective. I think that plays a big role in who I am—it’s part of 

my identity so there’s no way it can’t play some kind of a role in terms of how I 

communicate with them and who they see me as. (first interview, 2016) 

 

Several of the focal students in both Sra. Santoyo’s and Mr. Elliot’s classes corroborated 

this statement.  Mary and Esmeralda both described Sra. Santoyo’s class as feeling like 

“home” or like talking with their family members.  Esmeralda stated, “it feels like I’m at 

home talking to my mom or my uncles or my aunt” (first interview, 2016). Mary said that 

Sra. Santoyo felt like a “mentor” in addition to being a teacher: “I feel like I’m at home, 

actually.  I feel like I’m talking to my mom.  She gives me advice. We actually understand 

each other because we’re the same race” (second interview, 2016).  Mary also spoke of 

another teacher, who she described as Asian, with whom she had a strong relationship, but 

she noted that her relationship with Sra. Santoyo was different because they were the same 

race (second interview, 2016). 

Sra. Santoyo also believed that it was not only important for her to serve as a role 

model to her Latina/o students, it was also important for her to try to develop spaces for 

students at the school who were not in her classes to develop relationships with her and 

have access to spaces at the school where they could make connections with others who 

share the same cultural and/or linguistic interests and backgrounds as them.  For example, 

in her response to my question asking what her philosophy regarding her approach to 

teaching was and whether her race and/or ethnicity or the race and/or ethnicities of her 

students played a role in this philosophy, Sra. Santoyo explained that she wanted to “open 
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the doors to [her] students,” also adding, “I just think even my Hispanic kids—I feel like 

they feel comfortable coming and asking me for help because they don’t have very many 

role models at the school that look like them, that represents them” (first interview, 2016).  

In fact, Esmeralda mentioned that one of the things that made her feel comfortable in Sra. 

Santoyo’s class was “being able to talk to her in Spanish” (first interview, 2016).  Sra. 

Santoyo also noted: 

 

I feel like it would be helpful if they had like more role models here at this school. 

More things for them. And that’s another reason why in my Spanish Club, I allow 

students that are not in my class to [be part of the club] as well, because a lot of 

them are my native speakers that, they take a test where they don’t have to take 

Spanish at all. So then, there really isn’t a club here at school where they feel like 

they belong. So, I feel like I open it to everybody or anybody who wants to do 

anything with the language. (first interview, 2016) 

 

During this discussion, however, Sra. Santoyo pointed out that there were approximately 

180 members of the Spanish Club during the previous year, and that having more role 

models at the school for Latina/o students would be “helpful” (second interview, 2017).  

This was particularly evident in the case of Mary, who said that Sra. Santoyo also helped 

her with jobs and with college, saying, “My relationship with her gives me courage to keep 

going” (second interview, 2016). 

CLASSROOM DISCIPLINE EMBEDDED WITHIN STUDENT-TEACHER RELATIONSHIPS 

While both teachers had distinct teaching and interpersonal styles, they admitted 

that the discipline gap was a pressing issue.  Mr. Elliot believed that developing 

relationships with students and knowing about their distinct personal preferences and 

cultural backgrounds were key components of addressing discipline in his classroom and 

the school at large.  Sra. Santoyo shared similar beliefs, but offered accounts of the first-

hand experiences that had led her to the conclusion that affecting change involved a 

combination of student relationships, an awareness for their cultural norms, and adaptations 
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on the part of teachers in accordance with those norms.  Both teachers generally seemed to 

have positive relationships with their students and each one of the focal students 

corroborated this observation (field notes 2016, 2017; first interview, 2016; second 

interview 2017). 

Connections Between Relationships and Discipline 

Sra. Santoyo and Mr. Elliot each had their own distinct styles in terms of classroom 

discipline and developing relationships with students.  However, they also placed an 

emphasis on addressing discipline issues within their classrooms rather than referring 

students to the office. In both teachers’ classrooms, the students seemed to have a clear 

understanding for the rules and procedures for each teacher’s classrooms.  Illustrative 

examples included students automatically putting their phones away as soon as the bell 

rang and, without prompting, getting the necessary handouts for the day and sitting at their 

desks ready to learn, largely before the bell rang to begin class.  Both teachers, overall, also 

had a rather quick pace to their classes and any downtime was spent circulating through 

their classes to help and get to know their students better (field notes, 2016; 2017). Mr. 

Elliot spent more time in class addressing students’ behaviors (e.g., students talking with 

one another, using cell phones under their desk, students sleeping, etc.), but part of this 

could have been because Mr. Elliot’s students, as a whole, were younger and Sra. Santoyo’s 

classes were elective courses, which may have influenced her students’ engagement at the 

outset.  Mr. Elliot’s comments to students regarding their behavior were usually laced 

seamlessly within his lectures and directions.  He did not change his tone to distinguish 

between his instruction and his request or comment directed toward a student’s behavior.  

Consequently, he was able to maintain an authoritative presence by calmly letting students 

know his expectations detracting from the lesson’s pace (field notes, 2016). 
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Both teachers were aware of the national data on the discipline gap.  Sra. Santoyo 

admitted that the district had been “under scrutiny” because of the overrepresentation of 

students of color in the school’s in-school suspension and the district’s alternative high 

school (second interview, 2017).  Mr. Elliot also admitted that there was an 

overrepresentation of students of color receiving disciplinary actions at the school, but he 

did feel as though the school was taking steps to combat such disproportion, such as 

encouraging teachers to develop and maintain meaningful relationships with students in an 

effort to improve discipline.  In regard to discipline, he said: 

 

I try to talk with students before instantly assigning some sort of punishment. So, 

try not to go with consequences first. I want students to be heard and understood so 

they can voice how they’re feeling about it . . . At the same time, I want to be an 

effective educator, which sometimes means you have to be a disciplinarian as well 

. . . So, [as a staff], we’re constantly trying to find that medium or that middle 

ground where they can still be themselves and we can still effectively educate and 

do, you know, our jobs as teachers. (second interview, 2016) 

 

For Mr. Elliot, part of the disciplinary process was listening to students.  This did not mean 

that he did not consider himself the authority in the classroom or ultimately assign 

disciplinary consequences to students.  In fact, Nina (one of the focal students in Mr. 

Elliot’s class) had recently resumed attending Mr. Elliot’s class just before our first 

interview after a brief in-school suspension for an intense verbal altercation in Mr. Elliot’s 

class.  While this altercation did not take place during one of my observations, Nina stated 

that she felt as though Mr. Elliot’s reaction to the event and her assignment to in-school 

suspension was fair and warranted (field notes, 2016). Furthermore, she maintained that 

she had a positive relationship with Mr. Elliot and that she liked his class very much (first 

interview, 2016). 
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 For Mr. Elliot, addressing student behavior was more effective when positive 

relationships with students had been established.  When asked to elaborate on the role that 

student relationships had on discipline, he explained: 

 

For example, if two kids are about to fight and you know one of them and you step 

in the middle of them and just like, ‘Hey, I know you’re upset right now, however, 

this isn’t the type of situation’—you can have that kind of a quick conversation or 

you can intervene in the situation that you wouldn’t be able to do if you did not 

know who those two kids were.  It puts out fires inside the classroom . . . [As a 

school], we’ve seen that drop in our referrals and our behaviors and we’ve seen a 

drop in the number of fights, but we’ve seen an increase in the amount of time that 

the teachers are spending to invest in students. And I mean, if you’re not willing to 

invest in students, you really are in the wrong profession. (second interview, 2016) 

 

In other words, Mr. Elliot felt that listening to students’ perspectives and developing 

relationships with them not only helped prevent incidents that might elicit a disciplinary 

reaction, but also helped him “put out fires in the classroom” because he was able to 

deescalate situations more quickly when such relationships had been developed.  Mr. Elliot 

viewed fostering such relationships and “investing” in students is a basic component of 

being a teacher. 

However, in spite of Mr. Elliot’s claim that developing relationships with students 

is a basic aspect of teaching and beneficial in terms of classroom discipline, he admitted 

that it was a skill that does not come without reflection and dedication, especially when 

developing relationships with students who come from a variety of cultural backgrounds 

and have different cultural norms.  He explained: 

 

When you have at least 10 students from the 24 different countries I think that we 

have in our body [at this school], like, you need to be able to make relationships 

with those kids . . . just when you have that kind of what we call ‘relational capacity’ 

or that ‘relational equity’ with the student, it allows you to build a good relationship 

with them and it eliminates some of the factors that we have of not understanding 

like, of the student not understanding why you care, why you want them to work, 

why you succeed. So if you can have that relationship and explain to them what 

you see in a student, it completely changes their perspective and their perception of 
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what your role is in their life in terms of just teaching a subject.  Now you have 

someone who is invested in you and who cares about your success. (second 

interview, 2016) 

 

Importantly, investing in relationships with students was not a one-way street or a means 

of improving discipline.  Rather, improved discipline was a byproduct of genuinely caring 

about students, showing authentic interest in their daily lives, and supporting their success.  

His descriptions reflected Nodding’s (1984, 1992) and Valenzuela’s (1999) descriptions of 

“authentic care” in that his determination of successfully developing relationships with 

students was measured not by his benefit or sense of mere obligation, but through the 

“[students’] perceptions of what [the teacher’s] role is in their life” (p. xx) 

How Culture Plays a Part in Both Discipline and Relationships with Students 

For Mr. Elliot, building relationships with students extended beyond both content 

and the physical space of the classroom.  He also believed that it was his responsibility as 

a teacher to initiate relationships with students and show them that he was genuinely 

interested in their experiences and their world views, adding that he strived to be mindful 

of the fact that students’ knowledge of the world may exceed his own: 

 

I have a lot of conversations with students outside of class. So, during lunch, when 

I’m not in class, before school, after school, you just kinda start to understand, you 

ask a lot of questions, cause I don’t know about a lot of our kids’ cultures, cause, 

we’ve got . . . over 200 some odd refugees who have come from either refugee 

camps or other countries, which might have come from displaced from another 

country . . . and the only way I can find out is by asking . . . some of my students 

come from war-torn countries where villages are absolutely slaughtered. So their 

perception of other cultures um, exceeds what I know about them, because they’ve 

seen and experienced it. So I think that plays a really important part in just making 

relationships and getting to understand students, and to really know why they are 

the way they are and what has caused them to help frame the way they think and 

then address situations. (first interview, 2016) 
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In this example, Mr. Elliot not only spoke of the connections that he made with his students, 

he described the role that a student’s culture and background played in that relationship.  

While, as previously discussed, Mr. Elliot felt as though his race and his gender allowed 

him to connect with students because of their common backgrounds and experiences, he 

also felt that this was not the case for every student, especially when the students were 

refugees from other countries.  Mr. Elliot consistently attempted to initiate or strengthen 

his relationships with his students by asking a multitude of questions about them, such as 

what other classes they were taking, what they did over the weekend, or what their families 

were like (field notes, 2016).  On several occasions, while walking around campus to Sra. 

Santoyo’s classroom for observations or to meet with a student for her interview, I even 

observed Mr. Elliot yelling “Hello!” to students he knew or stopping them to follow up 

with an event in their lives (field notes, 2016).  In her interview, Taelor also referenced his 

tendency to say hello and talk to his students in the halls (first interview, 2016).   

Of additional note was Mr. Elliot’s respect for students’ comfort-levels.  For 

example, he pointed out that while he was genuinely interested in students’ backgrounds, 

he also respected their comfort-level with developing a relationship with him.  In the 

following example, Mr. Elliot mentioned that there were some experiences that the students 

may not want to share with him, stating: 

 

So when you have students who come from different countries, I’d love to hear 

what it was like in your home country. And the fact that I even ask tells you 1), that 

I’m interested, and 2), that I genuinely want to know. Like, what is school like 

18,000 miles away . . . and if you’re from a war-torn country, what was that like? 

What was the refugee camp like if you were there and it’s something you’d like to 

talk about (second interview, 2016). 

 

Again, Mr. Elliot spoke of his interest in students’ backgrounds, but here he also clarified 

his respect for students’ boundaries.  Through our conversations, it was clear that while 
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Mr. Elliot wanted to learn about students’ cultures, he did not want to engage in any sort 

of cultural voyeurism, especially when the possibility of trauma could be involved. 

Sra. Santoyo’s reflections about relationships and student discipline were often 

directly related to cultural perspectives and norms.  In a conversation about cultural norms 

with her students, Sra. Santoyo explained that it was possible for cultural norms and values 

to influence classroom discipline and the quality of a teacher’s relationships with her/his 

students.  She explained to them that in America, many people consider it rude not to look 

someone in the eye when they are speaking, but that in many Spanish-speaking countries, 

it can be considered rude to look certain people in the eye (field notes, 2016).  In her 

interview, she agreed that such cultural norms can cause tension between students and 

teachers from different cultures as well (first interview, 2016).  Sra. Santoyo then provided 

an account of the differences between her personal and cultural perspectives and that of 

her White students.  She explained that in spite of Stonebridge High School’s diverse 

student population, when she first came to the school, “[she] honestly thought [she] was 

teaching at a White school” because of the amount of White students that she had in her 

classes (first interview, 2016).  She continued: 

 

. . . the majority of my kids [in my classes] were White so I thought, okay, I teach 

at a White school . . . and the kids were quiet and I took it as they were just being 

respectful. But in reality, I would hear the other kids the following year like ‘Oh 

my God, so and so said’- and, you know, like ‘You had Mrs. Santoyo? She is to 

tough’ . . . And so, for some reason, I just felt like I couldn’t connect to them . . . 

So one of the things that throughout the year I’ve noticed, like, I was just not 

connecting with my White population. And I was like, ‘What can I do?’ How can 

I, you know—they see that I do care about them too, that it’s not just my Black kids 

or my Hispanic kids like, I want them to know, you know—and I know that they 

were scared of me because a lot of the times that a student had a question or 

something, they would wait till they left my class and they would actually text their 

parents and their parents would email and say, ‘Hey, so-and-so is missing an 

assignment, what can they do?’ And I was like ‘Why doesn’t this student tell me in 

class? Are they really that scared of me?’ . . . so I felt like last year with—or I would 

say even the year before when I started like Spanish club and they got to know me 
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outside of the class, you know, I was like, ‘OK, I need to be a lot nicer, a lot 

friendlier.’ To know that ‘Hey, like, Mrs. Santoyo is OK. She puts on this tough 

demeanor, but she’s really not that mean.’ . . .  and this year I can honestly say I 

have not received one—and I teach pre-AP and AP—I have not received one parent 

email or phone call. And the kids are more comfortable—they’re the ones that are 

emailing me [with questions]. (first interview, 2016) 

  

Sra. Santoyo said that she “felt like she had to change [her] whole mentality because [she] 

was dealing with a different demographic” (first interview, 2016).  For Sra. Santoyo, the 

behaviors of many of her White students indicated that she was “not connecting” with them 

and that initially they were not comfortable in her classes, resulting in a tension between 

her, some of her White students and potentially parents.  Sra. Santoyo not only noticed that 

she was not connecting with her White students, she successfully addressed her disconnect 

with them through critically reflecting upon her cultural norms and the cultural norms of 

her White students.  As a result of such reflections, coupled with her dedication to develop 

stronger relationships, Sra. Santoyo viewed changes in students’ behaviors, resulting in a 

more comfortable classroom environment for both her and her students (first interview, 

2016).  After Sra. Santoyo shared this story, I asked her how important she felt it was for 

White teachers to consider the equivalent cultural norms of students of color.  She 

responded: 

 

You know, I think about that all the time. All the time, actually, because even when 

I would go to meetings, you can spot us, you know, in the crowd. And the majority 

of Stonebridge students are minorities and our staff does not represent our student 

body . . . So I do feel like it does have a big impact. And I feel like those teachers 

don’t know how to—just like I was at the beginning with my White students—I 

feel like the White teachers don’t know how to develop a relationship with those 

kids as well. And I’m like, I wish there was some type of training or something to 

train us on how to deal with diverse students. (first interview, 2016) 

 

Mr. Elliot also expressed similar sentiments in his response to the interview 

question that asked what he knew of the racial and gender proportions of discipline rates 
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in his classroom, the school and the United States in general (see Appendix A).  He 

explained, “I don’t know if we have a 100% buy-in from our entire staff that everyone can 

learn, or everyone deserves the opportunity to do it. I feel like African American students 

are written off faster than Caucasian students” (second interview, 2017).  Additionally, in 

several informal discussions with me during my classroom observations, both teachers 

mentioned a training program that they and several other teachers at Stonebridge High 

School had participated in called “Capturing Kids Hearts” (field notes, 2016; 2017).  In 

light of this, when Mr. Elliot mentioned “Capturing Kids Hearts” in his interview while 

answering interview questions, I asked him explain the basis of the program to better 

understand what it was about.  He responded that it was a training focusing on “building 

relationships with our students” (second interview, 2016).  However, in our conversations, 

each teacher clarified that this program was not specifically geared toward explicitly 

addressing topics such as race in regard to students or teachers (field notes, 2016; 2017). 

Assets-Based Perspectives and Approaches in the Context of Discipline-Based Practices 

Another common characteristic between Sra. Santoyo and Mr. Elliot was their 

tendency to view students from assets-based—or anti-deficit, (Harper, 2010)—approaches 

that emphasize the academic achievement of students of color (Delpit, 2012; Ladson-

Billings, 2009) rather than deficit-oriented perspectives.  For Sra. Santoyo, some of this 

work focused on re-centering the students in her class who had grown up speaking and 

were fluent in Spanish—whom Sra. Santoyo affectionately referred to as “native speakers” 

both in her interviews and when speaking to and about them in class.  This re-centering 

involved simultaneously combatting the stereotype that Spanish class was not taken 

seriously or was taken as an easy grade for Spanish speakers and positioning the “native 

speakers” in class as teachers or peer mentors for those in the class whose first language 
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was not Spanish (field notes, 2016; 2017).22 This was also reflected in her dedication to 

altering her teaching style to build stronger relationships with her White students discussed 

above. Rather than criticizing her White students for having a different learning style than 

she was used to, she reflected upon their learning and interpersonal styles and shifted her 

approaches accordingly. 

Mr. Elliot also saw the importance of not simply passively learning about students’ 

backgrounds and preferences, even if his intentions were authentic, but also figuring out 

how to act upon such knowledge.  He explained: 

 

Basically, I believe that all students have the capability to learn, achieve, and 

succeed, um, but they don’t all do those three things in the same way. So, if each 

student is a puzzle, it’s my job to figure out what pieces go in what place to 

assemble it to make their education experience the most effective. And a lot of that 

is stemmed from effective teaching and even better than that is establishing good 

relationships with students so they understand or have the desire to want to learn 

and succeed and meet the expectations that I set for them. (first interview, 2016) 

 

Mr. Elliot recounted his belief that all students can “learn, achieve, and succeed,” and 

expressed that figuring out the optimal supports and conditions for students to do so is hard 

work that forms a bridge between teachers’ effectiveness, teachers’ ability to establish 

quality relationships, and students’ willingness to apply themselves in a teacher’s course.  

In his second interview (2017), he echoed these sentiments, explaining: 

 

 . . . we need teachers who are willing to invest in them . . . we can find value in all 

of our students, and that’s tough to do if you don’t want to find value.  [If] you can 

find flaws—you can find value.  And for a lot of our students, it’s so much easier 

to find flaws, because some of them have no filter, some of them don’t use 

appropriate language, some of them don’t dress the way you’re supposed to dress 

and don’t wanna follow school dress code. You can find those flaws easily, but can 

you find that they have a gift in art if you teach math, or that they’re really a pretty 

strong writer, or, if you put them on a stage, you see a whole different personality. 

                                                 
22 Additional data and analysis regarding this topic will be discussed within the section below, “The 

Intersection of Language and Culture.” 
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And that’s the part that we weren’t getting.  We weren’t getting the relationships.  

We weren’t getting a lot of staff involvement at basketball games, football games, 

plays, concerts. And so we need that buy-in, and that’s something that we’ve 

stressed this year. 

 

Again, Mr. Elliot’s descriptions highlighted the hard work and dedication that he believed 

were involved in developing relationships and inspiring students.  Mr. Elliot’s belief in 

students was certainly apparent in the day-to-day interactions he had with his students and 

his belief in their academic capabilities.  For example, when he would have a student go 

up to the document projector to complete a math problem in front of the class, he would 

always pay that student a compliment that related to their intelligence.  He would say 

“Listen to Professor [student’s last name],” or, “You should meet my good friend [student’s 

name]. He’s going to be a really good engineer” (field notes, 2016).  Taelor described Mr. 

Elliot as a “great teacher,” saying, “he really cares” (first interview, 2016).  He consistently 

referred to his high expectations for his students and strove to focus on and showcase 

students’ assets and abilities. 

NUANCED UNDERSTANDINGS OF INTERSECTIONAL IDENTITIES 

At various times in our conversations and in their interviews, Sra. Santoyo and Mr. 

Elliot spoke of factors such as race, culture, socioeconomic status, and gender in terms that 

were flexible, adaptable, and having influence upon each other.  This understanding most 

frequently occurred in the context of the link between language and culture.  While this 

may seem like an obvious result considering that one of the observed courses was a Spanish 

class, the sections below offer insights regarding how Sra. Santoyo not only presented 

language in her classes, but valued the connections that language has with culture and 

sought out ways to combat or invert the negative discourses that are sometimes used in 

relation to Spanish speakers and/or Latinas/os in America.  By understanding the multiple 

and overlapping nuances of their students’ backgrounds and identities, Mr. Elliot and Sra. 
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Santoyo were able to not only see their students as individuals—as opposed to parts of a 

racial or cultural group, exclusively.  They were also adept at reflecting upon how multiple 

overlapping identities may shift a student’s perspective or behavior within the classroom 

and consistently sought out ways to address students’ behavior in ways that honored their 

multiple identities. 

Recognizing Multiple Identities 

Mr. Elliot’s and Sra. Santoyo’s understanding of the intersectional nature of 

students’ identities reflected assets-based rather than deficit-oriented perspectives.  For 

example, when speaking about students of color, Mr. Elliot also noted the impact of 

socioeconomic status.  He explained:  

 

We have Latino students who, they know they can succeed. And they know they 

have to work . . . [but] if you come from an impoverished family, those goals may 

not be nearly as big as someone who comes from a two-income household and 

your income is $250,000, regardless of race. It’s not far-fetched to be like, ‘you 

can go to college!’  Whereas if you come from a home where the combined 

income is $24,000, college seems extreme, like that is a stretch. One, to even be 

able to pay for it, two, to even be accepted. But they know it’s not impossible, 

they just know you’ll probably have to work harder than the next person, just 

because you may not have as many opportunities. Or, I guess the margin for error 

seems to be smaller . . . that is kind of clear here, but, students know that they 

have opportunities, they just—there’s a certain level of relentless pursuit that has 

to take place, a certain level of assertiveness I guess that our students need to have 

to really go out and capture . . . and as educators, we really need to make sure that 

we can cultivate that in some of them, cause they all have opportunities and some 

of them don’t realize it yet. (second interview, 2016) 

First of all, it is important to note that while Mr. Elliot used Latino students as an example 

in this particular point in the interview, at other points in our conversations, he also referred 

to economic challenges when speaking about both Black students and White students.  His 

point was not that a student’s socioeconomic status is inextricably tied to their race, nor 

was he implying that a lack of wealth represented a deficiency in students or their families.  
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What this statement did reflect, however, was Mr. Elliot’s recognition that students’ lives 

and goals can be shaped by multiple factors at once, in this case a Latino student’s 

obligation to help provide extra income for his/her family and the additional hurdles that 

having an income of $24,000 as opposed to $250,000 can have when considering whether 

she/he is financially able to go to college. 

A more explicit example from one of Mr. Elliot’s interviews that illustrated his 

understanding of intersectional identities was his explanation that “adding” different 

socioeconomic factors changes students’ perspectives and life experiences, stating: 

 

We have a lot of students who work and miss a lot of school because they don’t 

wanna miss the job or miss work and you can see that education isn’t placed, I guess 

at the forefront of their mind. So, I mean that happens across different cultures and 

it shows up differently in terms of class . . . so I think we find across [cultural] lines 

that can almost be consistent, but, um, when you add in factors like poverty as well, 

or economically disadvantaged students, they’re less likely to go to college as well. 

So, we have students who have several factors playing against them. (second 

interview, 2016) 

 

In his statement, he also thought critically about how students may not be placing education 

at the “forefront of their mind” because of a financial imperative that can cut across cultural 

lines and the acknowledgement that students’ access to or involvement in their education 

can be influenced by “several factors.”  While previous examples illustrated that Mr. Elliot 

believed that individual’s life experiences, access to role positive role models, and their 

world views are directly influenced by their race, culture, and/or gender, this particular 

statement show that he also understands how certain factors (such as working while going 

to school), are compounded or “add[ed] in.”  Rather than make the assumption that 

education is not important to students, Mr. Elliot recognized that students’ intersecting life 

experiences may shift their priorities, but did not make the deficit-oriented claim that 

students are intrinsically less interested in school because of either their culture or their 
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socioeconomic status—or in this case their dedication to working while also striving to 

fulfill their academic obligations. 

Similarly, Mr. Elliot stated that gender impacted his relationships with some of his 

female students whose cultural norms led them to feel uncomfortable with openly speaking 

to Mr. Elliot because of his gender—let alone willing to develop a close relationship with 

him.  He reflected: 

 

I still have some students who won’t speak to me even as a teacher. Or they won’t 

speak to other males in class. So, I mean they can come to class and never say a 

work for 1-2 weeks and even if you call on them, they may shake their head ‘no’ 

because they’re not comfortable doing that. Or in your culture, you could be 

punished as a result of doing something like that. So, I just, I try to take into 

consideration what cultural norms people are used to and not violate them, or not 

embarrass anyone for, um, we get a lot of different students that dress differently, 

that kind of shows their culture, but I don’t ever wanna exploit that or I guess have 

anyone feel embarrassed as a result . . . We have some students that don’t wanna 

have I guess more private or personal conversations with a male authority figure 

and they’d be more comfortable talking to a female authority figure. Um, but we I 

guess you just gotta be sensitive to it. It doesn’t come up very often, but there are 

times when a student says, ‘Can I go talk to this lady?’ . . . or ‘I have a relationship 

with this person.’ So I respect that cause sometimes our students do need to talk 

and I’m well aware that I’m not always the person that they wanna talk to.  And a 

lot of times it has to do with gender, and then other times it’s maybe culture, or just 

them having a pretty good relationship with other teachers as well. (first interview, 

2016) 

 

Mr. Elliot’s respect for students’ personal limits was equally as important as engaging 

students about their personal and cultural backgrounds.  At times, he articulated, female 

students did not want to engage in private or personal conversations with him because of 

his gender.  However, Mr. Elliot also expressed and understanding for when a students’ 

cultural norms brought the limit from conversations of a private or personal nature to a 

different level, inclusive of even developing casual student-teacher relationships with some 

female students.  As a result, his reflections about and responses to student’s behaviors 
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were clearly informed by his acknowledgment that multiple aspects of his students’ identity 

impacted their classroom behaviors and the nature of his interactions with them. 

Sra. Santoyo spoke of how her students’ race, skin color, accent, language, gender, 

and sexual orientation impacted their perspectives and life experiences.  During a lesson in 

which Sra. Santoyo showed her students a clip from the movie West Side Story (1961), in 

which several Puerto Rican characters are singing about what life is like for Puerto Rican 

immigrants in America, Sra. Santoyo’s accompanying worksheet asked students why the 

Puerto Rican characters in the film felt as though they were discriminated against more 

than other immigrants.  Sra. Santoyo also pointed out that the women in the film were 

proud to be both American and Puerto Rican, since they saw themselves as both, stating 

(in Spanish and then immediately after in English) “Can you have two identities?”  Several 

students responded that yes, this was possible, and Sra. Santoyo added that a person might 

also have a different identity at school, at home, or on social media, pointing out that each 

identity could be part of a person at the same time (field notes, 2016).   
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Figure 10: Text from a lesson that focused on transgender identity. 

Sra. Santoyo also talked about the importance of recognizing multiple aspects of students’ 

identities such as their gender and their sexual orientation.  In her second interview (2017), 

she asserted, “This year I have a transgender student in my class. So, when I bring [gender 

and different sexual orientations] up, it’s to make them feel accepted as well” (Figure 10).  

Not only did Sra. Santoyo speak about different identities in her classroom, she included 

them within her formal curriculum and presented them in ways that brought several 

traditionally marginalized identities within the curriculum the forefront.  She also clearly 

presented them in a manner that did not create a hierarchy between identities and exposed 

the stereotypical and normalizing operations of power to her students. 
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The Intersection of Language and Culture 

Many of Sra. Santoyo’s references to intersectional identities fell within the realm 

of the intersections among culture and language.  She explained that for her, culture and 

language were intertwined.  In her first interview, I asked Sra. Santoyo how she self-

identified in terms of race, ethnicity, gender, and class.  She asked for additional 

clarification from me and asked if I could give her an example.  I responded that her identity 

was from her perspective and that she could answer how she felt appropriate and added 

that I would identify as a “White, middle-class, heterosexual female.”  This seemed to 

clarify my question and she immediately responded “I’m a Hispanic, bilingual, Spanish-

speaking teacher.”  When I asked if those identities shaped the way she taught, she 

expanded upon her response, stating: 

 

It definitely has brought me more of an appreciation for my own culture cause, you 

know, back in when I was going to school, you were kind of embarrassed to be like 

bilingual or be, even to speak the language. But I feel like teaching it, I have so 

much pride now that I want my kids to have that same [pride] that I do. So it 

definitely has changed being a Spanish teacher for sure. (first interview, 2016) 

 

For Sra. Santoyo, the connection between language and culture brought additional meaning 

to the act of teaching the Spanish language.  Teaching Spanish was both a linguistic and a 

cultural project and she wanted to share her pride for both with her students.  Not only did 

she want her students who grew up speaking Spanish and/or within Latina/o culture to feel 

pride for their culture and language, she also wanted to share her love of her culture and 

language with students who were not Latina/o and/or did not grow up speaking Spanish.  

As she mentioned in her first interview (2016), “A lot of the times I hear the students say, 

you know, we’re in America, speak English. And so, I think that even just teaching them 

to respect just, other cultures.”  As a teacher, she wished to contest such sentiments and 
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challenge the structures of power that supported English-only practices both within and 

outside of her classroom. 

In class, students listened to music in Spanish such as songs from Enrique Iglesias. 

Students also watched a movie entitled The Latin Explosion: A New America (2016).  This 

movie, which will also be discussed in more detail in the following section, included songs, 

films, and interviews written by and/or featuring Latino artists, actors, and writers.  Sra. 

Santoyo explained that she enjoyed it when students, after hearing songs in the movie 

would say, ‘Hey, that’s the song that they played at homecoming! That was that song that 

they played at homecoming!’ (first interview, 2016).  Students were also repeatedly 

surprised to find that many of the songs that they were familiar with were written and sung 

by Latina/o artists with an alias that masked their cultural identity (field notes, 2016).  In 

another instance—that I observed and that Sra. Santoyo referred to in her interview—when 

the students were singing along to an Enrique Iglesias song, some students that did not 

speak Spanish were surprised that some of the Spanish-speaking students knew the song 

so well, and expressed surprise that they grew up singing the songs at home (field notes, 

2016; first interview, 2016). 

Sra. Santoyo also took intentional steps to normalize or re-center the perspectives 

and knowledge of students who grew up immersed within the Spanish language, whether 

they were fluent or not.  She would often remind the class that they were lucky to have 

students with such knowledge of and experience with the language to draw from.  She also 

spoke much faster to her students who speak Spanish fluently than those who were learning 

to speak the language (field notes, 2016).  As she explained: 

 

I tell my kids [that do not speak Spanish fluently], ‘Be thankful that you have a 

native speaker here that can actually listen to your recording and see if you’re doing 

a good job or not, because not everybody gets that. You get this extra help.’ (second 

interview, 2017) 
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Sra. Santoyo made such statements often.  Additionally, she would sometimes ask her 

students’ opinions about whether they believed that the curriculum reflected their 

culture(s), asking, “My natives: Do you think most of these are true about us?”  In response, 

the students nodded and agreed, saying “Si” (field notes, 2016). Sra. Santoyo emphasized 

that her course was rigorous for fluent and non-fluent Spanish speakers.  Mary echoed this 

sentient, stating, “Even if I am a native speaker, I actually learned a lot [in Sra. Santoyo’s 

class]” (first interview, 2016).  Furthermore, she conveyed the benefit of having students 

who were fluent in Spanish and/or grew up with the language because it positioned them 

as resources in an AP Spanish course; this positioning contrasted the image of these same 

students in other courses (field notes, 2016; 2017). 

Language emerged as salient in several discussions with Mr. Elliot as well as 

observations of his classes.  Over the course of my time visiting Mr. Elliot’s classroom, he 

repeatedly noted the importance of having linguistic resources for students.  He also 

mentioned that he spoke Spanish well enough to have basic conversations with parents.  In 

his interview, he said, “I think that I understand their culture. I understand a lot of their 

languages—well, I’m technically not bilingual—but I speak enough Spanish to 

communicate with a lot of my students.”  On two separate occasions, I heard him make 

similar statements to his students.  While I never heard Mr. Elliot speak more than a few 

words and phrases in Spanish to his students, he did explicitly mention to students that he 

spoke enough Spanish to communicate on a basic level with their parents and he invited 

students to tell their parents that he welcomed conversations with them in either language.  

He also added that if their conversation exceeded his proficiency with Spanish, he knew 

who to go to and what resources the school had to ensure that he and their parents could 

communicate in Spanish (field notes, 2016). 
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Mr. Elliot lamented the fact that some students and their families did not, in his 

opinion, have adequate access to teachers or other staff members that were able to 

communicate with them in their native language, stating: 

 

If you’ve got a staff of 200, I don’t know how many of them are bilingual . . . I feel 

like we have almost 25-30 teachers who can speak Spanish, but we’ve got over 

1000 students who speak Spanish. Those numbers are disproportionate. And there 

may be one in every department, but they’re not on every committee. So when you 

bring parents in who cannot effectively communicate with administration, staff, 

counselors, adults, it creates a barrier . . . we have to be able to communicate . . . 

especially when you get outside of English, outside of Spanish . . .  that poses a 

huge problem. (second interview, 2016) 

 

While Mr. Elliot’s comment began with a reflection of bilingualism in the context of 

speaking English and Spanish, he then transitioned to the importance of having the 

personnel and the resources to communicate effectively with students, parents, and families 

whose native language was not English or Spanish.  He stressed that with the continuous 

flow of new students throughout the year from dozens of countries throughout the world, 

the school needed more support to obtain necessary resources to speak with students and 

their families in a variety of languages (field notes, 2016; 2017). 

DIFFERING ATTEMPTS AT EMBEDDING CULTURE AND SOCIOPOLITICAL 

CONSCIOUSNESS WITHIN CURRICULUM AND PEDAGOGY 

On almost a daily basis, both teachers spoke about race, culture, socioeconomic 

status, and gender in their interviews and, in some context, with their students.  Each 

teacher implemented these topics into their classrooms in different ways.  For Mr. Elliot, 

conversations about culture almost exclusively came from intentional, but frequently 

impromptu or informal events within the classroom because he believed that formally 

integrating topics such as culture into his curriculum was more difficult to do for 

mathematics than for other subject areas. In Sra. Santoyo’s classroom, these topics were 
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consistently formally integrated into the content of the course.  Additionally, both teachers 

personally reflected on these topics in a critical manner that questioned and challenged 

both deficit-oriented and stereotypical representations of people and culture.  However, 

because Sra. Santoyo embedded such topics within her curriculum, I observed her making 

several attempts to provide students with an opportunity to develop sociopolitical 

consciousness (field notes, 2016; 2017).   

The Presence of Culture 

Mr. Elliot articulated that imbedding culture into his mathematics curriculum was 

something that he had thought about and something that he had sought out resources for.  

He mentioned that he had asked other teachers about and had searched through books on 

pedagogy, but had not found any approaches that he considered helpful (interview, 2016).  

Ultimately, however, he explained that it was more challenging in his content area than 

many other content areas to formally incorporate culture into his curriculum (field notes, 

2016).  In his interview, he elaborated: 

 

There’s not as much [culture within the curriculum] as you would see in like a 

history class. Or, like most of our 9th graders are taking world geography so when 

they get to different countries or different cultures and they start talking about it, 

then you have students who can share experiences. We don’t get that far in math 

class unless I genuinely ask or in just conversation, but, within my subject, if we 

wanted to, we could avoid any conversations of culture, race, and all of that, but 

me being me, I kinda wanna know more about it and I want my students to know 

more about it as well so that they have more understanding—it kind of tells the 

story of a lot of our students, and I’m interested in that story, so that’s where the 

relationships part of it comes in. (interview, 2016) 

 

Mr. Elliot was both aware of the absence of culture within his mathematics curriculum and 

pointed out that, if he chose to, the topic could be avoided entirely whereas in other subject 

areas, according to him, conversations about culture might arise more organically.  

However, Mr. Elliot also claimed that he wanted to broach such conversations with 
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students, in part because of his curiosity, and, in part because of his interest in developing 

authentic relationships with students.  Mr. Elliot’s constant interest in, questioning of, and 

conversations with students about their families, beliefs, cultural traditions both inside and 

outside of class time (field notes, 2016; 2017) also supported his claims. 

During his first interview (2016) at the beginning of the school-year, when asked 

whether or not he felt that the racial climate outside of the classroom affected the 

community within his classroom, Mr. Elliot spoke about how diverse the student 

population was and referred to the conversations he had with students outside of class in 

an attempt to try to understand more about their lives and cultures.  As a follow-up question 

and to reiterate the question’s focus, I asked Mr. Elliot whether or not such questions or 

conversations about students’ cultures ever came up inside his classes (first interview, 

2016).  Mr. Elliot replied: 

 

Well a lot of what it looks like in class comes out when we emphasize a lot on 

writing, the students get to actually put it in words and on paper, different prompts 

that have them think and consider how they view the world, um, and how they feel 

like it’s different than how I would view the—like I use myself as an example based 

on where I grew up, what I saw, countries I’ve been to, and I ask them if they’ve 

seen anything like it before. Or, can they relate to this experience, and some of them 

can and some of them can’t at all. Some of them would have never left their home 

if they were not forced out of it, so they would live in this small community with 

like people who look like them, talk like them, and act like them, and now they’re 

immersed in this culture with people who don’t look anything like them don’t listen 

to the music they listen to, don’t speak the same language, and don’t share the same 

belief system or value system. (first interview, 2016) 

 

While writing was limited in Mr. Elliot’s class when compared to some other subjects, I 

observed the incorporation of writing assignments on a few occasions, ranging from 

students writing the content for their own math prompts, to writing out an explanation of 

their results for a mathematics project, to creating and revising personal and academic goals 

for themselves (field notes, 2016; 2017).  Mr. Elliot’s concern for the unique nature of 
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students’ experiences was also notable in that he did not lump students into one category 

or assume to understand their experiences.  Furthermore, he considered the bombardment 

of changes in refugee students’ lives and how those experiences impacted the ways in 

which they made sense of his course as well as the world around them. 

 Mr. Elliot took some formal steps to incorporate students’ cultures into the 

classroom in several ways.  The first way was through information sheets that Mr. Elliot 

gave to students to fill out at the beginning of the year.  While I did not observe the lesson 

in which he had the students fill out the information sheets, Mr. Elliot spoke of them in his 

interview and I observed him referring to them in his conversations with his students on 

two separate occasions during my observations when he asked students about their families 

(field notes, 2016).  Mr. Elliot explained that in addition to these information sheets, he 

also asked students questions about their lives throughout the year: 

 

I’ll just ask like, do you have any siblings that go here? Are you originally from 

this area? Who were you raised with, if they’re open to share? And kids do, cause 

it gives them a chance to talk. And a lot of that, I start that myself. I’ll tell them, 

like I was raised by both my parents and I have an older sister. Does anyone else 

have an older sister? . . .  you know, you start to develop a rapport with students 

and they respect that. They really do. It allows them to feel like you’re invested not 

in just teaching them but who they are . . . so that’s important. It’s tough, because 

you have 135 students, but over the course of 185 days, you learn a whole lot about 

them. (first interview, 2016) 

 

In several of my observations, for example, Mr. Elliot had students help him create math 

problems using aspects of their lives, such as the names of family members, what 

restaurants they went to, how much their cell phones cost, or what foods they ate at home.  

During the creation of these problems—and at times just generally throughout class—Mr. 

Elliot would also ask follow-up questions to learn more about students’ families.  He asked 

what languages they spoke with their parents at home, questions about what sports they 

played and when their games were scheduled, or questions about the towns that students’ 
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families were from and what they did over the weekend or during the holiday break.  The 

students seemed very excited about these opportunities, as indicated by their animation and 

laughing at each other’ stories and the fact that many students would volunteer to tell Mr. 

Elliot and the class about their own family or vacation (field notes, 2016; 2017).  During 

one observation, for example, in a conversation with the focal student, Nina, he asked about 

her family, discussed her love of riding horses, and asked her to tell him about the town 

that her grandparents were from, since she had mentioned visiting them (field notes, 2017).  

Other than discussing Mr. Elliot’s interest in students’ lives, however, both Nina and 

Taelor, even when prompted, offered no examples of learning about their culture in the 

curriculum (first interview, 2016; second interview, 2017).   

Sra. Santoyo integrated culture into her classroom on an almost daily basis.  When 

asked how her understandings impact her choices when it came to curriculum and 

pedagogy in light of the information she shared in her first interview (see Appendix A, 

Teacher Interview #1, Question 10), she mentioned that it was “pretty easy” for her to 

integrate culture into her curriculum because she was teaching them aspects of her own 

culture and because she created the curriculum (first interview, 2016).  She explained: 

 

I think the curriculum is pretty easy, just because I teach—being a Hispanic and 

teaching Spanish, you know, to teach them my culture. I think it just comes 

naturally. Also, I help create—for the last three years in the summer I help create 

the curriculum . . . My job as a pre-AP teacher is for my kids to love Spanish—to 

feel comfortable enough for them to take it the following year. And the only way 

that I can do that is, of course, making them fall in love with the language . . . and 

the AP is not just about teaching just the Mexico history or teaching—they have to 

get a broader understanding of the Spanish-speaking countries. (first interview, 

2016) 

 

This was evident during observations as well.  For example, Sra. Santoyo included 

information about the people, traditions, food, music, and art from various Spanish-

speaking countries (Figure 11).  The students watched video clips about religion in Cuba 
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and how El Dia de Muertos is celebrated in different Spanish-speaking countries as well as 

all or portions of films such as The Latin Explosion: A New America (2016), West Side 

Story (1961), and the telenovela, Celia (2015-2016), that recounted the life of the Cuban 

singer, Celia Cruz.  Esmeralda and Mary also articulated that they did not study the history 

or culture of Latina/o countries in their other classes anywhere near the extent that they did 

in Sra. Santoyo’s class.  Esmeralda explained, “In other classes, I feel left out” and said 

that information about Mexican culture, even when it was covered in other courses was 

“cut short” (second interview, 2017).  

 

 

Figure 11: A list of classroom topics for Sra. Santoyo’s classes including the topics’ 

corresponding country/region. 
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Figure 12: A picture of the Dia de Muertos figures that Sra. Santoyo took from her 

shelves. 

In another instance, immediately after watching the film clip about Dia de Muertos, 

Sra. Santoyo explained that the skull figurines that individuals displayed were not simply 

for decoration, but that they represented actual people.  She pulled several of her skeleton 

figurines from her shelves and explained to the students what each figurine was created to 

represent.  She then led a discussion with her students about how some Americans 

interpreted the day versus what actually happens (Figure 12).  She explained that America 

had commercialized the holiday, but that for Hispanic cultures, the day possessed a great 

deal of meaning.  She explained the significance of altars, ofrendas, and veladoras.  She 

then told the class about a restaurant in the area that displayed an altar in case they wanted 

to see an example in person and asked the students what traditions students’ families 

celebrated for the occasion.  During this discussion, Sra. Santoyo expressed appreciation 

for a student’s comment that many Americans view the holiday as negative or scary, when, 

in fact, it is a day to remember one’s family members (field notes, 2016). 
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Approaching Content Critically 

Sra. Santoyo went a step further by addressing issues relevant to other non-Spanish-

speaking cultures in her classroom.  For instance, when showing an episode of the series, 

Celia (2015-2016), she stopped the film when there was a derogatory reference to the 

character Celia as a “mulatta” when a White man asks Celia to compete in a singing 

competition.  Sra. Santoyo asked the students, “Notice the racism?  It’s because her skin is 

darker.  She’s still Cubana though.”  While in this moment Sra. Santoyo did not go into 

further detail about the term, there were several additional instances in which Sra. Santoyo 

attempted to teach content in a socio-politically conscious manner.   

For example, as mentioned briefly in a previous section, Sra. Santoyo also showed 

a clip of the song “America” from the movie West Side Story (1961).  The content of the 

song talked about how the characters were viewed in a negative light and treated 

inequitably because of their Puerto Rican accents, skin color, and immigrant status.  In the 

clip, they also differentiate between their status as immigrants and those from countries 

such as Sweden or Poland.  In each of these instances, students wrote down their thoughts 

and feelings about the films and were encouraged to share their responses.  When 

discussing the clip, in addition to referring to the characters’ two identities as Puerto Rican 

and American, Sra. Santoyo asked the students what made the Puerto Rican immigrants 

different than the immigrants from Sweden or Poland that they referred to in the movie.  

The students responded “accent” and “skin color.”  Some students were also curious as to 

whether the characters in the movie had been asked to darken their skin or strengthen their 

accents for filming.  In fact, in several previous lessons, the students had read curriculum 

and had discussions about how an individual can have multiple identities, that those 

identities can also be fluid, and that any given person can have multiple identities, such as 
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an ethnic or cultural identity, a gender identity, and an online or digital identity (field notes, 

2016) (Figure 13).   

Sra. Santoyo then referred back to the movie The Latin Explosion: A New America 

(2016), which featured an interview with Rita Moreno (the main actress singing in the West 

Side Story clip).  In this interview, Rita Moreno described herself as the “house ethnic,” 

regardless of the culture she was portraying.  She went on explain that it was “demeaning” 

and “undignified” to “speak with an accent every single time she was in a movie.”  Sra. 

Santoyo explained that many actors were required to exaggerate their accents and asked 

the students if they realized how much the song “America” referred to race and racism the 

first time they heard the song (field notes, 2016).   

 

 

Figure 13: Annotated text from Sra. Santoyo’s curriculum on identity stating that 

identities are flexible. 

In yet another instance, Sra. Santoyo showed a video clip entitled “Discriminación 

en Chile por Xenofobia.”  One of the main prompts from the accompanying worksheet that 
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Sra. Santoyo created asked students to explain what xenophobia meant.  Through their 

discussion, Sra. Santoyo and the students declared that xenophobia is the fear or dislike of 

foreigners or people from another country.  During this discussion, Sra. Santoyo pointed 

out that she liked how one of the students chose the word extranjeros instead of inmigrantes 

because it was a more respectful term.  While it could be argued that Sra. Santoyo could 

have taken this discussion even further, it is important to remember that, as a whole, she 

provided the students with opportunities to be socio-politically conscious (Ladson-Billings, 

2009) by encouraging students to think critically about and to critique terminology, 

stereotypes, and the corresponding figurative and literal placement of people based upon 

topics such as race, culture, language (inclusive of one’s accent), and gender.   

While I did not observe instances in which Mr. Elliot incorporated opportunities 

within his curriculum for his students to become more socio-politically conscious, there 

was an instance in which Mr. Elliot may have gone beyond passive discussions about 

culture in his thinking about content material, demonstrating a more critical or socio-

politically conscious thought process for himself.  In one of his interviews, for instance, 

Mr. Elliot explained: 

 

So, [culture] doesn’t have to come in my class unless I push it to come out and 

sometimes, my curiosity does that . . . I think for math . . . we have to take into 

consideration different cultures and how they view, I don’t know, our content 

material . . . And we also don’t want to stereotype or label any cultures like that. So 

when we make worksheets, we want it to be almost as plain as possible, not to 

offend, um, or you, I guess it has to be considered, but just to be mindful and 

sensitive to different cultures and experiences. (first interview, 2016) 

 

With this particular quote, it was also important to take the context of Mr. Elliot’s class 

into consideration.  When taken at face-value, it seemed as though Mr. Elliot might have 

been engaging in a colorblind approach, arguing that because there was the potential for 

stereotyping students, it was altogether better for him to avoid culture in his curriculum.  
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However, follow-up conversations with Mr. Elliot, coupled with his repeated claims that 

exhibiting an interest in and appreciation for students’ cultures in the classroom was 

important—and observed instances of him doing so, as presented in the sections above—

it is logical to conclude that making the questions “as plain as possible” was, in truth, 

simply to “be mindful and sensitive to different cultures and experiences.”  In a follow-up 

to his discussion of including culture in the curriculum, I asked Mr. Elliot if he had ever 

tried to include more connections to race and culture in the curriculum.  In this 

conversation, I also asked him about a book on his bookshelf about embedding culture into 

the curriculum.  He explained that he had thought a great deal about how to embed culture 

into his math curriculum, but that the resources he had found were either for other content 

areas or for the classroom in general and not curriculum specific (field notes, 2016). It 

became apparent that Mr. Elliot’s comment regarding making his worksheets as “plain as 

possible” were not due to his reluctance to include conversations about race and culture in 

the classroom, rather he was worried that embedding culture within the curriculum simply 

for the sake of doing so could result in stereotyping certain cultures or labeling certain 

students.  Furthermore, on more than one occasion, Mr. Elliot declared that he was still 

looking for ways to incorporate race and culture into his mathematics curriculum (field 

notes, 2016).   

SUMMARY OF THE FINDINGS 

Sra. Santoyo and Mr. Elliot believed that the nature of student-teacher relationships 

was impacted by factors such as a teacher’s and/or student’s race, culture, gender, or 

language.  While each of them stated that they treated all students equally regardless of 

their identities or norms, key insights from their interviews and observations indicated that 

their definitions of treating students fairly or maintaining equity in their disciplinary 

approaches did not automatically equate treating students exactly the same.  Rather, Mr. 
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Elliot and Sra. Santoyo felt that it was essential to take students’ individual needs into 

consideration, whether they were personal or based upon cultural norms.  In light of these 

features, the four themes that emerged were:  1) viewing classrooms through a personal 

filter; 2) classroom discipline embedded within student-teacher relationships; 3) nuanced 

understandings of intersectional identities; and 4) differing attempts at embedding culture 

and sociopolitical consciousness within curriculum and pedagogy.   

In spite of their distinct racial, cultural, and linguistic backgrounds, both teachers 

discussed their ability to relate to their students and considered it very important for 

students to have access to role models who shared the same racial, cultural, and/or 

linguistic background as them. Even though both teachers believed it was important to be 

able to serve as role models for students with backgrounds similar to their own, Mr. Elliot 

and Sra. Santoyo also gave explicit examples of developing strong relationships with 

students whose cultures they did not identify with, and credited this ability to believing in 

and valuing students’ perspectives and abilities as well as.  For both teachers, this was a 

key component of their approach to discipline in their classrooms.  Each teacher was keenly 

aware of the power structures that were present outside of the classroom in regard to 

sociocultural factors such as race, culture, language, and poverty, and sought out ways of 

rendering those power structures explicit for their students by serving as positive role 

models that validate and support students’ personal and cultural backgrounds in their 

classrooms (Ladson-Billings, 2009).  Resulting from this understanding, both teachers 

believed that it was important to ensure such power structures, such as stereotypes and 

hierarchies, were visible to students through interactions and conversations with students.  

Each teacher also cited examples of how they were better able to engender and sustain 

positive behaviors from students when they not only learned about the students’ personal 

and cultural norms.  In terms of power, each teacher clarified that this did not mean that 



191 

 

her/his students were not held responsible for their behaviors, but each teacher believed 

that when they showed students that they respected such norms and personal preferences 

and cared about students as individuals, discipline issues were less likely to emerge and, 

when they did occur, were easier to deescalate.  

They also cited their tendency to be amenable—or, in the case of Sra. Santoyo, 

adaptable—to the cultural norms of students from a variety of backgrounds and countries.  

One of several examples of their understanding of students’ unique traits was their ability 

to ascertain and develop at least a working understanding of how students’ identities were 

affected by intersectional identities, with Mr. Elliot citing the impact of gender and culture 

together, and each teacher providing their own take on the intersections of language and 

culture.  Both teachers understood the possible impact that external stereotypes and cultural 

norms could have upon their students—and consequently their students’ behaviors. They 

believed that it was important to develop relationships with students that recognized the 

multiple aspects of students’ backgrounds.  By doing so, Mr. Elliot and Sra. Santoyo 

believed that they were better able to create a welcoming classroom atmosphere and 

quickly deescalate situations that may have otherwise led to disciplinary action. 

Lastly, both teachers pursued opportunities to include elements of students’ 

cultures within their curriculum and/or pedagogical practices.  While Mr. Elliot felt 

somewhat limited by his subject-area in regard to how much he was able to integrate race, 

culture, or gender within his formal mathematics curriculum, he repeatedly attempted to 

access the cultural knowledge of his students through informal interactions with students 

both inside and outside of the classroom setting.  Sra. Santoyo felt as though her subject-

area was very conducive to such topics, and formally and informally integrated them into 

her classes frequently. Furthermore, she crafted her lessons in a manner that allowed her 

students to critically engage with the content and critique stereotypes, dominant cultural 
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norms, and racial biases.  While Mr. Elliot and Sra. Santoyo approached embedding culture 

within their classrooms in distinctly different ways, by representing their students’ culture 

within the classroom and the curriculum, both teachers sought to validate the history, 

background, and humanity of the students’ whose cultures they included.  Furthermore, by 

acknowledging the sociopolitical context of her curriculum, Sra. Santoyo rendered visible 

the ways that power is operationalized outside of the students’ immediate classroom 

context. 
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Chapter Six: Discussion and Implications 

This multiple case study examined how teachers at two urban public high schools 

understood power in their classrooms, specifically in the context of student-teacher 

interactions and classroom discipline.  The study was guided by theoretical frameworks 

that highlighted race, culture, socioeconomic status, gender, and the way(s) that each factor 

interacts with one another.  The two questions that directed this study were: 1) How do 

teachers at an urban public high school who work effectively with students of color 

understand and employ the concept of power in their classroom interactions with students?; 

and 2) What interpersonal and pedagogical decisions do these teachers make in the context 

of classroom discipline?  

In Chapters Four and Five, I presented the findings from Green Valley High School 

and Stonebridge High School, respectively.  In Chapter Four, the findings from Mr. 

Hayes’s and Mr. Miller’s classrooms at Green Valley High School were as follows: 1) 

viewing classrooms through a personal filter; 2) inconsistency and subjectivity in 

discipline; 3) grappling with intersectional understandings of identity; and 4) espoused 

versus enacted forms of culturally inclusive curriculum and pedagogy.  In Chapter Five, 

the findings from Mr. Elliot’s and Sra. Santoyo’s classrooms were the following: 1) 

viewing classrooms through a personal filter; 2) classroom discipline embedded within 

student-teacher relationships; 3) nuanced understandings of intersectional identities; and 

4) differing attempts at embedding culture and sociopolitical consciousness within 

curriculum and pedagogy.  Within each chapter, there were similarities and differences 

between each teacher at each respective school site.  Similarly, there was overlap and 

variance between the themes that emerged at each of the school sites.  While Chapter Four 

and Five each discussed the aforementioned themes separately, Chapter Six will engage in 
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a summary and an analysis that cuts across all of the themes presented in this study and 

offer accompanying discussion of the resulting implications. 

More specifically, Chapter Six will begin with a summary and over-arching 

analysis of the themes, followed by a discussion of how each theme operated across cases 

as well as the unique ways that specific teachers operationalized power and culture in their 

respective classrooms.  The chapter will then present distinct ways that this study might 

impact the fields of curriculum and instruction and educational leadership, followed by 

synopses of the study’s limitations and a discussion of the learning experiences that 

occurred as a result.   The final sections will offer recommendations for future research and 

a brief conclusion section. 

SUMMARY AND ANALYSIS OF THE EMERGING THEMES 

There were four larger themes that spanned all four teachers’ classrooms: 1) 

drawing from personal experience and values; 2) cultural norms and biases in 

relationships and classroom discipline; 3) the level of proficiency regarding 

intersectionality; 4) differing attempts at embedding culture and sociopolitical 

consciousness within curriculum and pedagogy.  However, how each of these themes 

operated was different based upon school site and/or individual teacher.  While there were 

distinctions between each of the two teachers at each school site, the most obvious 

differences were in terms of school site.  Despite the differences between all four teachers, 

the perspectives of Mr. Hayes and Mr. Miller (both White) were more similar to each other 

than those of the teachers at Stonebridge High School.   Likewise, the perspectives of Mr. 

Elliot and Sra. Santoyo (Black and Latina, respectively) were more similar to each other 

than those of Mr. Hayes and Mr. Miller.  In light of this, it is important to note that it is not 

the intent of this study to draw any distinctions or make any claims or comparisons 

regarding the teachers as a result of participants’ racial identities.  Rather, purposeful 



195 

 

sampling led to two White participants at one school site and two teachers of color at the 

second school site.  The chapters were structured by school site rather than by individual 

teachers to allow for a thematic presentation of the data at each school site.  There were 

several factors that may have contributed to differences and similarities between and across 

all participants, including—but not limited to—each teacher’s racial identity, cultural 

values, gender, personal backgrounds, teaching styles, age, and disposition.  The 

differences between teachers at each school site may also be attributed to the fact that the 

schools were in two different states, in two extremely different communities23, and part of 

vastly different local and state environments.  Regardless, the teachers’ narratives were 

compelling examples of teachers’ beliefs and classroom practices. 

For example, while all four teachers drew from personal experience and values, 

Mr. Hayes and Mr. Miller drew from their experiences in similar ways to each other and 

Mr. Elliot and Sra. Santoyo drew from their experiences in similar ways to each other.  

While it has been noted in the literature that teachers tend to draw heavily from personal 

experiences when teaching (Britzman, 1986), the ways that race and culture emerged in 

this study were thought provoking.  Both Mr. Hayes’s and Mr. Miller’s upbringings and 

cultural perspectives differed from the majority of their students.  At varying levels, both 

teachers consistently understood the cultural norms and values of their students in relation 

to their own.  This is one reason that, as Tyson (2003) explained, “the more closely 

students’ homes reflect the mainstream culture, the greater the students’ initial advantage 

in school” (p. 327).  As a result, Mr. Hayes and Mr. Miller often questioned their students’ 

values and/or held deficit-oriented opinions of them and their families.  Mr. Elliot and Sra. 

Santoyo both stated that they identified with the demographics of the school’s population.  

                                                 
23 However, all four teachers moved to the respective community as adults.  As such, it is difficult to 

determine the level of influence each community had upon them.  
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As such, they both felt as though their personal and cultural experiences allowed them to 

understand some of their students on a deeper level.  However, they also explicitly 

acknowledged that being a teacher of color did not automatically guarantee that they would 

be able to identify with or relate to students of not only different races, but those within 

their own racial group as well.  They both felt it was their responsibility as teachers to learn 

about and authentically understand the cultural backgrounds and perspectives of their 

students, leading to more assets-based and anti-essentialist interpretations of their students’ 

cultural norms, values, and families.  They also stated that they wished to disrupt the power 

structures that occurred outside of their classroom when interacting with students inside 

their classrooms (e.g., cultural normalization, linguistic oppression, and stereotypes).  They 

did so by serving as positive role models for their students in ways that challenged 

stereotypes of persons of color and validating students’ backgrounds by getting to know 

students personally.  As such, Foucault’s (1998) technologies of sign systems proved to be 

a useful tool in examining the teachers’ understandings of power structures outside of the 

classroom and the impact that such structures had upon students inside the classroom in 

both explicit and implicit manners. 

All four teachers explicitly claimed that they were aware of the discipline gap and 

that they treated all of their students equally.  They acknowledged that disproportionality 

was a pressing issue at each respective school site, yet did not view their classroom as part 

of the problem.  However, the data showed that all four teachers’ conversations about, 

interactions with, and curricular and pedagogical decisions regarding students were 

influenced in some manner by race, culture, socioeconomic status, gender, or language.  

Mr. Miller, in particular, frequently viewed students’ behavior and intellectual capability 

through his own cultural filter, resulting in both explicit and implicit forms of differential 

treatment of some students, such as their exclusion from learning experiences in the form 
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of him “giv[ing] up” on them or not helping them in class.  In this manner, Mr. Miller 

undermined the formal exclusionary disciplinary structure by not sending students to 

administration (and thereby circumventing any formal record of discipline).  However, this 

disciplinary structure was merely shifted, not eliminated, since exclusionary practices 

occurred even when students remained inside the class.  Here again, Foucault’s (1998) 

technologies of sign systems—as well as his discussion of how delinquency informs both 

explicit and implicit understandings of people and their behaviors (see Foucault, 1998)—

provides insights into how the “absence” of formally assigned exclusionary discipline may 

not accurately reflect the presence of classroom-level exclusionary practices.  Mr. Hayes’s 

efforts to grapple with his perceptions of students through his own cultural lens versus an 

increasingly emerging awareness of the confines of his own cultural filter resulted in 

somewhat inconsistent classroom procedures and expectations for student behavior.  He 

was clearly grappling with more nuanced understandings of his students’ cultures and 

backgrounds as well as the benefits of including students’ cultures within his curriculum 

and pedagogical decisions, yet he expressed challenges in terms of the practical steps in 

achieving these goals.  In spite of their assertions that they treated all students equally, both 

Sra. Santoyo and Mr. Elliot also noted that they tailored their approaches to relationships 

and their expectations for student behavior to the individual needs of their students, 

inclusive of cultural norms, gender preferences, and linguistic abilities.   The discrepancy 

seems to have been the difference between equality and equity.  According to DeCuir & 

Dixson (2004): 

 

In seeking equality rather than equity, the processes, structures, and ideologies that 

justify inequity are not addressed and dismantled.  Remedies based on equality 

assume that citizens have the same opportunities and experiences.  Race, and 

experiences based on race, are not equal.  Thus, the experiences that people of color 

have with respect to race and racism create an unequal situation.  Equity, however, 
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recognizes that the playing field is unequal and attempts to address the inequality. 

(p. 29) 

 

While all four teachers responded that they treated all students’ “equally” in terms of 

discipline, Mr. Elliot’s and Sra. Santoyo’s treatment of students exhibited their dedication 

to equity rather than equality in their interactions with and expectations of students, 

whereas Mr. Hayes and Mr. Miller strove to maintain equality regardless of students’ 

racial, cultural, or linguistic backgrounds. 

 Parallel distinctions were evident in regard to each pair of teachers’ ability to 

conceptualize, understand, and empathize with intersectional identities.  Both Mr. Hayes 

and Mr. Miller struggled with perceiving students as a collection of overlapping identities 

and abilities rather than one identity at a time, resulting in causal depictions and 

perspectives of students and their families (i.e., this student is poor because of their race) 

rather than an acknowledgement that poverty cuts across racial lines and/or that larger 

economic structures favor certain racial groups over others.  Mr. Hayes expressed a 

burgeoning understanding of intersectional identities in his conversations, however, at the 

time of this study, he did not articulate or exhibit an application of that developing 

understanding in his thoughts or actions regarding classroom procedures, curriculum, or 

pedagogy.  Mr. Elliot and Sra. Santoyo reflected upon how students’ identities and 

behaviors in class can be subject to intersectional identities, citing the interactions between 

culture and gender and between culture and language most often.  They were able to 

navigate through between-group and within-group identities—both regarding themselves 

and when conceptualizing their students—without tension or a perceived hierarchy 

between identities.  Instead, subordination of a particular identity was averted by the 

recognition that they were mutually reinforcing (Crenshaw, 1993) resulting in a more 

nuanced way of thinking about and making decisions regarding students.   
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Just as all four teachers claimed that they treated all of their students equally in 

terms of discipline, so too did they profess to include topics about race and culture within 

their classes. Mr. Elliot and Sra. Santoyo consistently embedded culture within their 

curriculum and only Sra. Santoyo did so in a manner that engendered a sociopolitical 

consciousness within her students.  Each of these teachers saw the importance of learning 

about their students’ backgrounds and the interconnectedness of such backgrounds to 

classroom discipline.  Thus, even though all teachers espoused beliefs regarding 

incorporating culture in the classroom, Sra. Santoyo was the only one who enacted such 

claims by formally and consistently integrating culture into her classroom in ways that 

allowed her students to reflect upon and think critically about topics such as race, culture, 

gender, and language.  By doing so, she not only challenged the power structures outside 

of the classroom, but she positioned students in new ways that resisted such power 

structures (e.g. positioning many of her “native” Spanish speakers as leaders within the 

classroom for the Spanish language learners to seek help from, while also challenging her 

“native” Spanish speakers to take the class just as seriously as students in her class who 

were learning Spanish). 

When taken together, the data across cases revealed that the teachers who possessed 

nuanced and multi-faceted conceptualizations of sociocultural factors also tended to view 

students in a complex yet assets-based manner.  These teachers also possessed a complex 

understanding (albeit with individual differences) of the interdependence between 

discipline, curriculum, and pedagogy.  Ultimately, they understood themselves as teachers 

in relation to their students as opposed to understanding their students in relation to their 

beliefs and experiences.  They also viewed discipline within the context of their 

relationships with students.   Building authentic relationships with their students in a 

manner that recognized the intricacies of students’ backgrounds and cultures were 



200 

 

perceived as integral to diminishing the need for disciplining students in their classroom.  

In short, they both felt as though developing quality relationships with students allowed 

them to deescalate situations with students and increase students’ engagement in their class. 

This resulted in both Mr. Elliot and Sra. Santoyo adapting their disciplinary structures and 

core content—at least to an extent—to the needs of their students. 

IMPLICATIONS 

This qualitative multiple case study sought to provide a deeper and more nuanced 

understanding of the factors that precede disciplinary action, specifically in light of the 

discipline gap.  The study aimed to obtain this insight by examining the context of 

classrooms, as well as examining the understandings and decision-making of teachers in 

regard to power and curriculum and how such decisions impacted their interactions with 

students.  When viewed collectively, the findings that emerged from each of the school 

sites also revealed three important implications: measuring discipline contextually, 

emphasizing the role that cultural norms play in classroom practice and discipline, and 

addressing discipline in the context of culture in teacher and administrator preparation 

programs. 

Exploring Discipline Contextually 

Several studies throughout the literature on the discipline gap have called for more 

contextualized examinations of the precursors of disciplinary events in classrooms 

(Bradshaw et al., 2010; Ganao, Silvestre, and Glenn, 2013; Gazeley & Dunne, 2013; Skiba 

et al., 2002, 2009, 2014; Welch, Kelly & Payne, 2010).  During data collection at each 

school site, there was only one instance of exclusionary discipline in the formal sense (i.e., 

in-school suspension, out-of-school suspension, or expulsion).  Three of the four teachers 

explicitly said that they would rather deal with disciplinary issues inside of their classroom 
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rather than assign a formal disciplinary action or refer students to in school suspension or 

an administrator.  However, chapters four and five offered instances of students being 

included and excluded from curriculum, classroom activities, and help from the teacher.  

Considering the wealth and breadth of data measuring discipline outcomes and affirming 

the discipline gap (Losen et al., 2015; Skiba et al., 2002; 2011; 2014), it is imperative to 

learn more about how students are included or excluded within classrooms on an unofficial 

basis when disciplinary actions remain contained within the classroom.  From a theoretical 

standpoint, this illustrates the importance of examining both explicit and implicit functions 

of power within the classroom.  There are highly visible signs and effects of exclusionary 

discipline policies that can be measured through classroom, school, and district-level data.  

However, this study shed additional light on the potential for students to be physically 

included in the classroom, but effectively excluded from curriculum and/or instruction 

based upon the teachers’ cultural norms and/or their understanding of their students’ 

cultural norms. 

Furthermore, the aims of research and federal mandates (Issue Brief No. 1, Data 

Snapshot: School Discipline, 2014) seeking to reduce or eliminate exclusionary discipline, 

especially in the context of race are seeking to shift the “disciplinary structures”—or the 

“structures, rituals, practices, and procedures that have become embedded in schools” 

(Butchart, 1995, p. 168)—that limit students’ access to education.  However, this study 

indicates that altering the formal disciplinary structures (e.g., referrals, in-school and out-

of-school suspensions, expulsions) may only address one part of the disciplinary structure 

from which the discipline gap stems.  Consequently, this study not only sheds light on the 

ways in which teachers conceptualized power, curriculum, and their students, it also 

reaffirmed the need for more contextual examinations of implicit factors that affect 
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inequitable “disciplinary structures,” as well as how such structures are shifting as a result 

of increasing attention to the discipline gap. 

Additionally, examining discipline contextually allowed for a more thorough 

examination and analysis of teachers’ understandings of sociocultural factors such as race, 

ethnicity, culture, gender, socioeconomic status, and language.  This context proved to be 

particularly powerful in regard to teachers’ cognizance and interpretations of intersectional 

identities.  While such sociocultural factors have been examined in the literature (especially 

as separate variables in the quantitative literature), there is an absence of literature that 

examines how teachers’ and students’ awareness and understandings of how such 

sociocultural factors overlap, interact with one another, and impact classroom interactions 

(and potentially influence student and/teacher decision-making and behavior).  This study 

reflected the importance of examining intersectional factors when investigating classroom 

discipline.  Specifically, this study indicated that teachers were more likely to perceive and 

interact with students in more nuanced manners when they were able to understand 

students’ identities as multifaceted rather than static.  As a result, such teachers were also 

more likely to reflect upon and address student behavior in more nuanced and 

individualized manners that students’ intersectional backgrounds take into account. 

Emphasizing the Role that Cultural Norms Play in Classroom Practice and 

Discipline 

This study highlighted how perceptions of cultural norms affected curriculum, 

pedagogy, and discipline.  However, each teacher’s ability to recognize, value, and adapt 

to cultural norms impacted their understandings of their students and their curriculum 

and/or pedagogy.  The first barrier to viewing students from assets-based perspectives was 

the inability of select teachers to conceptualize students as individuals with multiple, 

intersecting identities that existed in tandem with—rather than in competition with—each 
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other.  Additionally, these same teachers did not recognize how their own cultural norms 

and values were impacting their views of their students, families, and groups of people 

based upon their personal perceptions of race, culture, gender, socioeconomic status, 

gender, and/or language. 

These limitations have been recognized within the literature, with researchers 

focusing on teachers’ capacity to “see” things like their own cultural values, biases, or 

inequitable power structures within education and their effects on specific groups 

(Leonardo, 2004; Marx, 2006; Sleeter, 2001).  This study documented the effects of a lack 

of critical sociocultural knowledge (Brown, 2011) and its impact on teachers’ relationships 

with students, student behavior, and their espoused versus enacted practices regarding 

including culture in their curriculum and pedagogy.  Furthermore, only two teachers were 

able to conceptualize intersectional identities and the way that these identities positioned 

student—even students within the same racial group—in distinct manners.  Such findings 

illustrated the importance of looking at different intersections of sociocultural factors such 

as race, culture, socioeconomic status, and/or gender.  An intersectional theoretical 

framework provided a lens through which I was able to, as a researcher, “see” the workings 

of such combinations in my data analysis and is, therefore, of great importance in 

contextual examinations of discipline and classroom interactions.  However, while all of 

the teachers were familiar with the discipline gap, the national efforts to increase equity in 

school discipline, and their school site’s focus on decreasing such gaps, no teacher 

articulated the ability to “see” their own classroom within the workings of the discipline 

gap, whether in terms of contributing to or resisting such inequities.  Because biases were 

present even in cases where teachers explicitly stated that they had none, it is again essential 

to stress the importance of seeking out both explicit and implicit forms of bias within 

teachers’ language and their interactions with students.  Furthermore, even when teachers 
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are reflective of their potential biases, examining both explicit and implicit ways that bias 

operate can shed light on how specific teachers are navigating such biases in terms of 

conformity or resistance. 

While scholars have stressed the need for critical sociocultural knowledge about 

people and content (Brown, 2011; Banks, 1993; Gay, 2004; King, 1995; Ladson-Billings, 

2009; Young, 1990), this study echoes the necessity to be explicit about the “goals of 

cultural socialization” and indicates that the impact of such measures can have a positive 

impact on student behavior by decreasing “disruptive behavior and resistance” (Tyson, 

2003, p. 340).  The findings of this study indicate the potential need for a critical 

sociocultural knowledge in the context of discipline, specifically.  

Addressing Discipline in the Context of Culture in Teacher and Administrator 

Preparation Programs and Professional Development 

None of the teachers in the study mentioned that she/he had received formal 

preparation or knew where to find information regarding decisions about discipline in the 

context of culture.  When trainings related to developing relationships with students or in 

regard to discipline were mentioned by participants, culture was absent from the 

discussion.  As explained in Chapter Four, while student demographics, including race, 

were mentioned in the training that Mr. Hayes spoke of in his interview, he clarified that 

the training was very macro-level in focus, and did not provide him with applications in 

his own classroom.  It is evident that teachers need resources to draw from when it comes 

to making connections between sociocultural factors, interpersonal relationships with 

students, and classroom discipline.  While teacher education programs commonly have 

content—or even entire courses—dedicated to classroom management or discipline, the 

classic texts about discipline and/or classroom management texts often fixate on the 

politics of control and neglect to explore discipline in the context of “dignity and 
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democracy” (Butchart, 1995, p. 167).  This study showed that it is essential for teachers to 

be prepared to not only “see” the sociocultural factors that affect their teaching in terms of 

content, but in terms of how power and discipline operate in classrooms and schools as 

well. 

As mentioned in Chapter Five, Sra. Santoyo mentioned the need for continuing 

professional development or training that prepared teachers to interact with, develop 

relationships with, and discipline students in equitable ways in a manner that recognized 

cultural norms (field notes, 2016).  Additionally, all four of the teachers mentioned some 

sort of training that had been mandated by the district and/or principal in an effort to 

diminish the discipline gap.  Site- and district-level administrators need to be prepared for 

how to imbed sociocultural knowledge within their schools and to value teachers who have 

such knowledge.  Furthermore, they need to provide ongoing professional development 

that emphasizes the importance of critical sociocultural knowledge in terms of both content 

and discipline. 

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

There were two main limitations within this study.  The first involved the amount 

of and demographics of the students and teachers that participated in the study.  The second 

limitation was present in the first portion of the study at Green Valley High School, but 

was addressed before the second phase of the study at Stonebridge High School.  Therefore, 

this limitation is presented as both a limitation and a description of the resulting learning 

experience that occurred. 

Number of Participants and Participant Demographics 

While this multiple case study examined more than one classroom in two different 

states, the overall participant count was four teachers and seven students.  Because this 
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study only included a total of two classrooms and 11 participants, the findings from this 

study are not generalizable.  In other words, the external validity of this study is limited 

because the findings may not be generalizable beyond the scope of this particular study.  

There were several different parameters for participant selection, as discussed in 

greater detail in Chapter Three.  First and foremost, it is important to note that while each 

participant possessed insightful cultural viewpoints and values, the opinions expressed in 

this study were from unique individuals.  As such, the teachers’ and students’ opinions are 

not necessarily representative of the racial, ethnic, cultural, socioeconomic, linguistic, or 

gender-based viewpoints of others who also identify as one or span one or more of those 

groups.  In other words, the teachers or students of this study do not speak for all others 

within any such groups.  Rather, this study sought to honor the contextual viewpoints of 

each person as a means of expressing both cultural norms and simultaneously acknowledge 

within-group variations in an effort to prevent essentialization of any individual or group. 

Additional limitations in regard to participant demographics involved access to 

teachers and students and the grade level of some of the student participants.  Both school 

districts required all researchers to obtain permission from the principal of the school site 

to be included in the study.  Furthermore, because I was not familiar with specific teachers 

at either of the school sites, I consequently relied on the principal for teacher access.  In 

the case of Green Valley High School, this resulted in two White male participants.  While 

I was able to work with the principal at Stonebridge to ensure that teachers of color were 

included and represented, this created a scenario in which one school site’s teacher 

participants were White, while the second school site were teachers of color (Black and 

Latina, specifically).  This perhaps made it more difficult to obtain insight regarding 

whether some differences were due to a teacher’s racial or cultural perspective versus a 

site-based or region-based perspective. 
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At both school sites, student age was also a potential limitation.  Focal students 

were chosen for a variety of factors, such as race, gender, grade level, teacher 

recommendation, and student and parent approval.  In this study, two of the seven 

participants were in 9th grade and four of the participants were in 10th grade.  Only one 

student was in 11th grade.  The data from the 9th grade students and some of the 10th grade 

students indicated that they had perhaps not had enough time at their respective high school 

to be able to make informed comments regarding students, teachers, or the school climate 

at that site.  Consequently, qualitative studies conducted at the secondary level may benefit 

from including more 11th and 12th grade students. 

Limited Focus on Language at Green Valley High School 

There have been a variety of variables that have been examined and analyzed 

throughout the literature on the discipline gap.  However, within this literature, there has 

been considerably less attention to language in both quantitative and qualitative 

examinations when compared to other factors such as race, culture, socioeconomic status, 

and gender.  Of the studies that did explicitly mention language, it emerged in several 

manners.  Some quantitative studies measured language as a variable (e.g. English 

Language Learners) (Bradshaw, Mitchell, Brennan, & Leaf, 2010; Sullivan, Klingbeil, & 

Van Norman, 2013; Sullivan, Norman, & Klingbeil, 2014; Spaulding, et al., 2013). Other 

studies had English Language Learners as participants, but limited their inclusion of 

language to demographic data (McCready & Soloway, 2010) or used language as a 

descriptor for the reason for discipline (e.g. cursing) (Skiba et al., 2011; Skiba et al., 2014).  

Still others referred to the analysis of language style or patterns (Haight, Gibson, Kayama, 

Marshall, & Wilson, 2014; Monroe & Obidah, 2004).  However, the data from Green 

Valley High School quickly illustrated the importance of explicitly accounting for language 

in both data collection and analysis, resulting in an increased and explicit emphasis on 
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examining language during the second phase of the study at Stonebridge High School.  

Future studies may also want to consider placing a stronger emphasis on language in their 

examinations of the discipline gap.  

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

The following section includes three recommendations that researchers wishing to 

examine disproportionality in discipline rates may wish to consider.  The first 

recommendation, including perspectives from teachers of color, is one that spans the field 

of teacher education and educational leadership as a whole, not to mention research on the 

discipline gap.  The second and third recommendations, however, are geared more directly 

toward the literature on the discipline gap, with the second recommendation calling for 

more longitudinal examinations (especially long-term qualitative studies), and the need to 

continue to employ different approaches and methods for obtaining meaningful contextual 

data, such as observing students’ behavior and perspectives of several classes and teachers 

in the same school-year. 

Including Perspectives from Teachers of Color 

There have been several studies that document the necessity of including 

perspectives of teachers of color.  These studies cite several benefits, including honoring 

the perceptions of teachers of color (Achinstein & Aguirre, 2008; Brown, 2014; Monroe & 

Obidah, 2004; Quiocho & Rios, 2000; Sleeter, 2001), providing counterstories of teaching 

practices and professional and personal experiences (Fránquiz, del Carmen Salazar, & 

DeNicolo 2011,  Solórzano & Yosso, 2001), and the ability to shed more light on the ways 

that teachers of color can benefit students and staff in schools (Achinstein, Ogawa, Sexton, 

& Freitas, 2010).  Because this study included the perspectives of two teachers and seven 

students who did not identify as White, it provided some insight regarding how teachers of 
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color understood power and authority, developed positive relationships with students, and 

imbedded culture within the classroom in the context of classroom discipline.   

Regardless, there remains a critical lack of representation for the beliefs and 

perspectives of teachers of color and the ways that they operate within the power and 

discipline structures present in schools.  In the case of this study, Mr. Elliot and Sra. 

Santoyo, as teachers of color, were able to share unique insights and relate to their students 

of color in specific ways, as corroborated by Esmeralda and Mary.  This is not to make the 

claim that White students cannot learn about or speak from cultural viewpoints, nor does 

it imply that White teachers are not able to authentically care for and connect with students, 

including students of color.  Because of the wealth of literature documenting the 

perspectives of White teachers (Brown, 2014; Leonardo, 2004; Sleeter, 2001; 2008), 

including their relationships with students of color (Tatum, 1994), it remains imperative to 

continue to seek out and give voice to teachers of color in both the field of education at 

large and within the literature on the discipline gap specifically. 

Longitudinal Qualitative Studies 

There have been select quantitative investigations that have examined student 

behavior and discipline over time (e.g., Losen et al., 2015). However, literature may benefit 

from having additional qualitative studies that follow teachers and/or students for an entire 

school year or more.  While the data from this study was comprised of several months of 

classroom observations and data collection, future studies may wish to span the school year 

in its entirety or examine changes from year to year.  In the case of this study, teachers 

from Green Valley High School often referred to what they had accomplished before my 

observations began, while the two teachers from Stonebridge High School, albeit less 

frequently, sometimes referred to their goals for the remainder of the school-year and 

beyond.  By following teachers and/or students over time, researchers may be able to obtain 
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more information about how teachers’ and students’ behaviors, decision-making, and/or 

perceptions change—or remain the same—over time. 

Provide Additional Student Context 

This study aimed to help fill a gap in qualitative, context-based research on the 

discipline gap by interviewing and observing two teachers’ classrooms at two school sites.  

Coincidentally, one of the focal students was in both teachers’ classes at Green Valley High 

School.  Observation and interview data indicated that this student’s behavior was different 

in each class, but the construct of this study’s design only offered minimal information as 

to why this may have been the case.  As such, future qualitative studies that examine 

students in the upper grades may benefit from observing several focal students’ interactions 

and behaviors in multiple courses.  Such measures would allow researchers to observe 

students’ behavior and perspectives across different content areas as they interact with 

several teachers’ personal, cultural, and pedagogical values and styles.  Such an approach 

could potentially result in additional insight regarding how teachers’ understandings and 

decision-making impact student behavior. 

CONCLUSION 

There has been a renewed interest in the discipline gap over the past 10-15 years, 

with researchers taking on increasingly large sample sizes and examining 

disproportionalities in innovative manners that provide increased awareness of how the 

discipline gap operates for various groups.  This study has complemented such research 

and has sought to extend the literature by offering a contextual examination that highlighted 

how power, relationships, intersectionality, culture, and language operated in select 

classrooms in two different urban public high schools.  Regardless of each teacher’s 

individual style, decisions, and/or beliefs, each teacher was aware of the national call to 
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diminish the discipline gap (interviews, 2016, 2017).  However, in this particular study, 

Mr. Elliot and Sra. Santoyo were able to recognize the multitude of identities that their 

students had, regardless of which racial, cultural, socioeconomic, gender, or linguistic 

groups students belonged to.  They were also willing to seek out the accompanying norms 

and values that accompanied such identities and adapt their approaches, interactions, 

relationships, and curriculum accordingly. 

While this study encountered limitations in terms of participant demographics and 

the need for an enhanced focus on language in the first phase of data collection, this study 

yielded what I hope to be important additions to field, including affirmation of the need for 

contextual examinations of discipline and the importance of examining discipline from 

critical sociocultural perspectives.  It echoed the need to continue to prioritize perspectives 

of teachers of color in future research, as such perspectives are beneficial both within and 

across racial groups.  Furthermore, it reflected the need for additional qualitative 

examinations that span a school year or longer, to better reflect the development of teachers 

and students.   

The examination of these teachers’ beliefs and practices also showed that teacher 

preparation and professional development are important avenues for exposing teachers to 

ways of “seeing” their students in new and increasingly complex, assets-based ways as 

well as how such abilities relate to discipline and, possibly, the discipline gap.  

Additionally, this study may provide administrators with new avenues to pursue to combat 

disproportionality within their school-site or district.  I am hopeful that this study 

contributes to conceptualizations of discipline, classroom interactions and relationships, 

curriculum, and pedagogy, as interconnected, overlapping, and co-dependent elements of 

education. 
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Appendices 

APPENDIX A: LIST OF SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR TEACHER 

INTERVIEWS 

 

Teacher Interview #1: 

1. How long have you been teaching? 

2. What types of schools have you taught in? 

3. What brought you to this school, specifically? 

4. How would you describe [insert name of school] and the students in it? 

5. How do you self-identify in terms of race, ethnicity, gender, and class?  Do you believe 

such identities have shaped you as a teacher in any way? Please explain. 

6. What is your philosophy regarding your approach to teaching? 

a) Do your race and/or ethnicity play a role in this philosophy? 

b) Do the races and/or ethnicities of your students play a role in this 

philosophy? 

7. The following questions are going to address different aspects of power: 

a)  What sort of power dynamics do you believe play out in classrooms? 

b)  What is your philosophy regarding power in the classroom?  

c) Are there any characteristics (e.g. race, ethnicity, gender, class) that might 

alter such dynamics from one student to another? 

d) Do you feel as though power dynamics outside the classroom impact those 

inside the classroom? Please explain. 

8. What are your initial perceptions of your classroom dynamics for [insert name of class 

being observed]? 

9. Do you feel as though the racial climate outside of the classroom impacts the 

community within your classroom?  Please explain. 

10. When you consider your answers to the previous questions: 

a) How do such understandings impact your choices when it comes to curriculum 

and pedagogy? 

b) Classroom procedures and classroom discipline? 

11. From where do you draw your knowledge or guidelines regarding classroom 

discipline? 

 

 

Teacher Interview #2: 
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1. Would you say that your beliefs about the role of teachers and the role of students (i.e. 

in terms of power) in the classroom align with or differ from others’ beliefs?  Please 

explain. 

a) Have your perceptions changed over your teaching career or remained the same? 

b) How would you describe them at this time? 

2. Have your perceptions regarding race, gender, or class changed over your teaching 

career or remained the same? 

a) How would you describe them at this time? 

3. What types of things have you learned from your students in [the class(es) I observed] 

this year?  

4. What do you know of the racial and gender proportions of discipline rates in your 

classroom?  The school?  The district?  The United States in general? 

5. Are you aware of any instances in which a student’s behavior is different in your class 

than outside of your class?  If so, please explain what might influence this difference. 

6. Since we had our last interview, have there been any resulting changes/adaptations in 

regard to: 

a) Classroom procedures and rules? 

b) Curriculum and/or pedagogy? 

c) Your philosophy on power? 

d) Your style of addressing behavior (inclusive of discipline)? 

7. Do you consider any conversations and/or events from outside of the classroom when 

making decisions concerning: addressing student behavior or making curricular or 

pedagogical decisions? 

8. Do you feel as though the racial climate outside (i.e. school, city, society at large) of 

the classroom impacts student behavior within your classroom? 

9. In retrospect, are there things you would have done differently regarding curriculum, 

pedagogy, or discipline? 
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APPENDIX B: LIST OF SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR STUDENT 

INTERVIEWS 

 

Student Interview #1: 

1. How would you describe the climate (the people, the environment, the expectations) of 

this class?  

a) How does it compare to other classes you have or have had in the past? 

2. How comfortable to you feel in [insert the name of class being observed]? Please 

explain. 

3. What do you believe the role of [insert name of teacher] is in this class? 

4. What do you believe the role of students in is in this class? 

5. How do you self-identify in terms of race, gender, and class? 

6. Do you consider this class to be racially diverse?  Please explain why/why not. 

7. Do you think your race, gender, and/or class have ever impacted your interactions in 

class? 

a) What about [insert name of class] specifically? Please give example and/or 

explain why you think the have/have not. 

8. Do you believe that another student’s race, ethnicity, gender, and or class have ever 

impacted other students’ experiences in this class? In school in general? 

9. Are you comfortable expressing your opinion in [insert the name of class being 

observed]? 

10. What types of experiences have you had before regarding your behavior in class? Were 

you disciplined in any manner? Please explain. 

a) What about in [insert name of class being observed]? 

 

 

Student Interview #2: 

1. In our last interview, you identified as [insert their previous identification]. Do you 

believe that experiences are the same or different for [insert race and gender] and [insert 

same race and “opposite” gender]? 

2. What types of things have made you comfortable in [insert the name of class being 

observed]? Please give an example. 

3. What types of things has [insert name of teacher] specifically done to influence your 

answers to #1 and #2? 

4. Are there any things that could have been done differently to make you feel more 

valued in [insert the name of class being observed]? Please give an example. 

5. What do you think is the single biggest impact that a student’s race, ethnicity, gender, 

and/or class has on their education?  What about in this class specifically? 
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6. Do you believe that race, ethnicity, gender, and/or class has anything to do with 

classroom discipline? 

7. Explain a time in this class where you disagreed with something that was said or done.  

How did you react? How did [insert name of teacher] react? 

8. Do you feel as though [insert name of teacher] takes students’ needs into consideration 

when making decisions about [his/her] class?  Please explain. 

9. Do you feel that [insert name of teacher] takes race, gender, and/or class into 

consideration when making decisions and/or choosing curriculum in [his/her] class?  

Please explain. 
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APPENDIX C: BACK SIDE OF THE NEGRO LEAGUE HANDOUT 
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APPENDIX D: CODEBOOK FOR DATA ANALYSIS 

 
CODE Meaning/Definition/Reason Used Research 

Discipline 

Discipline Any reference to or action involving one or more classroom 

procedures, student behaviors, or corrective or disciplinary response. 

(Butchart, 1998) 

Power and/or Authority 

Power How teachers or students conceptualize, enact, and/or respond to 
power dynamics. How is this signed (explicit) or signified (implicit)? 

(Foucault, 1977, 1988; Hasset, 
2006) 

Agency The teacher or student exhibits or discusses agency. Data relates to 

how agency and/or resistance is signed (explicit) or signified 

(implicit). 

(Foucault, 1977, 1988) 

Placement How students are classified, categorized, and or placed within the 

classroom context or beyond. Data relates to how placement is signed 

(explicit) or signified (implicit). 

(Foucault, 1977, 1988) 

Expectations and 
Interpretations 

Whether there is alignment or tension between classroom 
expectations and the way students understand or act upon those 

expectations. Data relates to how expectations and/or interpretations 

are signed (explicit) or signified (implicit). 

(Foucault, 1977, 1988; Hasset, 
2006) 

Intersectionality 

Intersectionality – 

Presence 

Teacher or student talks about their knowledge of a person or topic, 

inclusive of intersecting factors such as race, gender, culture, or 

socioeconomic status.  

(Cho, Crenshaw, & McCall, 

2013; Crenshaw, 1991; 

Crenshaw, Ocen, & Nanda, 
2015) 

Intersectionality – 

Knowledge 

Teacher or student not only mentions more than on identity or factor, 

they show an understanding of the ways that such factors interact 

(Cho, Crenshaw, & McCall, 

2013; Crenshaw, 1991) 

Intersectionality – 

Structure 

The teacher or student talks about or enacts a performance that seeks 

to identify, validate, accentuate, or undermine specific racial, gender, 

or socioeconomic categories 

(Crenshaw, 1991; Crenshaw, 

Ocen, & Nanda, 2015) 

Intersectionality – 
Politics 

The teacher or student talks about how the state of one or more 
dimensions of one’s identity takes precedence over another or is 

silenced. 

(Cho, Crenshaw, & McCall, 
2013; Crenshaw, 1991) 

Intersectionality – 
Representation 

The teacher or student talks about how identities are represented in 
cultural imagery and/or how stereotypes and gender norms are 

reinscribed into hierarchies. 

(Cho, Crenshaw, & McCall, 
2013; Crenshaw, 1991) 

Culturally Relevant Pedagogy 

Cultural Competence – 
Academic 

Achievement 

The teacher or student describes or demonstrates and understanding 
or instance of curriculum and/or student achievement that supports 

the student’s background(s), potential, and success. 

(Ladson-Billings 1994/2009) 

Cultural Competence – 

Knowledge 

Teacher or student describes his/her knowledge (or lack thereof) of a 

student’s or group’s racial, ethnic, or community in terms of identity, 
history, or setting. 

(Ladson-Billings 1994/2009) 

Cultural Competence – 

Action 

The teacher or student displayed cultural competence (or lack thereof) 

in their actions, interactions, and/or decision-making.  

(Ladson-Billings 1994/2009; 

Milner & Tenore, 2010) 

Racism/Inequality/ 
Inequity 

Teacher or student describes instances or circumstances that are 
racist, unequal, or inequitable either in the classroom or in society at 

large. 

(Ladson-Billings 1994/2009) 

Sociopolitical 

Consciousness 

The teacher or student talks about, demonstrates, or shows a lack of 

sociopolitical consciousness. 

(Ladson-Billings 1994/2009) 

Emergent Codes  

Source of teacher’s 

awareness about 
people 

Teacher or student describes where she/he draws from or locates 

knowledge about groups of people, such as students, specific races, 
etc. and how this has influenced her/him. 

(Britzman, 1986; King, 1991) 

Source of teacher’s 

awareness about 
teaching 

Teacher or student describes where she/he draw from or locates 

knowledge about schooling, such as discipline, classroom procedures, 
curriculum, etc. and how this has influenced her/him. 

(Britzman, 1986; King, 1991) 

Memo Key 

Common Memos to 

Attach to Any Code 

Negative Case; Unique to context; pivotal moment; revisit for 

background/context. 

N/A 
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