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ABSTRACT 

The primary purpose of this study was to investigate the theories that classroom 

interactions are organized and shaped by the subtle intersecting and overlapping phenomena 

of race, culture, and gender, and that teachers and their inner-city middle-grade African 

American male students may make sense, i.e., interpret meaning, very differently in 

routine, day-to-day classroom interactions. The investigation was informed by Erickson's 

(1986) claim that the risk of school failure for students of color may be increased by 

incongruities between mainstream classroom interaction patterns and the predominate 

patterns/ways of interacting in the students' home culture. 

The study was conducted in three fourth-grade classrooms in inner-city schools. 

Data collected from classroom observations and semi-structured interviews were used to 

develop sensitizing and definitive typologies, construct individual teacher profiles, and 

categorize transcribed "talk" into primary and connective themes. 

Predominant characteristics of teacher-Black male student verbal interactions were 

identified inductively and presented as assertions (Erickson, 1986) in the findings. Based 

on the content, structure, and function of each, the selected interactions were characterized 

as completed continuous, discontinuous, or diminutive. 

As posited theoretically, the findings revealed differential participation, i.e., 

interaction pecUliarities, specific to many verbal exchanges between each teacher and 

her/his African American male students. Discontinuities emerged from the different ways 

language was used by the teachers and students. Negative vectors produced in sustained 

discontinuous interactions resulted in maladaptive meat.ings for both the teacher and the 

African American students. 

A second purpose of the study was to develop a staff development component 

. specifically designed to adJress teacher-student classroom interactions from cultural 

perspectives and to engender reflective critical inquiry by teachers into their own classroom 



practices (theories-in-use) and pedagogical principles (espoused theories) as they relate to 

interactions with their African American male students. 

Selected segments of analyzed interaction events were used to construct authentic 

teaching cases which contained embedded dimensions of the theoretical issues examined 

and the empirical assertions derived from the research. The cases were used as the major 

instructional tool in the profes!,ional development model. 

13 

This study points toward the need for teachers to be aware of the relationships 

between language use, culture, and gender, and the importance of understanding how these 

factors may playa role in facilitating or constraining equitable educational opportunities for 

some academically marginalized student groups, particularly pre-adolescent inner-city 

African American male children. 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

1. 1 Statement of the Problem 
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During the decade of the 1980s and into the '90s, considerable attention has been 

given to the declining status of Black males in America's schools and in the larger society 

(Grant, 1985; Gripper, 1988; Hale-Benson, 1982; Kunjufu, 1988; Staples, 1987). Dismal 

statistics forecast the failure of the African American male on nearly every front 

(Le., economically, educationally, politically, socially). Alanning data pelVade much of 

the literature: 

• Before the year 2000, it is estimated that 70 percent of all Black men will be 

in jail, dead, or addicted to alcohol and/or drugs (Gripper, 1988; 

Herbers, 1987). 

• By the year 2000, fewer than one-third of all Black men will hold a job 

(Kunjufu, 1988). 

Educationally, Black males dominate many lists of negative statistics. They are the 

student group most likely to be enrolled in special education classes and low academic 

tracks in the nation's public schools (Ghee, 1990; Grant, 1985; Staples, 1991; 

Wiley, 1990). When compared to other racial/ethnic/gender student groups, African 

American male youth are expelled or suspended from school disproportionately 

(Ghee, 1990; Gibbs, 1984; Wiley, 1990). Additionally, this student group is often 

accused of over-aggressive and/or hyperactive school behavior (Hale-Benson, 1982; 

Kunjufu, 1986; Murrell, 1993; Ogbu, 1978). 

Kozol (1985) estimated that 44 percent of America's Black males were functionally 

illiterate. In 1986, Black children represented 17 percent of the school population 

(elementary and high school) in the United States, but they also represented 41 percent of 



15 

the educable mentally retarded (EMR) student enrollment, with 85 percent of the number of 

EMR being Black males (Kunjufu, 1986). Only 4 percent of Black males go to college and 

23 percent of those who are college-age are either in jail or on probation (Wynn, 1992). 

Watson and Smithennan (1990) reported that Black males make up more than 50 

percent of the dropouts in America's urban school systems. In short, African American 

males are represented at the lowest end of nearly every indicator of academic performance 

(Chmelnski, 1990). 

Despite numerous attempts to reverse this downward trend for Black males, the 

conditions these data represent still persist (Ascher, 1991; Reglin, Chisom, & Alston, 

1994; Williams, 1990; Wynn, 1992). There is growing evidence that "early school 

experiences, especially for disadvantaged youngsters, impact powerfully on educational 

outcomes" (Schorr & Schorr, 1988, p. 221). Schorr and Schorr contend that "beginning 

around third to fourth grade, new socioeconomic factors seem to intrude to reduce the 

chance of school success for the disadvantaged child .... It seems that at this point, the 

awareness of discrepant values between home and school increases, and the gulf widens 

between the skills acquired at home and the skills needed for school success" (p. 223). 

In agreement with Schorr and Schorr's (1988) general conclusion, other scholars 

claim that for Black males in particular, a syndrome of failure starts at an early age (Gibbs, 

1988; Grant, 1985; Hale-Benson, 1982; Jones, 1986; Kunjufu, 1986; Lyons, 1990). 

Apparently, for many African American males, home-school dichotomies are salient during 

the middle elementary grades (Hale-Benson, 1982; Kunjufu, 1986; Wynn, 1992). 

Kunjufu (1986) theorizes that after third grade, achievement rates and school success for 

many Black males begin to decline and this downward spiral continues throughout the 

child's school career. He calls this phenomenon the "fourth-gmde failure syndrome" 

(Kunjufu, 1986). 
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It has been posited that inner-city Black male youth are unwilling to invest 

themselves in their schooling because they lack self-confidence as a result of having been 

deprived of adequate support systems and guidance by important people in their lives and 

by the society at large (Taylor, 1989). These "ecologies of deprivation" (Spencer, 1985) 

which diminish their ambition and achievement include poverty, poor education, and 

insufficient employment opportunities (Taylor, 1989). Further, for Black male youth, 

"peers, neighborhood, and school experiences playa greater role than family in shaping 

personal attitudes and characteristics" (Taylor, 1989, p. 170). 

The special problems peculiar to African American male students warrant 

considerable attention, investigation, and analysis from various disciplinary perspectives. 

Typically, conventional, mainstream teachers have very limited knowledge about Black 

males' home culture and socialization practices (Delpit, 1988; Kunjufu, 1986; 

Murrell, 1993). Generally, teachers' efforts and perspectives are anchored in their day-to

day experiences with their Black male students in the school setting, minus contextual 

knowledge about how certain classroom behaviors are interwoven with cultural influences 

(Delpit, 1988; Hale-Benson, 1982; Kunjufu, 1986). 

There is evidence that negative school experiences (e.g., frequent disciplinary 

sanctions, low academic track assignments, and disproportionate special education 

placements) "are powerful determinants of feelings of fate control among Black male 

youths" (Taylor, 1989, p. 171). As far back as 1965, Dr. Kenneth Clark addressed this 

fatalistic propensity when he cautioned that inner-city youth need "evidence that someone 

cares enough and consistently enough really to help them. Their experience, their lives, 

give substance to a persistent doubt that this is so" (pp. 98-99). Hence, it is important to 

develop strategies based on documented culturally informed theories and sound pedagogy, 

which may counteract some of the negative outcomes for and perceptions of this student 

group, and to design approaches which may improve Black males' status and chances of 



success in school. To that end, this study focused on one dimension of the schooling of 

African American males, student-teacher interactions, from a socio-cultural perspective. 
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Findings from this research infonned the ~nd component of this dissertation, the 

professional development model ("NET WORK"). The staff development framework and 

strategies emphasize the impact of socia-cultural knowledge on the processes and outcomes 

of classroom events. The activities include "reflective culnlral analysis" (Spindler & 

Spindler, 1987) of classroom events. Reflective cultural analysis increases one's 

awareness of "how our cultural system detennines our perceptions of other peoples' 

competencies" (Trueba, 1989, p. 49). As explained by Trueba (1989), "cultural 

knowledge is selectively acquired in such a way that it becomes self-reinforcing and 

normally it pre-supposes the individual's commitment to engage in certain activities" (p. 

43). The professional development assumptions and activities address not only the "why" 

and "what" dimensions, but the "how" features of successful or unsuccessful teacher

Black male student communication/interactions. 

Summarily, documented evidence and scholarly analyses suggest that central to the 

African American child's schooling problems is the tendency of educators to abstract 

students' behavior and experiences from the socio-cultural contexts of their (Black 

children's) lives in their home/familial environments (Bowser, 1991; Delpit, 1991; 

Hale-Benson, 1982; Kunjufu, 1986; Murrell, 1993; Taylor, 1987). 

1.2 Purpose of the Study 

As noted above, distinct cultural characteristics of African American children, 

particularly African American males, have not been acknowledged in America's schools 

(Hale-Benson, 1982; Kunjufu, 1986; Ladson-Billings, 1994). Although there is evidence 

that the middle elementary grades are pivotal years in the African American male's 

development, and that large numbers of pre-adolescent Black males begin to become 
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alienated from the educational process, and that this syndrome of failure and dropping-out 

is rarely reversed (Hale-Benson, 1982; Hill, 1987; Jones, 1986; Kunjufu, 1986; Morgan, 

1980; Ogbu, 1990), with the exception of information about the emergence of all male 

classes, very limited literature exists which addresses the specific educational needs of this 

culturally unique student group. 

The primary purpose of this study was to investigate two theories: (1) that 

classroom interactions are organized and shaped by the subtle intersecting and often 

overlapping phenomena of race, culture, and gender; and (2) that teachers and their inner

city middle grade African American male students may make sense, that is interpret 

meaning very differently in routine, day-to-day classroom interactions. The research was 

informed by Erickson's (1986) claim that the risk of school failure for minority students 

may be increased by incongruities between mainstream classroom interaction patterns and 

the predominate way of interacting in the student's home culture. 

The content, function, and structure of selected interactions between three 

classroom teachers and their fourth-grade African American male students were examined 

for possible differences in interpretations of meanings. The interactions themselves were 

viewed as meanings "played-out" in the context of real life. Stated differently, each 

interaction vignette, i.e., a situationally-bounded segment of meaning, became a unit of 

analysis. The interpretation of interactions was infonned by the participants' verbatim 

speech and the researcher's translation of events. 

A second purpose of this study was to design a professional development model 

based on the findings for use by/with preservice and in service teachers. The 

aforementioned vignettes were used to construct teaching cases in the staff development 

design. Carter (1988) argues for the use of cases to reveal teachers' comprehension of 

management-related events in classrooms. Likewise, cases can be used to aid practitioners' 



understandings of subtle cultural influences in interactions between their students and 

themselves. 
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Ultimately, the aim of this study is to contribute to the body of case research used 

as content for improving teaching practice. The intent of the research approach 

(ethnomethodological) and of the analysis strategy (micro-ethnographic) is to provide a 

staff development framework based on cases. The purpose of ethnomethodology, explains 

Van Manen (1990), 

... is to elucidate how taken-for-granted or seen-but-unnoticed 'rules' lie at the 

basis of everyday communications and interactions among social actors .... 

Ethnomethodologists are able to show how teachers 'unknowingly' make certain 

normative demands on their students, implicitly assuming that certain 

communicative competencies on the part of the pupils are being employed in 

standard classroom procedures such as questioning, lecturing, testing, reading, and 

achievement evaluation (pp. 178-179). 

The study was micro-ethnographic and narrowly focused in scope. According to 

Erickson and Mohatt (1982), "microethnography focuses on particular cultural scenes 

within key institutional settings" (p. 137). In micro-ethnographic work, details of events 

and nuances are studied intensively (Erickson & Mohatt, 1982). Micro-ethnography 

zooms in closely on instances of everyday routine activities. 

The cases derived from this research are intended to be used as the major 

instructional tool in the implementation of the staff development strategy. Staff 

development models which involve information about, analysis of, and reflection on 

authentic cases may be a means by which more "culturally responsive" (Erickson & 

Mohatt, 1982) pedagogy can be developed. The use of this or similar strategies should 

foster increased congruence in the interpretation of meanings in classroom interactions 

between teachers and their African American male middle grade students. 



1.3 Definition of Terms 

In order to provide clarity, the following discussion infonns the meaning of the 

underlined constructs as they are used in this study: 
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~ There are various conceptualizations of the terms cases, case study, and 

case method. For the term case study there seems to be very little agreement about what it 

is (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). It often refers to a long narrative history of a particular 

subculture (Marshall & Rossman, 1989) or a form of descriptive record keeping 

(Yin, 1989). 

In this study Shulman's (1986) explanations of case knowledge and cases as 

methodology and Yin's (1989) rationale of cases for teaching purposes are applicable. 

According to Shulman, case knowled&e "is knowledge of specific well-documented, and 

richly described events. Whereas cases themselves are reports of events or sequences, the 

knowledge they represent is what makes them cases" (p. 11). On cases as methodolQI,D' in 

teacher education and training, Shulman (1986) states, "Cases begin the cognitive 

development which enables teachers to recognize specific events as problematic, to gain an 

understanding of them, to reflect on them and on the consequences of action, and to devise 

sensible, more moral, and educative ways of acting" (p. 3). Yin (1989) contends, "a case 

study need not reflect a complete ... rendition of events; rather, its purpose is to establish 

a framework for discussion and debate arnong students" (p. 14). 

ClaSsroom Interaction: The construct classroom interaction refers to the verbal and 

non-verbal communication of meaning between teacher and student. The narrative 

discussion in the findings of the research focuses mainly on verbal communications. 

Directionality is not implied. Both the teacher and the student construct the interaction 

event. 

Culture: The theoretical construct of culture finds its roots in the discipline of 

anthropology. Culture is not innate, but learned and its various aspects are inter-related 
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(Hall,1976). Thompson (1969) views "culture" as a problematic phenomenon and defines 

it as a group problem-solving device which allows the group to cope with their basic 

practical problems. African American males are said to have a unique subculture which is 

characterized by specific coping strategies, e.g., "fictive kinship" and "low effort 

syndrome" (Ogbu, 1984) and toughness as a response to feminization of the classroom and 

home environment (Vasquez, 1988; Vontress, 1971). These strategies are examples of 

what Thompson calls "problem-solving devices." 

Hecht, Collier, and Ribeau's (1993) conceptualization of ethnic culture includes 

some assumptions which are applicable to this study. Hecht et al., suggest that "ethnic 

culture is historically and socially emergent" and that it "is a system of interdependent 

patterns of conduct and interpretations" (1993, p. 18). On placing systematic inquiry 

within the nexus of cultural research, Hecht et al.(1993), state, "A cultural perspective 

examines the structures and process that emerge and change over time and are handed 

down to new members" (p.18.). 

The conceptualization of culture as a major orienting construct for this study was 

also informed by the anthropologists Frake (1964), Goodenough (1976), and Wolcott 

(1990). This research is theoretically oriented toward explicating cultural behavior. 

Frake's explanation of ethnographic work/tasks speaks to this pursuit: 

To describe a culture, then is not to recount the events of a society but to specify 

what one must know to make those events maximally probable. The problem is not 

to state what someone did but ~o specify the conditions under which it is culturally 

appropriate to anticipate that he, or persons occupying his role, will render an 

equivalent performance (p. 112). 

Goodenough expands on the researcher's task as it relates to capturing and 

describing a group's attributes as culture. According to Goodenough (1976), "The culture 

of any society is made up of the concepts, beliefs, and principles of action and organization 



that an ethnographer has found could be attributed successfully to the members of that 

society in the context of his dealing with them" (p. 5). 
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Wolcott (199O) explains that "culture is not 'there,' waiting demurely to be 

discovered" (p. 50). Instead, based on observations, insights, and explanations, it is the 

ethnographer who puts it "there" (Wolcott, 199O). Because implicit culture is an elusive, 

abstract phenomena to isolate, even highly reflective teachers may not routinely take it into 

account when contemplating about their classroom interactions with students. 

Goodenough (1976) explains that a person who interacts or comes in contact with a 

different group of people will develop a sense of their (the other group's) system. This 

"other system" is perceived as the culture of that "other group." 

Although this research was informed by the explications above, Guthrie and Hall's 

(1981) defmition of culture will be used as the operational defmition in this study. "Culture 

is essentially a form of communication with learned and shared, explicit and implicit rules 

for perceiving, believing, and acting" (Guthrie & Hall, 1981, p. 5). 

On cultural competence. Guthrie and Hall (1981) suggest that because a variety of 

cultures may exist in one society, an individual can attain various levels of competence in 

more than one culture (e.g., speak more than one language). These competencies become 

the person's cultural repertoire (e.g., an African American may be competent in mainstream 

Euro-American culture and in African American culture). Cultural competence is indicated 

by a person's ability to interact effectively, on its own terms (i.e., the particular culture's 

terms) with others who are already competent in that milieu (Goodenough, 1976). In the 

case of African American children, some are both bicultural and/or bidialectal. In school, it 

is often the ethnic culture or dialect which is rejected and seen as a deficiency rather than as 

part of the students' cultural repertoire. 

In their discussion of cultural miscommunication. Guthrie and Hall (1981) state, 

"What people can talk about and be specific about, such as traditional customs and laws, 
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constitutes their overt or explicit culture. What they take for granted, or what exists 

beyond awareness, is their covert or implicit culture. It is the implicit culture which is often 

a factor in communication" (p. 5). This investigation focuses on the implicit culture. 

Finally, it should be noted that although the approach to this study was 

ethnographically-oriented, it is not an ethnography; rather constructs and strategies from 

that discipline were used to help explain major conceptualizations and methods. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

2. 1 Introduction 

As a group, the plight of African American children and the need for substantive 

changes in the way their educational needs are met is well documented in the literature 

(Bates, 1990; Hale-Benson, 1982; Jaynes & Williams, 1989; Ogbu, 1986). Less 

acknowledged is the abysmal status of schooling for African American male children who 

get their education in inner-city environments (Hale-Benson, 1982; Kunjufu, 1986). 

This chapter will discuss the schooling of African American males and consider two 

epistemological perspectives which have foundational utility for addressing the problems 

associated with Black male-teacher intemctions in the classroom. The first section (2.2), 

"The Schooling of the African American Male Child," consists of six key topics which 

were among the most frequently addressed themes in the litemture. In Section 2.3, several 

widely acclaimed studies which document the influence of culture on particular teacher

student interaction processes and structures will be described. Then, constructivist 

pedagogy (Section 2.4) as an applicable conceptual referent for the implementation of 

effective schooling for African American males is addressed. 

2.2 The Schooling of the African American Male Child 

The schooling of African American males will be placed into context by referring to 

the Brown v. Topeka Supreme Court (1954) desegregation ruling. The landmark decision 

which rejected the doctrine of "sepamte but equal" in America's public institutions was 

believed to be the gateway to equal, quality education for minority children via integrated 

schools (Haller & Strike, 1986). After the desegregation rulings of the '60s, 

many compensatory schooling progmms were implemented (NatrieIlo, McDill, & 
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Pallas, 1990). Large-scale federally funded programs were designed and implemented to 

compensate for the poverty or race-related deficiencies in the cognitive and social skills of 

minority children (Natriello et al., 1990). Based on the supposed inadequacies of the 

minority student, the programs attended to the child's degree of deviation from mainstream 

Eurocentric norms of the school. Little or no attention was paid to the child's cultural 

background and knowledge (Banks, 1993; Sleeter & Grant, 1991). 

Despite good intentions, many ill-conceived approaches and strategies were 

implemented. For example, the practice of tracking was installed, supposedly in the belief 

that the academic needs of students could be met best by placing children in homogeneous 

groups. African American and other non-mainstream children have been and continue to be 

disproportionately represented in the lower academic levels, largely as a result of this 

stratification process (Oakes, 1985). Data on the negative disproportional status is similar 

as it relates to the placement of African American children in Special Education and/or 

Gifted programs and other high stakes courses (Ghee, 1990; Goodlad, 1984; Oakes & 

Lipton, 1990). 

Today, 40 years after the Brown decision, tracking and other schooling inequities 

along race, class, and linguistic difference-lines persist (Donelan, Neal & Jones, 1994; 

Thomas, Chinn, Perkins, & Carter, 1994). Asa Hilliard (1988) contends that school 

leaders and policy makers do not have an adequate understanding of how inequity 

functions in the education system beyond the mere fact of its existence. Goodlad and 

Keating (1990) point out: 

. Racial minority students disproportionately experience inequalities in access to 

knowledge in courses and classroom experiences .... No longer can equality be 

viewed as a matter of simply opening the doors of institutions to all students .... 

In most places, the doors have been opened .... The issue now is what happens 

inside schools and classrooms fraught with systemic unfairness (p. ix). 
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The issue of equity surfaced throughout the literature as one of the fundamental 

barriers to within-school success for the African American male child (Kunjufu, 1986; 

Moody, 1987; Murrell, 1993). As implied by Hilliard, ensuring more equitable schooling 

for all children requires that educators have an understanding of what equity means in all of 

its varied, more important subtle dimensions and recognizing which practices deny or 

promote it. Equity, according to Moody (1987), involves four dimensions - access, 

process, achievement, and transfer. Brookover and Lezotte (1981) suggest three criteria 

for assessing educational equity - access, participation, and outcomes. Both paradigms 

are different labels for the same phenomenon. Ideally, equity-based education should make 

academic excellence and success possible for all students. However, there are many 

interlocking structural arrangements, curricularfmstructional practices, and cultural 

assumptions that form barriers which block some students' access to effective equitable 

schooling. It is from this historical framework that this research was conceptualized and it 

is within this context that this review of the literature is situated. 

2.1..1 Teacher Expectations 

One of the most provocative studies of teacher expectations was conducted by Rist 

(1970). Rist identified a connection between cultural expectations and the formation of low 

teacher expectations. Both the teachers and students in Rist's study were Black. The study 

began when the students were in kindergarten. The teachers were given demographic data 

on each of their incoming students, to include such things as socio-economic status, 

medical care, number of siblings, etc. After school started, within eight days the students 

were placed in ability groups for reading. Rist observed that the composition of the groups 

remained constant for the three years of the study even though the students became 

increasingly dissimilar over the course of the research. He suggested that the children were 

placed in groups according to each teacher's perception of the "successful" child. The 
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students in the reading groups were different in such things as clothing, skin color, 

manners and other social factors which were known to the teachers before they placed the 

children in groups. He speculated that the criteria upon which the teachers based placement 

decisions had to do with their perception of certain attributes in the children which 

correlated to the teacher's perception of "success" in the larger society: 

The organization of the kindergarten classroom according to the expectation of 

success or failure after the eighth day of school became the basis for the differential 

treatment of the children for the remainder of the school year .... The fundamental 

division of the class into those expected to learn and those expected not to 

penneated the teacher's orientation to the class (Rist, 1970, p. 423). 

When the children entered second grade, they were not assigned to groups according to 

their potential but rather according to their past perfonnance. 

Grant (1985) studied classroom experiences of Black males by examining teachers' 

perceptions of them as compared to other students, teacher-Black male interactions, and 

Black male students' experiences in peer networks. Her qualitative methodology involved 

classroom observations and interviews with teachers and students in six elementary 

schools. She comments, "Commonalties in Black males experiences in these [class]rooms 

suggest that school life is reither simplistic nor as monolithic as many accounts imply" (p. 

30). Grant reported that teachers and administrators believed that promoting high academic 

achievement was more difficult with Black males than with other students and that high 

academic performance was more difficult for Black males to obtain than for other students. 

Valora Washington (1982) reported that both Black and White teachers viewed 

Black males as most negatively different from the valued characteristics of confonnity, 

neatness, good attitude, appearance, correct language and appropriate behavior in school 

when compared with other students. In Washington's study teachers viewed White 

females more positively than White males and Black females. 
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Antoine Garibaldi (1988) was commissioned by the city of New Orleans to conduct 

a study of the serious academic and behavior problems of the city's African American male 

students. Garibaldi found that Black males accounted for 58 percent of the children who 

failed in the 1986-87 school year. According to Garibaldi, the most striking finding of the 

study was that teachers failed to set high expectations for Black males. Almost six of every 

10 teachers surveyed did not expect their Black male students to fmish high school and go 

on to college. 

Several studies have documented that teachers tend to like students who live up or 

down to their expectations whether the expectations are positive or negative (Brookover, 

1973; Brophy & Good, 1974; Coble, 1975; Rosenthal, 1973; Rubovitz & Maehr, 1973). 

This phenomenon is sometimes referred to as the "self-fulfl1ling prophecy." In accordance 

with this phenomenon, some students tend to internalize the teacher's negative expectations 

and function as expected (Good, 1987; Howard & Hammond, 1985). Many African 

American pre-adolescent and adolescent youth put forth half-hearted academic efforts 

because they are continually confronted with messages about their inferiority and they 

begin to believe that they are, in fact, incompetent (Howard & Hammon, 1985; Murray & 

Fairchild, 1989). "Black adolescents are expected to employ self-handicapping strategies 

to a greater extent than their White counterparts," claim Murray and Fairchild (1989, p. 

238). The expectation of inferiority is considered by some scholars to be one of the major 

contributors to the continued academic underdevelopment of Black youth (Hale, 1977; 

Howard & Hammond, 1985; Kunjufu, 1988). Rather than risk failure, many Black youth 

simply will not try to achieve academically (Kunjufu, 1988). 

Pre-adolescent African American males are often intensely focused on mastering 

masculinity according to the Black male subcultural model which includes "being cool" 

(Hale-Benson, 1982). Being "cool" encompasses such manifestations as listening to rap 

music, perfecting a special way of walking (Wiley, 1990), speaking Black English 
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Vernacular (Kunjufu, 1988), and other stylistic behaviors. Failure is not congruent with 

being "cooL" According to Kunjufu (1988) it is the fear of failure that limits the students' 

possibilities for success. 

According to Murray and Fairchild (1989), "the interaction between the student and 

the teacher influences how the student subsequently presents himself or herself. The 

teacher's tendency to make new information consistent with existing inferences [e.g., 

stereotypes] has its counterpart in the student's tendency to confonn and adapt to the 

teacher's expectations" (p. 238). 

Low teacher expectations is one way in which the access dimension of equity is 

denied to many non-mainstream children. Some students' low expectations of themselves 

further compound their academic difficulties in school. As will be discussed in the next 

section, a child's self-concept is intimately related to the expectations "important others," 

such as parents and ~eachers, have for her/him. 

2.2.2 Self-Concept 

Considerable controversy sunounds the topic of whether most Black youth have 

low self-concepts. If in fact they do, there is even more controversy about the genesis of 

this attribute. Much of the debate seems to involve conflicting terms for the same or similar 

phenomena. In conducting this literature review, it was frequently necessary to seek 

clarification of a particular author's intent in the use of the terms self-concept, self-esteem, 

and/or self-image. Hence, it appears that a rational starting point for this discussion will be 

to attempt to define the terms as used here. 

First, self-image is defined as the picture one has of the impressions he/she makes 

on other people (Good, 1959). Self-esteem is a favorable judgment, attitude, or opinion a 

person holds about herself/himself (Good, 1959). 
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Self-concept is more cumbersome to define. Although variant, all cultures have a 

notion of personhood or self (Geertz, 1976). According to Hecht, Collier, and Ribeau 

(1993) the self is both psychological and connnunicative. As a psychological construct, the 

self "is constituted by the meanings one attributes to oneself as an object that are 

experienced in interaction with others" (p. 36). As a communicative process, Hecht et al. 

(1993) state, "a person's sense of self is part of that person's social behavior and the sense 

of self emerges and is defmed in social interaction" (p 36). This defmition of self-concept 

has considerable applicability to this discussion of the African American male's concept of 

self because its situated specificity in the schooling context may be very different than it is 

in the child's indigenous environment (Curtis, 1975; Kuykendall, 1992). Hecht et al., 

suggest that identities must always be studied relationally and never in isolation. The 

authors' summary defmition is most useful in distinguishing the three constructs. 

"Self-concept," state Hecht et al. (1993), "is both enduring and changing and 

consists of identities and their counter- and co-identities, content and relationship 

dimensions, and affect" (p. 41). According to the authors, self-esteem is an affective 

dimension of the self-concept. 

In addition to the definition of self-concept, another debate has to do with whether a 

relativistic (self in relation to others) or individual (personal identity) frame of reference is 

used for analysis and interpretations of it (Cross, 1987). According to Cross (1987) the 

self-concept has two superordinate domains: the personal identity (PI) sector and the group 

identity, or reference group orientation (RGO). Cross suggests that the PI includes factors 

such as self-worth and general personality traits. The RGO includes such things as r.acial 

attitudes, group identity and race awareness. In Cross's view, the young minority student 

enters school with a strong and positive global self-concept. However, "the stigma of 

racism, ethnocentrism, and poverty may negatively effect the ability of underclass minority 

children to refine their global self-concept through incorporation of a 'self-as-student' or 



'self-as-Iearner' component that facilitates successful performance in traditional middle

class academic contexts" (Cross, 1987, p. 130). 

After reviewing a baffling and vast array of studies on the self concept, the 

following discussion addresses the self-concept in relation to clJlture, the self-concept in 

relation to academic achievement and the intermingling influences of the two on the 

psychosocial construct of "self' as it relates to African American youth, and where data 

were found, as it relates to African American males. Much of the discussion about one 

conceptualization overlaps the other. 
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First, cross-ethnic comparisons yielded varying interpretations depending on the 

theoretical perspectives of the researchers. Murray, Smith and West (1989) state that both 

the cultural deprivation theorists and the cultural difference theorists agree "that one of the 

most serious problems affecting the Black American child's academic achievement [is] his 

or her poor self-concept" (p. 52). The deprivation theorists say poor self-concept is due to 

the child's family background and low socio-economic class. The difference theorists 

argue that the school system and the media are responsible (Murray et al., 1989). Murray 

et al.(1989) suggest that both groups of theorists relied on studies which had 

methodological errors, biased interpretations and incorrect assumptions. They go to on to 

suggest that comparisons were inappropriately made against a White norm or representative 

standard of mental health. 

Marsh and Parker (1984) used a relativistic framework to interpret their findings. 

Their data revealed that within a given range of school SES (socia-economic status), the 

higher the family's SES, the higher the academic self-concept. They also found that within 

any given level of family SES, the higher the school SES, the lower the academic self

concept. The students' peer reference group's SES influenced academic self-concepts. 

Earlier studies also reported relationships between self-concept and academic 

achievement. Brookover and Erickson (1969) reported evidence indicating that students 
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with low self-concepts concerning their own abilities usually do not achieve at high levels. 

Studies by Davidson and Greenberg (1967) and Whitman and Deutsch (1967) indicated 

that the lower the level of self-esteem, the lower the level of academic achievement 

Brookover and Passalacqua (1981) used a random sample of 68 schools for an 

analysis of their data collected on academic achievement and academic self-concept. They 

found that the average academic achievement and the average academic self-concept were 

negatively correlated. The negative relationship was partly due to the seven predominantly 

Black schools in which the self-concept scores were higher than average but in which 

academic achievement was lower than average. However, they found that individual 

academic achievement and individual academic self-concept were positively correlated. 

Some authors suggest that labeling Black youth, particularly Black males, as having 

low self-esteem is based on judgments about their aggressiveness, "bad attitudes," and lack 

of motivation, rather than on a more accurate reading of code-switching or other adaptive 

strategies of identity maintenance by Black youth (Hecht et al., 1993; Spencer, 1987). 

Hecht et al.(1993) state, "We feel that self-concept consists of both individual and social 

elements such that both objective (imposed from the outside) and subjective (self

perceived) group memberships are salient and the dialectical tension between the two is 

often more salient than either individually" (p. 43). 

Other authors refer to the influence of race, stereotypes, and prejudice on the 

development of Black children's self concepts (Clark, 1991, Kunjufu, 1988; Spencer, 

1987). ~lark (1991) states, "Although African-American and White adolescents share 

many common experiences, there are cultural and environmental experiences that are 

unique to the social worlds of members of both groups" (p. 42). When Black adolescents 

experience racism they may respond with anger and rebellion (Clark, 1991) and/or develop 

an oppositional social identity (Ogbu, 1988). Boykin (1986) suggests that in order to 



protect their self-esteem, some adolescents develop coping styles that distance and even 

alienate them from the school. 
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Another body of literature relates the concept of "racial dissonance" to Black 

children's sense of self (Clark & Clark, 1939; Goodman, 1952; Moreland, 1962; Spencer 

& Horowitz, 1973). "Racial dissonance refers to the White preference behavior of Black 

children" (Spencer, 1987, p. 106). 

One of the earliest studies which revealed evidence of racial dissonance was 

conducted by Clark and Clark (1939). In Clark and Clark's study, African American 

children expressed a preference for White dolls and they rejected Black ones. The 

researchers found evidence that by the age of five Black children identified themselves with 

the Black dolls; however, they associated positive attributes to the White dolls and 

preferred to play with them over the Black ones. 

Kunjufu (1988) says that African Americans have been acculturated to accept and 

prefer European images. From Kunjufu's perspective, the way to enhance a Black child's 

self-concept is through an African frame of reference. This line of thought is in line with 

Clark and Clark's (1939) findings and with Spencer's (1987) contentions. 

Some researchers refer to the influence of peers and "street culture" on the self 

identity of African American youth, particularly Black males (Hale-Benson, 1982; 

Kunjufu, 1986; Perkins, 1974). Writing from the reference group orientation, Perkins 

(1974) describes street culture: 

The streets constitute an institution in the same way that the church, school, and 

family are conceived as institutions. They all have a set of values and nonns to 

govern and reinforce their existence ... It is on the streets where the Black child 

receives his basic orientation of life. .. and for a child to survive the ghetto he 

must undergo a rigorous apprenticeship that will enable him to compensate for the 

lack of guidance from other institutions and adults (p. 26). 
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Crime and violence are high in most Black inner city areas (Jaynes & Williams, 

1989) and toughness is a necessary trait for survival (Hale-Benson, 1982; Kunjufu, 1986). 

Von tress (1971) claims, "If there is anything the ghetto culture demands it is obvious, 

clearly visible manhood" (p. 15). Both peer and adult role models often come from the 

child's home/community environment. According to Hale-Benson (1982), one aspect of 

Black male socialization is the skill of being "street wise." This includes learning how to 

fight and. survive on the streets of one's neighborhood. When this ethos is brought to 

school, the child's entrance into the "bad boy"f'disciplinary problem" category usually 

ensues. 

Finally, it is important to refer to considerable data which suggest that African 

American youth do not have low self-concepts. One group of researchers contends that 

Black males have higher levels of self-esteem than any other race-gender group (Grant, 

1985; Hare, 1980; Simmons, Brown, Bush, & Blyth, 1979). Some studies report that 

African American children' s self-esteem is equal to or greater than their Anglo counterparts 

(Hughes & Dembo, 1989; Powell, 1973; Rosenberg & Simmons, 1972). 

Rosenberg and Simons (1972) conducted a survey in which 1,988 Baltimore 

children participated from grades 3-12. The self-concept of Black youths was found to be 

higher than that of Whites across all age groups. The difference in self-concept between 

White males and females was found to be greater than the difference between Black males 

and females. 

St. John (1975) reviewed and synthesized more than 120 studies of the relationship 

of a school's racial composition and the academic achievement, behavior and attitudes of its 

students. On African American children in integrated schools she states, "Biracial 

schooling is apparently not detrimental to the academic perfonnance of [B]lack children, 

but it may have negative effects on their self-esteem" (p. 19). St. John (1981) reported that 
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Black children in segregated schools had higher self-esteem than Black children in 

desegregated schools. These data may have been early indicators that Black children who 

attend school in familiar contexts (i.e., around the adults, peers, and neighborhood that 

they are accustomed to) manifest high self-esteem because they are protected from the 

externaVoutside-of-group influences that were referred to by Hecht et aI. (1987), 

previously in this discussion. 

The synthesis of the literature on the self-concept of African American youth was 

complex. The "bottom line" is that there is no definitive answer to the question: As a 

group, do African American children have low self-concepts? The answer is "it depends." 

George and Louise Spindler (1987) suggest that it depends on the cultural assumptions of 

the schooling institution. 

Minority children with various socio-cultural backgrounds attend schools predicated 

on mainstream, largely middle class, and largely [W]hite Anglo Saxon Northern 

European Protestant cultural assumptions. Such children acquire deficits in self

esteem damaged not only by actual failure but also by negative perceptions and low 

expectations of them by teachers and other students (Spindler & Spindler, 1987, 

p.5). 

It depends on the researcher's theoretical reference base. According to Murray et 

aI. (1989), "due to the practice of using the White adolescent as the ideal prototype, little is 

known about how personality relates to differences in academic achievement in particular, 

and life in general" (p. 58). 

It depends on the methodology employed. Spencer (1987) contends that it is not 

possible to generate non-traditional conclusions from behaviorist research models. She 

comments: 



The knowledge and attitudes of minority children and youth are analyzed by 

researchers in a fashion similar to behavioral analyses of minority-group adults. 

Much of this research fails to recognize differences in the way that individuals 

"make meaning" from their experiences as a consequence of their developmental 

status (p. 105). 

Spencer (1987) argues that Black children can be treated as "unique and 

qualitatively different from adults" if the research is "examined developmentally and the 

constructs subcategorized multidimensionally (for example, cultural awareness, group 

identification, racial preference, racial attitudes, and color stereotyping)" (p. 105). 

Finally, it depends on the societal context in which the self is developed and 

situated. Murray et al. (1989) state: 
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While Black adolescents share with White adolescents many of the same personality 

traits, such as a desire for educational achievement, due to real barriers within the 

society-at-Iarge to achievement for Blacks that do not exist for Whites, Blacks more 

frequently do not match their wishes and aspirations with effort. Therefore, both 

differences in social-class and caste due to race along with the resultant behavior 

patterns, must be continually considered in understanding some of the underlying 

factors related to adolescent psychosocial development (p. 59). 

Whatever the case may be, we know that many Black children have selious 

academic and sociaVinteractional difficulties in America's inner-city schools. In the case 

of African American males, we know that many teachers have low academic expectations 

of them (Garabaldi, 1988; Grant, 1985) and often, teachers perceive that Black males have 

low self-concepts and expectations of themselves (Howard, 1989). In light of the 

dynamics of the self-fulfilling prophecy, teacher and student perceptions about these 
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constructs may, in fact, be the realities. The construct of "self-concept" is a complex 

multifarious phenomenon which is difficult to understnnd and accurately explicate. 

In the next section (2.2.3) issues that relate to the Black male child and school 

discipline, some of which are often linked to constructs of ethnic identity, self-esteem, and 

self-concept (Richardson & Evans, 1992) will be addressed. 

2.2.3 Disciplinary Issues 

Considerable data document the conclusion that negative disciplinary outcomes for 

students are more likely to be a function of the schooling milieu than the individual 

shortcomings of students and their farnilies (Kohl, 1994; Pink, 1982; Ogbu, 1974). Where 

deficit theories inform teachers' decisions and administrative policies, student discipline is 

problematic (Pink, 1982; Silberman, 1970). Silbennan (1970) suggests, "Chronic failure 

makes self-discipline hard to come by; it is these [minority] children's failure to learn that 

produces the behavior problems of the slum school. . . and not the behavior problems that 

produce the failure to learn" (p. 67). As early as 1970 Silberman noted that schools do not 

respond well to a "complex of cultural factors frequently, but not necessarily associated 

with poverty and low social status" (p. 77). He likens this to the self-fulfilling prophecy. 

Silbennan asserts: 

Thus, a teacher's expectation can and does quite literally affect a student's 

perfonnance. The teacher who assumes that her students cannot learn is likely to 

discover that she has a class of children who are indeed unable to learn; yet anoth.er 

teacher, working with the same class but without the same expectation may 

discover that she has a class of interested learners. The sarne obtains with respect 

to behavior; the teacher who assumes that her students will be disruptive is likely to 

have a disruptive class on her hands (p. 83). 
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There are a number of researchers who support Silbennan' s earlier conclusions 

(Delpit, 1991; Kohl, 1994; Pink, 1978). They, academicians and researchers, suggest that 

there is a range of student behaviors considered delinquent, anti-social and/or inappropriate 

which are largely a result of mainstream middle class assumptions about schooling and 

about students of color (Kozol, 1967; Ogbu, 1986; Pink, 1978). 

John Ogbu (1974) is well-known for his study addressing schooling effects as they 

relate to academic and social outcomes for minorities, African American and Mexican 

American students, specifically. Ogbu's hallmark study was conducted in Stockton, 

California Ogbu suggests that Mexican and African Americans have been historically 

regarded as subordinate minorities by the dominant Anglo population. This he maintains, 

is not the case for Chinese, Japanese or other minorities who immigrated to America. 

Ogbu found that based on cultural and structural factors, the schools in his study created a 

systematic, collective negative response (e.g., low teacher expectations and blocked goal 

attainment) to a particular group of students. The expectation of failure led to progressively 

poorer perfonnance, alienation, and negative attitudes by both the African American and 

Mexican students. 

Wu, Pink, Crain and Moles (1982) report findings which suggest that teachers' 

academic biases against students work against their affective perceptions of them. Wu et 

a1.(1982) report that there is a positive correlation between student suspension rates and 

teachers' perceptions of low-ability. They claim that, "the probability of the student being 

suspended increases in schools where teachers consider more of their students as low in 

ability" (p. 267). Accordir.g to Wu et al, "when many teachers in a school believe that 

students are incompetent to solve their problems, they indirectly promote, perpetuate, or at 

least facilitate the development of a climate in the school that favors suspension as a 

solution to student misbehavior" (p. 258). 
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Researchers have repeatedly found disparate disciplinary treatment between males 

and females without controlling for race (Evertson, 1975; Grayson & Martin, 1984; 

Huffine, 1979; Lockheed & Harris, 1982), however, considerable emerging data are 

identifying many discrepancies according to race and gender (Garibaldi, 1992; Gibbs, 

1984; Levine, 1989; Reilly, 1991). Reed (1988) claims that minority students are "more 

apt to be suspended and expelled from school at rates far higher than non minority 

students" (p. 86) and that minority students are suspended for longer periods of time and 

more frequently than non-minority students. 

Data compiled by the National Coalition of Advocacy for Students (1987) reveal 

that in 1984, Black students were suspended at rates well above White students in all but 

two of the 50 states. Among student race/gender configurations, Black males are 

disproportionately suspended from school (Garibaldi, 1992; Gibbs, 1984; Moore, 1987; 

Wiley, 1990). Several authors contend that some teachers, mainly White females, are 

afraid of African American males (Grant, 1985; Kunjufu, 1986; Murrell, 1993). 

For many children consistent reproofs in the early grades lead to more serious 

consequences in the middle and upper grades (Fine, 1991). Michelle Fine (1993) writes: 

We know from the National Coalition of Advocates for Students that, nationally, 

[B]lack and Hispanic students are significantly more likely to be suspended, placed 

in special education, and expelled than are [W]hite students, and that social class 

mediates this relationship .... and we know that being suspended substantially 

enhances the likelihood of further cutting of classes, ultimate failure, and expedited 

dropout rates (p. 97). 

Another claim which is not reflected in the data is the fact that suspension records 

do not account for students who would be suspended but choose to drop-out or become 

truants (Taylor & Foster, 1986). Taylor and Foster claim, 
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... we would expect that dropping out of school follows a long history of 

suspensions, expulsions, detentions, demerits, and other disciplinary actions on the 

part of the public schools. Because of the time lost from school and because it 

encourages those who have problems to leave school rather then resolve them 

within the school environment, the policy of suspending students may jeopardize 

their opportunities for advancement (p. 500). 

In addition to the characteristics of teachers and students and the achievement data 

as it relates to disciplinary measures, the influence of students' cultures should be explored 

further. Walter Farrell (1984) says, "The clash of cultures--primarily Black and White--has 

led to an increase in discipline problems ... and has contributed to a disproportionate rate 

of suspensions ... of minority students" (p. 63). 

Several scholars and researchers have indicated that schools have made minority 

students do most of the adapting towards mainstream assumptions and preferences (Cuban, 

1989; Delpit, 1991; Farrell, 1984; Hale-Benson, 1982; Reilly, 1991). Farrell (1984) 

suggests that most disciplinary sanctions can be traced to a mismatch in teacher and student 

cultural backgrounds. Certain behaviors which might be considered normal in a minority 

subculture may be viewed as aberrant when contrasted with White middle class culture 

(Frazier & DeB lassie, 1984). 

In agreement with Farrell (1984), Cuban (1989) claims that many culturally diverse 

students are failing in school because the school culture not only ignores, but devalues the 

students' home cultures and rarely adapts to the students' individual differem:es. Cuban 

claims that schools seek uniformity and identify departures from the norm in behavior and 

achievement as problems. 

The issue of minority students and disciplinary practices is also intensified by 

truancy. In some schools, high levels of truancy are punishable with suspension (Kaeser, 
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1979). This kind of policy stance seems imprudent because it stipulates punishment for 

students by rewarding them with more of the condition that caused them to be suspended. 

Unlike in 1979 when Kaeser's data were collected, today there are several available options 

which are designed to reduce suspensions, e.g., detentions, Saturday schools, in-school 

suspension, etc. (Williams, 1990). 

In summary, African American students, particularly African American males, do 

have a history of receiving disparate disciplinary sanctions. Wu et ale (1982) make a 

poignant conclusion, "Suspension is not essential to the governance of students. 

However, the inability of schools to govern well increases their reliance on suspensions" 

(p. 264). To the extent that constructive alternatives to harsh discipline and suspensions 

are being utilized, many student behaviors and indiscretions may be decriminalized 

(Kaeser,1979). Obviously, if a student is suspended, shelhe is missing the academic 

instruction that is occurring during her/his absence. Like many of the other issues 

concerning the schooling of the African American male, the problems associated with 

disciplinary practices are confrontable. To the extent that schools fail to deal honestly with 

the often non-mainstream, not necessarily deviant, behavior of Black males, they will 

continue to experience difficulties in schooling them, they will negate rather than affirm 

them and their differences, and they will deny them and other non-mainstream children 

equitable schooling opportunities. 

2.2.4 Assessment and Achievement Issues 

Low academic achievement for African American children is well documented in the 

literature (Gay, 1988; Holland, 1992; Rosenholtz, 1985; Witherspoon, 1987). Poussaint 

(1987) claims, "Black students are behind White students in achievement by grade four, 

and this difference in achievement for most Black students is never made up, not even by 

those who attend college" (p. 455). The issue of what to do about poor academic outcomes 
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for minority students is a central theme of inquiries from various disciplinary perspectives, 

(e.g. anthropology, traditional pedagogy, constructivist pedagogy, etc.). Ron Edmonds 

contributed much to our understanding of the inequities in urban schools in America and he 

believed that they could be corrected (Kunjufu, 1986; Lytle, 1992). A leader of the 

effective schools movement, Edmonds (1979) wrote, "All children are eminently educable 

and ... the behavior of the school is critical in determining the quality of that education" 

(p.20). 

In addition to the concepts discussed in sections 2.2.1 through 2.2.3, there are 

several other lines of thought which contribute to the rationale accounting for the low 

academic status of Black children. Three which are applicable to this discussion of Black 

males are (1) perceptions of inferiority (Howard & Hammond, 1985; Ogbu, 1990), (2) 

"low effort syndrome" (Ogbu, 1984, 1990), and (3) testing instruments (Hilliard, 1990; 

Ogbu, 1984). 

According to Howard and Hammond (1985), Black youth "place a strong negative 

value on intellectual development" (p. 19). They argue, "Black performance problems are 

caused in large part by a tendency to avoid intellectual competition. This tendency is a 

psychological phenomenon that arises when the larger society projects an image of [B]lack 

intellectual inferiority and when that image is internalized by [B]lack people" (p. 19). 

Howard (1989) maintains that many Black people are extremely sensitive to the 

expectancies of others, to the extent that they generate self-defeating behavior and reduced 

intellectual performance. "Theoretically," says Howard (1989), "anybody who is normal 

could become highly developed. But we do things to kids that represent serious obstacles 

to their being developed people. A lot of the things we do become internalized and the kids 

become agents of their own problems" (p. 87). 

One way for Black youths to compensate for the perception of inferiority is to 

concentrate on athletics and socializing (Gatson, 1986; Howard, 1989). Gaston (1986) 



43 

suggests a connection between sports and academic achievement for Black males. He, 

Gatson, contends that organized sports and popular culture have a negative impact on Black 

male youth. Gatson suggests, "A young Black male struggling to develop a positive self

concept. .. can turn on the television set and see Black athletes being cheered and sought 

after by fans and reporters" (p. 377). According to Gatson, Black male youth can easily 

envision themselves as professional athletes but not as doctors. Further, Gaston claims 

that African American males can maneuver their way through high schools and colleges 

without ever being deeply engaged intellectually. In light of Howard's (1989) and 

Gatson's (1986) "inferiority" arguments, professional sports may carry an aura of 

superiority and stardom for Black male youth which may be another way for them to 

develop self-esteem and/or ethnic identity. 

John Ogbu (1984) uses the term "low effort syndrome" to characterize one of the 

academic problems of educating Black youth. According to Ogbu (1984), "Black students 

do not exert sufficient serious and persevering effort in doing their academic work" (p. 29). 

Ogbu suggests that schools use subtle mechanisms to keep Black schooling inferior to 

White schooling, e.g., giving report card marks on the basis of classroom conduct rather 

than academic effort. Based on the findings from his research in Stockton, California, 

Ogbu (1984) claims, " ... minorities and [W]hites may be in the same schools but do not 

necessarily receive the same education or leam similar rules of behavior for achievement" 

(p. 28). Ogbu examined the academic records of 17 Black and Chicano students over a 

five-year period. He concludes: 

On the whole, a child who received a C rating in grade one continued to receive the 

same rating in subsequent years, although the teacher at each subsequent grade level 

might write that she was "delighted" at the pupil's "progress." Since these children 

received the same average marks whether or not they worked hard, I have 
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suggested that they were obviously not being taught to associate more effort or hard 

work with higher achievement (p. 28). 

"Low effort syndrome" is an example of an adaptive coping response which has 

over time become an integral part of Black cultural beliefs and practices (Ogbu, 1990). 

"Black students are not fully aware of how these factors affect their academic attitudes and 

behaviors and they are often not aware of the nature of their own academic attitudes and 

behaviors" (Ogbu, 1990, p. 76). 

In effect, the low effort syndrome is a dimension of the cultural "oppositional 

frame of reference" (Ogbu, 1990) which also functions to facilitate the anti-intellectualism 

to which Howard (1989) refers. In his discussion of how racial barriers affect the school 

adjustment and performance of African American students, Ogbu (1990) describes 

"oppositional frame of reference." 

Black Americans have ... responded expressively to [W]hite treatment. They have 

done so by forging a collective, or social identity that is oppositional vis-a-vis 

[W]hite American identity and by forging a cultural frame of reference that is 

oppositional to [W]hite American cultural frame of reference from the point of view 

of [B J lacks" (p. 70, emphasis in original). 

Ogbu (1990) contends, "We do not know at what age Black children begin to feel 

the influence of the oppositional cultural frame of reference and identity, but the earliest 

evidence from research is among children approaching pre-adolescence" (p. 16). This 

finding is in keeping with Kunjufu' s (1986) assertions about the onset of academic decline 

for Black males, which he calls the "fourth grade failure syndrome." Hale-Benson's 

(1982, 1994) work also considers the pre-adolescence stage as critical to the healthy 

development of Black male youth. 
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The practices of tracking and ability grouping generally have negative academic 

outcomes for Black and some other non-Anglo student groups. Standardized tests along 

with teacher recommendations are often used to identify track placements (The Committee 

on Policy for Racial Injustice, 1989). The concerns about standardized tests raised by The 

Committee on Policy for Racial Injustice (1989) include: (1) the statistical analyses are 

based on the bell-shaped curve, which yields a rank order but does not necessarily indicate 

the level of mastery that students have achieved, (2) the tests are culturally biased, (3) 

typically the tests are not used for diagnostic pwposes but punitively, to label and track 

children, and (4) the over-emphasis placed on the test "subvert quality education by 

undermining the curriculum and eroding the quality of teaching" (p. 19). 

A report by the New World Foundation (1987) questioned the validity of the use of 

standardized tests to assess poor and minority students and concluded: 

Testing itself is not the core issue. The issues are whether the test used is valid for 

what it purports to measure; whether the test assesses performance or dictates 

performance; whether the results are used to correct institutional deficiencies or to 

stratify students. By these criteria, we have ample reason to challenge the 

extraordinary legitimacy now vested in standardized testing and competitive test 

scores" (p. 53). 

Several studies with findings specific to Black males should be mentioned. Antoine 

Garibaldi (1988) conducted one of the first large-scale systematic studies of the schooling 

of Black males in New Orleans. Garibaldi found that although African American males 

represented 43 percent of the public school population in the 1986-87 school year, they 

accounted for 57.5 percent of the retentions. In ~~primary grades, of the 1,470 first 

graders retained, 817 were Black males. Between the fourth and 11 th grades, more than 

50 percent of the total number of students retained at each grade level were Black males. 
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Dent (1989) reported that Black males score lower than any other group of 

youngsters on standardized tests. He reports that they are disproportionately misclassified 

and placed in classes for the mentally retarded or are tracked into classes for slow learners 

more often and with more negative consequences than any other student group. 

In January 1990 the Milwaukee Public Schools (MPS) established a committee to 

assess the schooling ofthe city's African American student population. At that time 57.7 

percent of the students enrolled in MPS were African American. Among the findings 

presented to the board of education by the African American task force were the following: 

one-fourth of the student population was African American male, however, they 

represented one-half of the suspensions - 49.36 percent; less than 20 percent of the Black 

males had a cumulative grade point average of 2.0 or higher; and in grades 9-12, 80 percent 

of the Black male students were doing less than 2.0 or "c" work. 

Bridges (1988) reported on his study conducted between 1981 and 1985 in the 

Wake County Public Schools, Raleigh, NC. The findings revealed that Black males 

attained the lowest average academic achievement scores when compared with Black 

females, non-Black males and non-Black females. Further, Black male students were 

disproportionately represented in the categories of retention, drop-outs, suspensions, and 

expUlsions data. 

Holland (1992), believes that schools have failed to meet the Black male's affective 

as well as cognitive needs. He advocates early interventions and states: 

Although [B]lack male students at all grade levels are at risk, it is during the 

primary years that a child's whole attitude toward the educational enterprise is 

established. And it is no longer a matter of conjecture that many, if not most, 

students who drop out of the educative process often do so emotionally and 

psychologically by the end of third grade (p. 41). 
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One of the fmdings in this review of the litemture was that data from many studies 

which document low academic achievement for African American children were not 

disaggregated by gender. However, where the data were analyzed sepamtely, Black male 

students were typically, represented in the lowest academic levels. Undoubtedly, the 

undemchievement of this student group is more complex than it seems by the data which 

document and report it. 

According to some experts (Dandy, 1990; Dillard, 1994; Gay, 1993; Ladson

Billings, 1994; Nobles, 1990; Shade, 1982) one of the issues which adds to the 

complexity of arriving at what is critical to the effective schooling of African American 

children is curriculum relevancy. Findings from the review of the litemture on curriculum 

relevancy as it pertains to African American students, particularly Black males, will be 

addressed in the next section, 2.2.5. 

2.2.5 Curriculum Relevancy 

What is the curricular environment like for African American children? What kind 

of curriculum is most effective in the African American inner-city environmental context? 

What constitutes an effective curriculum for use with African American males? The search 

for answers to these questions infonned this discussion. 

Trueba (1989) explains how curriculum as a construct functions: ''The critical 

assumption is that to learn one must understand what is being taught through the language 

of instruction, that is, the instruction must be linguistically and cultumlly meaningful" 

(p. 51). Cummins (1986) contends that students' school success "appears to reflect both 

the more solid cognitive/academic foundations developed through intensive first language 

instruction and the reinforcement of their cultuml identity" (p. 25). Both Trueba (1989) 

and Cummins (1986, 1995) suggest that to the extent that a student's language and culture 
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are a meaningful part of their schooling, a significant prediction of academic success can be 

made. 

In her discussion of what content and methodologies are effective in producing high 

achievement for diverse learners, Gay (1988) describes the requirements of relevant 

curricula: 

... ethnic and culturally different content and experiences should provide the 

contexts for the development of universally valued intellectual skills and the 

achievement of common educational goals .... Pluralistic content and 

methodologies should be integrated throughout all appropriate aspects of curriculum 

development, implementation, and evaluation (p. 335). 

Curriculum as implied by Trueba (1989), Cummins (1986), and Gay (1988) requires the 

acknowledgment that more than one kind of content and more than one way of learning 

must be evidenced in the enacted curriculum for diverse student populations. 

Gay (1988) states, "the more diversified the source materials and strategies employed to 

define, illustrate, demonstrate, and practice intellectual skills, the greater are the chances 

that a wider range of students will be interested in and successful at learning" 

(pp. 334-335). 

As with some of the other topics addressed previously, equity surfaced as one of 

the central themes of researchers and scholars concerned with effective, appropriate 

curriculum for African American children. At the core of t1)uch of the equity discourse was 

the inclusion-exclusion dichotomy versus a culturally pluralistic curriculum model of 

America's public schools. Gay (1988) describes equity as comparable opportunities and 

experiences: 

Equity as comparability in curriculum means (1) the right of diverse learners to have 

learning opportunities and experiences that are as likely to succeed for them as those 
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of middle-class Anglo students are; and (2) the selection and allocation of 

instructional resources, materials, and methodologies that are representative of a 

wide variety of different ethnic and cultural group experiences. Therefore, the real 

focus of equity is not sameness of content for all students, but equivalency of effect 

potential. .. . The best way to achieve comparability of learning opportunities is to 

differentiate among them according to the characteristics of the students for whom 

they are intended (p. 329). 

According to Wade Nobles (1990), "education as well as curriculum development 

are cultural phenomena" (p. 6). Nobles and others (Boateng, 1990; Edelin, 1990; Gay, 

1988; Ladson-Billings, 1992) suggest that it is the dominant European-American culture, 

by in large, that is reflected in school curricula. Nobles (1990) writes: 

The fact of the matter is that when we look at the notion of culture and raise the 

question of accessing children to core curriculum, we should be very clear that the 

core curriculum itself is cultural; and that the teaching methodology that we 

utilize in teaching the core curriculum is also cultural; and that ... the 

instructional strategies are cultural, and that the school climate is cultural, 

and that ultimately the aim and purpose of education itself is cultural (p. 9, 

emphasis in original). 

Because schools use European-American culture as a basis for curriculum 

development and instruction, the lives, culture, and history of African American and other 

people of color have been largely excluded (Boateng, 1990; Nieto, 1992; Nobles, 1990). 

Boateng (1990) alludes to the inclusion-exclusion dichotomy when he asserts that there is a 

need to combat the deculturalization of African-American children's experiences in school. 

Boateng (1990) defines deculturalization as "a process by which the individual is deprived 
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of his or her culture and then conditioned to other cultural values .... Deculturalization 

does not mean a loss of a group's culture, but rather failure to acknowledge the existence of 

their culture and the role it plays in their behavior" (p. 73). According to Boateng (1990), 

the omission of African American culture, in effect, deculturalizes the African American 

child's schooling experiences. The under-representation of African American culture in the 

curriculum, according to Boateng (1990), ''fosters mediocre classroom experiences for 

African American children and erects barriers to their academic achievement" (p. 75). 

Gay (1993) claims, "An unequal curriculum and instruction system exists in US. 

schools - the substance of education, access to knowledge, classroom climates, and the 

quality of instructional interactions are qualitatively different for ethnic minority and Anglo 

students" (p. 178). 

In addition to differences in curriculum along racial lines, there is evidence of 

curriculum differences according to social class membership (Anyon, 1980; Wilcox, 

1982a). Jean Anyon's (1980) research documented empirical evidence of a "hidden 

curriculum' in students" school work along social-class lines. Anyon (1980) looked at 

work tasks and classroom interactions in five elementary schools in contrasting social-class 

communities. She observed the fifth grade in each school over the course of one academic 

year. Anyon found that the schools replicated the social stratification of social class in 

society. For instance, in the working class schools the students were given lots of skill and 

drill activities and tasks which required rote memorization. In the "executive elite school" 

the students were engaged in analytical and higher cognitive tasks and activities. Anyon 

concluded that the kind of school work each group of children did was preparing them for 

the different kinds of work they would likely engage in as adults in American society. In 

this way the "hidden curriculum" was embedded in the espoused curriculum of each 

school. If parents' socio-economic status is considered an indicator of social class, than 

Anyon's study is relevant to this discussion because most inner-city African American 
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report by the National Research Council (1989) indicated that one-third of the African 

American population in the United States lived below the poverty line and 45 percent of 

America's Black children lived in poverty. 
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Similarly, ability grouping and tracking practices also offer disparate curricula to 

students, with the low track students receiving less quality and quantity of curriculum and 

instruction. Concerning tracked or differentiated curricula, Jeannie Oakes (1990) asserts, 

"Witness the proliferation of 'pull-out' compensatory programs for the poor and of separate 

programs for limited-English speakers, as well as the all-too-frequent placement of Black 

students with severe learning problems in prograrns for the 'educationally retarded,' while 

Whites with similar difficulties are placed in classes for the 'learning disabled' "(p. to). 

Low tracked classes are often paced slower than regular classes, so less content is covered 

and the instruction is typically focused on the "basics," i.e., lower level skills and 

knowledge (Nieto, 1992; Oakes, 1985). Minority students are lower in academic 

achievement by the time they reach secondary school (Oakes, 1990). According to Oakes 

(1990), "Ample evidence suggests that placement in these programs begins a cycle of 

restricted opportunities, diminished outcomes, and growing achievement differences 

between low-track students and their counterparts in higher tracks" (p. 10). Once again, 

with reference to minority students, equity is critical to the discussion of schooling 

processes and outcomes. 

Another relevant aspect of the curriculum is textbooks. It is important to draw on 

this body of research because of the subtlety of possible inequitable manifestations of 

curriculum as it relates to the inclusion-exclusion of people of color in texts. Also, text

based curricula limit the teacher's access to relevant information and understandings about 

the lives of African American and other people of color (Murrell, 1993). 
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A study by the Council on Interracial Books for Children (1984) found that the 

history, perspectives and lived experiences of people of color where absent from most 

history books. In an extensive study of textbooks used in grades 1 through 8, Sleeter and 

Grant (1991) reported that textbooks convey an image of contentment with the status-quo 

and harmony among America's diverse peoples. They found very little content on the 

tensions and issues that concern people of color and women. Sleeter (1992) writes, 

"Textbooks today, even though they have undergone changes since the 196Os, still present 

White wealthy or middle class males as the main doers and the focus of attention, and all 

other groups as either subsidiary - such as Blacks and White women, or as non-existent 

- such as poor people" (p. 64). 

Much of the scholarship on the subject of contemporary curriculum seemed to 

indicate that its inappropriateness tends to alienate students (Erickson, 1993; Kunjufu, 

1986; Murrell, 1993; Trueba, 1989). Further, student cultures are seen as irrelevant in the 

development, implementation, and purposes of the curriculum (Nieto, 1992). Trueba 

(1989) suggests that many non-Anglo children are never given a good reason why they 

should put forth the effort to learn school knowledge because it is presented to them as 

alien and not connected to what the students already know. Hence, because the world view 

of non-European American people is absent from the curriculum, disjunctures between 

what some children learn at home and what they learn at school are created (Nieto, 1992; 

Sleeter, 1992; Trueba, 1989). 

What then, should the experiential curriculum be for African Americans, 

particularly Black males? Three cuniculum strategies/approaches surfaced, repeatedly in 

the literature: (1) cooperative learning, (2) Afrocentric curriculum, and (3) Black English. 

First, cooperative learning has been identified as one of the most culturally 

compatible teaching strategies for use with Black children (Kunjufu, 1988; Johnson, 

Maruyana, Johnson, & Nelson, 1981; Nieto, 1992; Reglin, Chisom, & Alston, 1994; 
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Slavin, 1983). The research on cooperative learning recommends it as an alternative to 

tracking and ability groups because it takes student diversity and uses it as a resource, not 

an impediment, in the classroom learning environment (Johnson et al. 1981; Slavin, 1987). 

Dandy (1990) contends that cooperative learning allows orality, an African 

American verbal tradition, to feed into literacy in a creative, constructive manner. For 

example, the participative nature of cooperative leaming can easily be incorporated with the 

call-response verbal strategy used in informal conversations in Black youth culture (Dandy, 

1990). Smitherman (1977) defines call-response as a "spontaneous verbal and nonverbal 

interaction between speaker and listener in which all the speaker's statements (calls) are 

punctuated by expressions (responses) from the listener" (p. 104). Somewhat similar to 

the interaction style of the Hawaiian children described in the Kamehameha Elementary 

Education Project (KEEP) conducted by Au and Jordan (1980), (see section 2.3), there is 

considerable overlapping talk in this kind of participative speech. 

Kunjufu (1988) favors cooperative approaches to learning because they foster a 

kind of interdependence which makes it possible for more students to succeed. 

Kunjufu believes that because students are working toward a common goal, academic work 

becomes more valued. The concept of "fictive kinship" (Ogbu, 1978) is congruent with 

this line of thought Fictive kinship refers to a kind of connectedness among people in a 

particular societal group. In Black culture the use of terms like "brother," "sister," and 

"blood" connote a sense of collective identity (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986). Acquiring a sense 

of connectedness to peers is one of the developmental tasks for pre-adolescent Black males 

(Kunjufu, 1988). 

The need for Black children, especially Black males, to experience an Afrocentric 

curriculum is advocated by some scholars (Asante, 1985; Hare & Hare, 1985; Nobles, 

1990; Oliver, 1989; Perry, 1993). Because of the self-destructive nature of "street 

culture," some writers claim that an Afrocentric curriculum is critical to the schooling of 
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Black males (Hare & Hare, 1985; Murrell, 1993; Oliver, 1989). Foster (1987) contends 

that "street culture" contains certain rules, regulations, conditions of ritual coping and 

survival techniques particular to the setting in which it obtains. Many manifestations of 

"street culture," such as stylistic dress codes, highly expressive language, and aggressive 

behavior, are considered inappropriate outside of the "'hood" (low socio-economic inner

city community). Foster (1987) states, "Indeed, the street comer youngster has been 

conditioned by his environment to act in an aggressive, physical ... street comer way 

whether on the street or in school" (p. 4). 

Oliver (1989) claims that the "macho," "tough guy" image that is associated with 

street culture is a serious dysfunctional cultural adaptation of Black males. To counteract 

the street culture influences, he recommends an Afrocentric curriculum which emphasizes 

traditional African values of spirituality, collectivism, and "oneness with nature" (Oliver, 

1989, p. 24). 

Wheelan (1991) contends that Afrocentric curricula " ... are designed to broaden 

the traditional curricula to include the study and legitimacy of African American culture 

while assimilating the skills one needs to survive in mainstream America" (p. 12). Another 

rationale is expressed by Asante (1991). 

Afro-centricity ... consists of interpretation and analysis from the perspective of 

African people as subjects rather than objects on the fringe of the European 

experience .... The tasks of the Afro-centric curriculum is finding patterns in 

African-American history and culture that help the teacher place the child in the 

middle of the intellectual experience. This is not an idea to replace all things 

European, but to expand the dialogue to include African-American information 

(Asante, 1991, p. 46). 
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Narine (1992) reports that there are many opponents of the Afrocentric curriculum. 

The opponents maintain that it only exaggerates racial differences, exacerbates tensions 

between students, and does not counteract "street.behavior." Narine notes, "Afrocentric 

curriculum will not prepare Black students for the challenges of the larger society .... 

There is no evidence that kids will learn better if they know their roots" (p. 41). 

Meanwhile, the proponents of the Afrocentric curriculum maintain that it is the 

African American male who is battered by the negative images of drugs, disease, and crime 

in school and in the media (Green & Wright, 1991; Wheelan, 1991). The advocates c1aim 

that these negative images affect teachers' attitudes and they may lead to lower teacher 

expectations of Black males. The proponents view the Afrocentric curriculum as a 

conscious-raising model which highlights the positive aspects of African American people 

and their history. 

Like the Afrocentric curriculum, the use of Black English Vernacular (BEV) in 

school is subject to considerable controversy (Hecht, Collier, & Ribeau, 1993; 

Nieto, 1992; Smitherman, 1977). Black English has been heavily politicized because of 

the debate over whether it is a deficient dialectic form of standard English or whether it is a 

language with its own form (Hecht et al., 1993; Smitherman, 1977). 

Hecht et al., (1993) prefer to use the term Black English rather than Black dialect 

because they say, "Black English is a distinctive language code" (p. 84) which should be 

recognized as a form of language. The authors write: .. .. . Black English is governed by 

rules with specific historical derivations; it has been passed on through socialization .... 

[It] is now recognized as a legitimate language form with a unique and logical syntax, 

semantic system, and grammar that varies in its forms depending upon which African 

language influenced it and in which region it was developed" (p. 85). 

As is the case for many English as a Second Language (ESL) students, 
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Black English Vernacular (BEV) is the first native dialect for many Black children (Davis 

& Annstrong, 1981). This is the language form, i.e., spoken way of making meaning, 

that the children bring to school. Williams (1991) contends that generally, children do not 

enter school with highly developed language skills. Both speakers of Standard American 

English (SAE) and African American Language (AAL) do not know about the 

organization, structure, and logic of the language they speak. She argues: 

One does not have to be consciously aware of these dimensions of a language to 

speak it. Proposals for the use of African American Language in the classroom are 

essentially for the purposes of teaching language skills (i.e., reading and writing) 

and the organizational nature of language. Since speakers of African American 

Language are much more comfortable with AAL than with any other language 

variety, using it will make the learning of language skills more efficient and 

effective (p. 211). 

Sometimes Black English becomes manifest as a fonn of what Ogbu (1990) calls 

"cultural inversion." According to the cultural inversion theory, phrases and sentences are 

converted to mean something other than what they would mean to a person who is not 

African American (Hecht et al., 1993; Holt, 1972; Smitherman, 1977). Hecht et al., 

(1993) claim that the converted tenns are used until the non-African American listeners 

translate them, then they are abandoned and new ones are created. 

The use of BEV connotes a distinctive kind of communicative competence in Black 

"street culture" (Folb, 1980; Hecht et al., 1993; Kunjufu, 1986). In her study of inner-city 

youth, Folb (1980) found that Black teenagers inverted the meanings White people gave to 

many conventional words. For example, "bad" means "good," A comparison of a typical 

greeting-in-passing may illustrate the construct more vividly: 



Standard English Style: 

Black Youth Inverted Style: 

"Hi, Jake. How are you?" 

"Yo, Bro! What it is? 
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The expressive fonns are literally different; however, the cordial, infonnal greetings 

have the same meaning. Although it is not considered appropriate in schooling contexts, 

Dandy (1990) suggests that as a stylistic communicative competence, Black English is a 

necessary part of the socialization process for Black males. 

As with the Afrocentric curriculum, Black English has been the subject of much 

debate. According to Ovando (1989), Black English has been considered detrimental to 

students' cognitive development and academic success. However, he notes that a more fair 

curricular process would build on whatever sociocultural and linguistic background the 

child brings to school. 

An early study by Piestrup (1973) found evidence that the use of Black English was 

negatively sanctioned in the first grade classrooms. In reading lessons focusing on the 

students' comprehension of story content, students were continually corrected for non

standard English usage and pronunciation when they responded to teachers' questions 

about content in some classes. The teachers' corrections functioned to interrupt the 

children's focus on comprehension tasks. Further, in classes where the teacher routinely 

negatively sanctioned the students' use of BEV, their actions could be viewed as 

interference in the students' access to understanding. 

As can be inferred in the example from Piestrup's study (1973), a teacher's 

decision to stop a lesson on comprehension to focus on proper usage and pronunciation 

reveals something of that teacher's guiding pedagogical assumptions. Quite possibly, 

another teacher, whose pedagogy was more culturally relevant, would not have highlighted 

mispronunciations continually, rather he/she would have advanced the lesson in pursuit of 

the intended goal of the learning activity - comprehension. 
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The designation of cultural differences as negative attributes is, in part, one of the 

reasons some scholars and parents favor alternative schooling arrangements for Black 

children wherein the students' cultures and communication styles are legitimized, not 

negated. Section (2.2.6) will describe and discuss some alternative programs specifically 

designed for educating African American male students. 

2.2.6 Alternative Schooling Programs 

The move toward advocacy for alternative and/or separate schooling programs for 

African American children grew out of the dissatisfaction with the public schools by 

African American parents, Black communities and African American educators (Larke & 

Taylor, 1992). In recent years, all-male classes and all-male schools have emerged to meet 

the needs of African American male children (Holland, 1990; Watson & Smithennan, 

1990). Most of these models use one or more of the following configurations: African 

American male teachers, male and female African American teachers, Afrocentric 

curriculum materials, and adult African American male classroom volunteers and mentors 

(Larke & Taylor, 1992; Narine, 1992; Wheelan, 1991). According to Ascher (1991) 

"these new programs aim to inoculate African American youth against the often hostile 

forces of community unemployment, drugs, violence, and poverty, by giving them a 

strong gender and cultural identity, and to empower these African American males as 

individuals and as members of a community to proceed along paths to success" (p. 26). 

As early as 1969, researchers examined single-sex classes designed to enhance the 

education of disadvantaged Black children (Narine, 1989). Bauch (1988) reported that 

students in single-sex schools exhibit more positive attitudes, academic interests, and 

behaviors than students in co-ed schools. Riordan (1992) found evidence in his research 

that both girls and boys have higher academic gains in single-sex school environments. 
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Riordan explains, "The basic reason that sex separation is better for minorities than for 

[W]hites is that there is evidence that school makes the greatest difference for people who 

have the greatest need for school, because they have handicaps, largely cultural which exist 

because of historical patterns of discrimination" (p. 86). 

After operating all-male classes for one year, Pine Villa Elementary School in 

Miami, Florida, reported that achievement test scores jumped 6 to 9 percent, attendance 

rose 6 percent, and hostility and aggression among students decreased significantly (Tiff, 

1990). Two voluntary-enrollment classes were established in the school under the 

guidance of Dr. Spencer Holland, a noted educator on the schooling of African American 

youth and an advocate of all-male schools. Despite its success, the classes were 

discontinued after a citizen complaint to the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission 

which charged discrimination against girls (Chmelynski, 1990). 

Other all Black male schools and/or classes opened in Milwaukee, Detroit, and 

Baltimore (Watson & Smitherman, 1990). Both the Detroit and the Milwaukee programs 

were challenged in the courts and were subsequently terminated. The Detroit Board of 

Education re-authorized the creation of several all-African American male academies on a 

pilot basis in 1991 (Vergon, 1993). In Baltimore, several all-boys classes are operating in 

existing elementary schools which are taught by African American male teachers. 

Baltimore's school-within-a-school approach is operating in collaboration with The Center 

for Educating African American Males and The Institute for Urban Research at Morgan 

State University (Holland, 1992). 

In 1993, the Milwaukee Public Schools (MPS) system embarked on a different 

course to accomplish the same goals that were previously terminated by judicial mandate. 

Upon the recommendation of a task force, MPS offered a comprehensive elementary and 

middle school program designed exclusively for African American children and focused 

particularly on Black males. The schools are called African American Immersion Schools 
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and they are "dedicated to a comprehensive program placing on an equal par (1) academic 

excellence and (2) the promotion of personal growth and development" (Murrell, 1993, p. 

233). The immersion schools are based on the Afrocentric ideology (A sante, 1988). 

According to Murrell (1993) "the core curriculum, pedagogy, and classroom management 

approaches [are] based on the acknowledged African origins of civilization, the strengths 

and abilities of children's leaming styles, and content in mathematics, science, 

history/social studies, humanities, and physical education" (p. 233). 

Criticism of the all-male schools and/or classes have been both ideological and 

pedagogical. Some opponents say that same-gender classes violate the civil rights of non

attendees. Both the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) and the National Organization 

for Women's (NOW) Legal Defense and Education Fund are opposed to separate classes 

for boys and girls (Larke & Taylor, 1992). These organizations contend that single-sex 

public education violates the constitution's equal rights protection under Title IX of the 

Federal Civil Rights Act (Holland, 1990). Some of the opponents say that the special 

attention paid to males is intended to disenfranchise female students because the girls do not 

have equal access to programs and resources afforded to boys (Watson & Smitherman, 

1990). 

Dr. Kenneth Clark, a noted Black psychologist, is among the opponents. Clark's 

research on Black children's self-image was instrumental in the Brown v. Board of 

Education (1954) desegregation ruling (Murrell, 1993). Clark's opposition is based on his 

belief that single-sex classes set a dangerous legal precedent for resegregating public 

schools (Murrell, 1993). 

Spencer Holland, the director of Morgan State University's Center for the 

Education of African American Males, maintains the pro-all-Black male schooling position. 

He states, "Since one of the most obvious psychosocial deficits in the environment of 

inner-city Black boys is the lack of consistent, positive, literate Black male role models, it 



is here that urban school systems can begin to make a difference in the academic 

achievement and socialization of inner-city Black male children" (p. 42). 
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In 1985, Holland - along with an organization called Concerned Black Men, Inc. 

- implemented a program called Project 2000 in Washington, DC. that provides adult 

male volunteers to assist in first grade classrooms. In addition to the male volunteers, 

Black women are given assistance with the education and socialization of their male 

children (Holland, 1992). 

In Montgomery County, Maryland, a subject-specific program for African 

American males was implemented. Joseph Speller, the president of the Parent-Teacher 

Assoc.;ation at Banneker Middle School, started a Black male math and science honor 

society (Chmelynski, 1990). At Banneker, none of the 73 faculty members were African 

American men and only seven were African American women. Speller solicited 

midshipmen from the U.S. Naval Academy in Annapolis to serve as tutors and mentors to 

the students enrolled in the program. Community volunteers helped to keep track of the 

boys' class work and called students and arranged for assistance for them when they 

foresaw academic problems developing (Chmelynski, 1990). 

In sum, controversy continues to surround the all-male schooling strategy for Black 

males. As the debate goes on, various configurations of the all-male classes continue to 

emerge. Undoubtedly, the documented underachievement and failure of African American 

males warrants attention. Complacency about the on-going adverse conditions and realities 

may not be an option for concerned educators and parents who grapple with Black males' 

problems on a regular basis. Perhaps, the opportunity to try, i.e., to conduct pilot 

programs, is a worthy benefit of the doubt that some agencies and scholars have about the 

appropriateness of all-male classes and schools. Ultimately, longitudinal data will reveal if 

the all-male concept is a viable solution to some of the problems/issues associated with the 

schooling of Black males. 
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2. 3 The Impact of Culture on Classroom Interaction Contexts 

Much of what we have learned about students' background cultures as they relate to 

classroom interactions has been gleaned from researchers and scholars of micro

ethnographies. Unlike traditional ethnographies which define and describe "whole" 

cultures, micro-ethnographies focus on and analyze much less (Green & Wallat, 1981). 

According to Erickson (1977), the study of face-ta-face interaction involves relationships 

of parts to wholes. He says it involves systems thinking: 

It is in this sense that ethnographic work is holistic, not because of the size of the 

social units, but because the units of analysis are considered analytically as wholes, 

whether that whole be a community, a school system ... or the beginning of one 

lesson in a single classroom (p. 59). 

The research conducted for this dissenation was focused at the micro level on 

classroom interactions between three elementary school teachers and their African American 

male students; however, ethnographically-based studies at both the macro and micro levels 

which investigated teacher-student interactions informed this review of the literature and the 

conduct of the research. 

The construct of participant structures was ftrst introduced by Susan Philips 

(1983), whose ethnographic study compared patterns of classroom interaction among 

Native American children and Anglo children who lived in the same community. Philips 

conducted her study over a ftve-year period on the Warm Springs Indian Reservation in 

Central Oregon. The general concern of her research was to investigate the possibility that 

cultural differences in the language use of the two student groups were contributing to the 

academic difftculties the Indian students were having in school. 
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Patterns of communication in the classroom were described in tenns of official 

structures and student infrastructure. The official structure of classroom interactions is 

regulated by the teacher and is operational whenever the children are in the classroom. 

However, the student infrastructure of classroom interactions usually takes place when the 

teacher is not looking or when the teacher relaxes the rules (Philips, 1983). 

Philips defines participant structures as the ways teachers allocate student 

involvement in lessons/activities. The four participant structures she identified are (1) 

teacher interacts with the whole class, (2) teacher interacts with a small group, (3) teacher 

interacts with students one-to-one, and (4) desk work. It was in the differences between 

various participant structures that cultural discontinuities were revealed. The Native 

American children participated more actively in both the small group and one-on-one 

interaction structures with their teachers. These structures corresponded more closely to 

their home culture interaction patterns. Philips (1983) writes: 

I argue that the children of the Wann Springs Indian Reservation are enculturated in 

their preschool years into modes of organizing the transmission of verbal messages 

that are culturally different from those of Anglo middle-class children. I argue that 

this difference makes it more difficult for them to then comprehend verbal messages 

through the American school's Anglo middle-class modes of organizing classroom 

interaction (p. 4). 

Philips described a "basic ratification" process as the heart of the students' 

interactionl:l.llearning experiences. 

Teachers do try to equalize student access to the floor. But teachers also respond in 

different ways when students attempt to take the floor. . .. In classroom 

interaction, the teacher's speech provides evidence of having heard some students' 



talk, but not others. And in this way, some students' talk is ratified and 

incorporated in the sequence of discourse, while other students' speech is not 

(p. 85). 

Philips found that the Indian and non-Indian teachers interacted differently with their 

students in several ways. She contends: 
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It should be evident that while the tum economies and the participant structures are 

designed to equalize students' access to the floor, the teacher's response patterns 

are not Instead, the teacher's response patterns selectively incorporate student's 

utterances heard and judged to be appropriate or correct and ignore those that are 

incorrect and inappropriate" (p. 90). 

In the classrooms with Indian teachers, the participant structures were not characterized by 

one person having all of the control and authority to dictate the activities of other people in 

interactions. Philips suggests that there are cultural differences in the rules for appropriate 

discourse between the Indian child's communicative processes and the Anglo child's and 

"there are differences in cultural knowledge that can contribute to the breakdown of 

communication wherever one speaker has no direct knowledge of what another is speaking 

about" (p. 127). Her findings suggest that the students who know how to attend and 

perfonn in the way their teachers deem appropriate will likely have a greater opportunity to 

learn than those who do not. 

Frederick Erickson (1977) used the tennparticipation structure (not participant). 

Drawing from the work of Philips, Erickson and Mohatt (1982) conducted an investigation 

into the similarities and differences in the cultural organization of participation structures in 

two classrooms with culturally similar children. They describe their approach as 

microethnography with a "focus on particular scenes within key settings" (p. 137). The 
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authors state that they attempted to "specify the processes of face-to-face interaction in the 

events by which the 'outcomes' of those events [were] produced" (p. 137). They submit 

that general ethnography addresses the "what" of interactions, but micro ethnography 

attends to "how the doings get done" (p. 138). 

Erickson and Mohatt (1982) conducted their research on an Odawa Indian Reserve 

in Northern Canada. One of the teachers in the study was Indian and the other was non

Indian. The researchers focused on how the two teachers exercised authority over their 

students. They wanted to find out if Philip's fmdings could be generalized to another 

Indian population. They, too, found differences in the way the Indian teacher in their study 

and the non-Indian teacher interacted with their students. The Indian teacher observed and 

practiced a kind of interactional etiquette that was culturally congruent with the Indian 

students' interaction style. Erickson and Mohatt concluded that the cultural organization of 

the social relationships in the two first grade classrooms were different. They state: 

Both teachers succeeded in engaging their students directly with academic tasks; 

both are able to use face-to-face interaction as a medium for focusing student 

attention on the curriculum. But they do this in qualitatively differing ways 

(p. 165). 

The authors point out that the teaching of the Indian teacher was not entirely 

different from the teaching of the non-Indian teacher. Pure "Indian interactional etiquette" 

(Erickson & Mohatt, 1982) was not seen. However, Erickson and Mohatt contend: 

The Indian teacher ... had developed adaptive ways of teaching culturally 

'mainstream' English-American curriculum .... Within the overall constraints of 

standard 'teacherly' ways of engaging children with curriculum content the Indian 

teacher had intuitively found ways of accommodating to Odawa [Indian tribe name] 

principles of communicative etiquette (p. 168). 
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Over the course of the year, the non-Indian teacher also made some accommodations to the 

Indian children. He began to employ culturally-mixed forms of classroom participation 

structures. The researchers conclude, "[M]aking small changes in everyday classroom 

participation structures may be one of the means by which more culturally responsive 

pedagogy can be developed" (p. 170). 

The Kamehameha Elementary Education Program (KEEP) is another example of 

instructional accommodation to cultural styles and/or differences. Au and Jordan (1980) 

found that Hawaiian children's home interaction styles were very different from the 

interactional and participation standards required at school. Among Hawaiian children and 

adults, overlapping speech is employed in everyday conversations. This genre, sometimes 

referred to as "talk story "is characterized by participants in a speech event taking mutual 

turns when talking about experiences. In this medium, the talk of narrator and responder 

overlaps and there is a kind of "co-narration and joint construction of a story" (V ogt, 

Jordan, Tharp, 1993). 

In an effort to reverse the chronic underachievement of the Hawaiian students, the 

staff at the KEEP laboratory school tested several adaptations of conventional classroom 

practices for reading instruction. A phonics-based instructional format was replaced with a 

comprehension-based model. In the comprehension-based model, the teacher and children 

read stories and then engaged in follow-up conversations. This format changed the 

interaction style. In the phonics-based model, the children were responsive to teacher talk; 

however, the comprehension-based model emphasized the teacher's responsiveness to the 

children's talk. The new focus "generated a spontaneous change in interaction style and 

sociolinguistic participation structures .... [because] the students could contribute in a 

speech style that was linguistically familiar to them" (Vogt, Jordan, & Tharp, 1993, p. 57). 

By the end of the third year of the project the children's reading scores went from the 8th 



percentile to the 67th according to national norms (Au and Jordan, 1980). In part, the 

success of the children's reading achievement was attributable to the noted culturally

specific instructional accommodations. 
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The work of Heath (1983) is yet another hallmark example of a project in which 

students' backgrounds, language and culture were used as the basis for their education. 

Heath looked at the way middle income teachers from a community she called Roadville 

talked to their students from a poor Black community which she called Trackton. She 

found that the questioning behaviors between adults and children in Trackton were not 

preparing the children for the kinds of responses to inquiries that were required in school. 

She examined the way the middle income teachers talked to their own children at home and 

in their own communities. The teachers' children were being taught to name and label 

objects and to talk about things out of context. In contrast, the children from Trackton 

were used to questions about whole events and their responses often contained elaborate 

descriptions, storytelling, and/or the use of analogies. In school the Trackton children 

were of len quiet and unresponsive to the teacher's out-of-context, "right answer" type 

questions. 

Although it was generally acknowledged that the students would have to learn the 

communication style of the classroom, Heath worked with the teachers and helped them to 

learn ways to adapt to the Trackton children's culturally familiar way of answering 

questions. The teachers began to ask questions which required more analogic and/or 

personal experience type of responses. Once the students' participation in the lessons 

increased, the teachers began to move them towards the "school's style" of communicating. 

Instead of denying and eradicating the students' home culture, the accommodations made 

by teachers and students facilitated the achievement of the desired academic goals. 

Finally, a somewhat dated study by Piestrup (1973) is informative to this 

discussion on classroom interactions. Piestrup investigated desegregated first grade 
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classrooms which included working-class Black children and mostly, middle-class White 

children. The teachers were both Black and White. Piestrup monitored the verbal 

communication styles of the Black children for a year. In the classes were the teacher 

continually corrected the students' use of Black English Vemacular (BEV), the children 

spoke a more exaggerated fonn of BEV by the end of the year. In those classes were this 

did not happen, the opposite was true. In the former kind of classroom, the teachers 

interrupted and corrected students' attempts to respond to questions and/or to participate 

otherwise in lesson. This earlier study was mentioned again because it implies that in the 

former classrooms noted effective participation and interaction in the lessons for Black 

children required not only knowing the "right" answers, but knowing how to give the 

answer in the correct fonn and manner as determined by the teacher. The children's use of 

their natural, culturally familiar vemacular resulted in differential access to the curriculum 

and instruction. 

Erickson (1993) suggests, "What may have begun as simple misinterpretation of 

intent and literal meaning can develop across time into entrenched, emotional intense 

conflict between teacher and student. ... Teachers and students in such regressive 

relationships do not bond with each other" (p. 41). Often teachers and students are not 

aware of what is "getting in the way" and obstructing successful interactions and academic 

achievement. The discussion of constructivist theory, which follows, may yield some 

clues as to what can constrain ("get in the way") or enhance effective teacher-student 

classroom interactions. 

2.4 The Applicability of Constructivism as a Conceptual Referent 

The basic premise of the constructivist view of teaching and learning is that people, 

individually construct their own meaning of infonnation, ideas, and experience on the basis 

of their existing knowledge (Brooks & Brooks, 1993). Learning is not the result of the 
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teacher transmitting infonnation to the student Driver and Oldharn (1986) claim that from 

a constructivist conceptualization, prior experience is recognized as influential on the way a 

person perceives and interprets phenomena. Brooks and Brooks (1993) suggest that 

constructivist teaching practices "help learners to internalize and reshape, or transfonn, new 

infonnation" (p. 15). They describe the process: 

Each of us makes sense of our world by synthesizing new experiences into what 

we have previously come to understand. Often, we encounter an object, an idea, a 

relationship, or a phenomenon that doesn't quite make sense to us. When 

confronted with such initially discrepant data ... we either interpret what we see to 

confonn to our present set of rules for explaining and ordering our world, or we 

generate a new set of rules that better accounts for what we perceive to be occurring 

(p.4). 

On valuing what children bring into the classroom, Osborne and Wittrock (1983) 

insist, "teaching needs to take fully into account pupil perceptions and viewpoints and, 

where appropriate, to attempt to modify or build on, but certainly not ignore children's 

ideas" (p.7). According to Brooks and Brooks (1993), "In the constructivist approach, 

we look not for what students can repeat, but for what they can generate, demonstrate, and 

exhibit" (p. 16). Further, say Brooks and Brooks (1993), "student thinking is devalued in 

most classrooms ... [and they] quickly learn not to raise their hands in response to a 

teacher's question unless they are confident they already know the sought-after response" 

(p.7). 

The constructivist paradigm is quite different from the traditional, positivist way of 

knowing and learning. In Goodlad's (1984) comprehensive study of the state of America's 

schools, he noted that instructors in classrooms across the country engaged in a kind of 

"frontal teaching;" wherein the teacher stood at the front of the classroom, disseminated 
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text-based knowledge, and expected students to feed-back or otherwise replicate that which 

was disseminated. Goodlad's description was not one of constructivist teaching practices. 

In constructivist classrooms, teachers and students negotiate as they try to construct 

shared meanings (Peterson & Knapp, 1993). Both student-constructed knowledge and 

traditionally accepted knowledge has a place in the discourse. As Peterson and Knapp 

(1993) explain, "Constructivist ideas about teaching emphasize the importance of listening 

to and valuing students' perceptions, even when their understanding differs from 

conventional knowledge" (pp. 144-145). There are no models to be followed by 

practitioners. According to Peterson and Knapp, "A constructivist view of knowledge 

implies that knowledge is continuously created and reconstructed so that there can be no 

template for constructivist teaching" (p.I40). 

Brooks and Brooks (1993) suggest that teachers resist constructivist pedagogy for 

three reasons: "commitment to their present instructional approach, concern about student 

learning, or concern about classroom control" (p. 101). Educational changes that cross 

organizational and cultural barriers are problematic because they force people to abandon 

their familiar ways of doing things (Dittmer, Fischetti, & Kyle, 1993). Stating their case 

for constructivisim and explaining their opposition to traditional transmission models, 

Dittmer et al. write: 

It [constructivist pedagogy] requires an increase in the possibilities for success by 

expanding the indicators and the way they can be met. Without the simplistic 

prescriptions and countable behaviors to fall back on, educators are left to invent 

from scratch indicators of constructivist teaching and learning (Dittmer et al., 1993, 

p.44). 

The requirement to see things differently and/or from multiple perspectives will 

likely cause those who are comfortable in more traditional practices to be resistant. Dittmer 
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el al.(1993) make another poignant comment, "When teaching and learning are viewed 

from a constructivist/developmental perspective, old boundaries between levels and 

subjects and abilities begin to dissolve. Even the roles of teacher and student become less 

distinguishable" (p. 44). 

All of the authors cited concede that the transition from traditional to constructivist 

practices is enormously challenging. Brooks and Brooks (1993) provide a comprehensive 

listing of characteristics of the constructivist classroom which includes the following: 

• The cuniculum is presented whole to part with emphasis on big concepts; 

• Students are viewed as thinkers with emerging views about the world; 

• Teachers behave in an interactive manner, mediating the environment for 

students; 

• Teachers seek out the students' points of view in order to understand their 

present operational levels; and 

• Students work primarily in groups (p. 17). 

The constructivist paradigm discussed above shares many of the same features as 

those advocated by some scholars for culturally relevant/responsive pedagogy (Ladson

Billings, 1994; Erickson & Mohatt, 1982; Shade & Clark 1993; Trueba, 1989; Vogt, 

Jordan & Tharp, 1983) and critical pedagogy (Dillard, 1994; Cummins, 1995; Freire, 

1974; McLaren, 1989) as they relate to effective schooling of non-European American 

children. Much of the discourse on critical pedagogy and culturally relevant pedagogy 

addresses the debates over constructed knowledge versus transmitted knowledge, active 

voice of learners versus passivity and/or silence, cooperative grouping versus competitive 

individualism and so on. For each of these dichotomies, constructivism is more aligned 

with the former than with the latter position. 



Constructivism has been briefly addressed here because of its applicability to the 

implementation of successful schooling for African American male students. From the 

constructivist perspective, concern is directed away from what students do not know 

toward what they can demonstrate that they do know. The ultimate accomplishment for 

students is not to get all of the right answers on multiple choice tests and other 

assessments. Further, the supreme authority on "rightness" is not the teacher. Instead, 

the classroom learning environment emphasizes teacher-student and student-student 

interaction and colla~ration, a connectedness to students' lives, and use of their prior 

knowledge and understanding (Dittmer, Fischetti, & Kyle, 1993). It is a pedagogy of 

inclusion, which when implemented effectively could have ample space for the realities, 

experiences, expressive styles, and perspectives of many urban area African American 

males, who are currently excluded from obtaining adequate, equitable schooling. 

2.S Summary 

This chapter situated the literature on the schooling of African American males 

within the contemporary discussions of equity of educational practices and outcomes. 

From the desegregation focus of the 1950s to the compensatory efforts of the 1960s and 

'70s to the "access and opportunity to learn" paradigms of the 1980s and '90s, Black 

males, as a group, have been and continue to be poorly educated. 
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Six of the most frequently addressed topics in the literature on African American 

males were discussed: (1) teacher expectations, (2) self concept, (3) discipline, (4) 

achievement and assessment, (5) curriculum relevancy, and (6) alternative schooling 

programs. Studies within the domains of cultural influences in classroom interactions were 

discussed and essential characteristics of constructivist pedagogy were highlighted. 

Evidence was cited which suggests a correlation between teacher expectations and 

academic outcomes for Black youth. Generally, the data reveal that teachers hold low 
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academic expectations for Black males. Interpretation of data on the self-concepts of Black 

male youth is dependent on cultural assumptions, theoretical reference base, research 

methodology, and societal contexts. However, some scholars claim that a child's self 

concept is intimately related to teacher expectations. Ironically, given the achievement data 

on Black male youth, they are living down to "important others'" expectations of them and 

their self-concepts may be in-tact, that is appropriately manifested as per "others'" 

expectations. 

Research on Black males and disciplinary practices in schools suggests a 

substantiation of the "self-fulfilling" syndrome. African American males do receive more 

disparate disciplinary sanctions than other student groups and they account for 

disproportionately high percentages of suspension, expulsion, and dropout data. 

Most of the data which document low academic achievement for African American 

children were not disaggregated by gender. Where the data are analyzed separately, Black 

males are represented in the lowest academic tracks and remedial levels. Historically, once 

placed in the low tracks, a child is rarely able to catch-up or to gain academic parity with his 

age-grade-Ievel peers. Ultimately, low academic and behavior expectations by teachers is 

one of the subtle operant mechanisms by which the access-to-resources, opportunity-to

learn and participation dimensions of equity are denied to many non-mainstream children. 

Curriculum strategies and issues which may impact the schooling of Black males 

were examined - cooperative learning, Afrocentric curriculum, and Black English 

Vernacular (BEV). Additionally, several alternative schooling programs which utilize one 

or more of these strategies to address the educational needs of African American males 

were discussed. Although all of the curriculum/program strategies are controversial, each 

has some components/attributes which may contribute to the effective schooling of African 

American male youth. 



74 

Micro and macro ethnographic studies of classroom interactions were informative to 

understanding how culture can influence classroom interactions and how accommodations 

to students' cultural styles may be one means by which more culturally relevant and 

responsive pedagogy can be practiced. Findings from these studies reveal how children's 

use of culturally familiar behaviors, language, and interaction styles can result in 

differential access to curriculum and instruction. 

According to Doyle (1977), the research paradigm delineates the questions, 

methods, and findings of a study. This research is grounded in a constructivist perspective 

of making meaning and of context Hence, constructivist conceptualizations and practices . 

were described and discussed. Constructivism allows culture to exist, ideologically, as an 

essential part of the intellectual life of the classroom. 

The in-class/school barriers to academic success for students of color, Black males 

in particular, are often elusive and subtle. However, if this group of students is not 

adequately learning, academically, the answers may not be in more "how-to-do-it" 

approaches. Rather, teachers may need to become critical, reflective practitioners who 

actively seek-out, identify, and do something different about the often "hidden" barriers to 

student success in their classrooms. Appreciating and understanding the nuances of 

everyday teacher-student behaviors may lead towards finding more equitable, effective 

schooling practices for the African American male child. 
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CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter describes the research methodology and gives the rationale for each of 

the strategies and procedures used. First, a general description of the sample is given in 

Section 3.2. This is followed by a discussion of the research design (Section 3.3) to 

include its descriptive, analytic, and interpretive dimensions. In Section 3.4, specific 

research procedures are described in detail. As used here, the tenns research design and 

research procedures are not synonymous. Each is conceptualized, described and treated 

uniquely. In Section 3.5, Frederick Erickson's (1986) framework for reporting the 

elements of fieldwork research is discussed. A modified version of Erickson's model was 

used as a framework for the presentation of the findings as empirical assertions. Section 

3.6 is an explanatory account of the synthesis of the data sources and the resultant teaching 

cases. Finally, the chapter is summarized in Section 3.7. 

3.2 

3.2.1 

Sample 

School Sites 

All three school sites were located in the inner-city of a large school district in a 

western state. Each school that I was pennitted to visit was identified and detennined by 

the assistant superintendent who was in charge of research for the district. Demographic 

data for each of the schools is contained in Appendix A. 

All of the schools operated on the year-round calendar which, at times, proved to be 

problematic in the conduct of the study. Teachers and students are assigned to "tracks" in 

the year-round school schema. In-and-out cycles of school attendance are determined by a 

master district schedule. Each grade level has three to four tracks which are determined by 
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various criteria. For example, in one of the schools Track B was a bilingual Spanish track 

for students whose primary language was Spanish. Another school in the study had a 

Limited English Proficiency (LEP) track. This track enrolled students for whom English 

and Spanish were not the primary languages. Many students from Asian and Pacific 

Islands linguistic backgrounds were included in this group. There were also English Only 

(EO) tracks in which all instruction was in English. Typically, once assigned to tracks 

students stay in the same track as they go from grade to grade. Teachers mayor may not 

stay with the same track from year to year. 

In this year-round schema, each school has at least one rotating teacher at each 

grade level. When a regular classroom teacher, i.e., one who has a permanent room 

assignment, and her/his class go on vacation break, the rotating teacher at that grade level is 

housed in the vacated classroom. At least one class goes on vacation break every three 

weeks. Hence, the rotating teacher and her/his students move from room-to-room every 

three weeks. 

Two of the three teachers in this study were rotating teachers. They spoke of 

various ramifications of this scheduling schema. Some of the teachers' concerns and 

comments included not having any place to call home - a "homeroom" and having to 

"carry their wares on their backs," i.e., their support materials are housed in mobile carts 

and are moved from room-to-room. According to the two teachers, instruction and 

curriculum decisions have to be made around the cycled chronological blocks. The 

teachers noted that sometimes the students know each other too well and need to be 

separated because they stay together from year-to-year, starting with kindergarten. 

Additionally, the constant moving interrupts teaching/learning sequences--every three 

weeks - and more reteaching is required. Routines, plans, and procedures have to be re

established because they may change according to the location and resources in each new 



classroom. Summarily, the teachers felt that the year-round school cycle had more 

disadvantages than merits for their students and for them. 

The conduct of the research, was impacted by the year-round schedule, too. 

Several times I was advised by the principal or the teacher not to visit classes at the 

beginning or end of particular rotation cycles because these periods were considered 

"transitional," "unsettled," and/or "not normal." Paradoxically, it seemed that these "not 

normal" periods were the "norm" because they occurred every three weeks. 

3.2.2 Teacher Participants 
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Three fourth-grade teachers were selected for the study. Originally, five teachers 

were requested; however, I conducted an introductory general observation in each of eight 

classrooms. Specifically, classrooms were recruited which had at least three African 

American male students enrolled so that pupil-specific variations in student-teacher 

interactions within the same setting could be observed. "Regular" classroom situations 

were requested, i.e., special self-contained classes were not considered. Also, experienced 

teachers from diverse personal and professional backgrounds with five or more years of 

teaching experience were sought. The desired configuration of teacher/student/classroom 

characteristics was not available. The three classrooms that are represented in the study 

were chosen because they most nearly met the desired demographic profile for the study, 

the teachers agreed to participate, and the principals and the identified district administrator 

gave their approval. A synoptic profile of each teacher participant can be located in 

Appendix B. 

3.3 Design 

This qualitative study involved distinct descriptive, analytic and interpretive 

dimensions. This distinction was not arbitrary. It was a conceptual tool used to grapple 
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with the abstract notion of "cultural" influences in classroom teacher-student interactions

an elusive, often tacit construct. An attempt was made to follow Wolcott's (1994) advice 

"that identifying and distinguishing among the three [description, analysis, and 

interpretation] may serve a useful purpose, especially if the categories can be regarded as 

varying emphases that qualitative researchers employ to organize and present data" (p. 11). 

Wolcott's distinctions were informative for making sense of the data. According to 

Wolcott, there are no "lines clearly drawn where description ends and analysis begins, or 

where analysis becomes interpretation" (p. 11). The categories are not mutually exclusive. 

The researcher's task is to keep these distinctions in mind as the data are transformed into 

the written account. A discussion of the manner in which Wolcott's constructs

conceptual expediencies - were operationalized in this study follows. 

3.3.1 Description 

Descriptive data consists of "observations made by the researcher and/or reported to 

the researcher by others," (Wolcott, 1994, p. 12). Filtered through the researcher's lenses, 

these data are presented as a credible account of "what went on." No attempt was made in 

this study to present the findings based on the researcher's experience of following the 

participants around/shadowing over time in Older to make any predictive-behavior 

statements. The decision of what to include and at what level of detail varied according to 

the researcher's ultimate purpose of developing and constructing teaching cases which 

contain, to varying degrees, elements of theory upon which the study is based. The cases 

that were constructed for this study are contextualized narrative episodes which are "frozen 

in time." 

In an attempt to lessen the likelihood of gathering only data that fit the researcher's 

conceptual framework, the interview sessions were open-ended and the observation 
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protocol was of a generic type (see Appendix C). Also, discrepant case analysis was an 

infonnative part of the process. Wolcott's caution (1994) was a constant reminder, "Am I 

attending as carefully to what is going on as I am attending to what I think is going on?" 

(p. 21). 

3.3.2 Analysis 

Wolcott (1994) defines analysis as "the identification of essential features and the 

systematic description of interrelationships among them - in short, 'how things work' (p. 

13). In order to identify "essential features" and the "interrelationships among them," 

observation and interview data were subjected to multiple analysis procedures. It is 

important to note the intent of multiple analysis strategies, i.e., as a means-end process. 

Different treatments gave the researcher access to a broad array of possible interpretations. 

The investigator wanted to "get at" cultural content - elusive, difficult-to-define constructs 

to isolate. One may know it, cultural content, is there and not know how to get at it Strict 

adherence to prescribed methodological canons was not an issue in this study. Analysis 

strategies were chosen because they could facilitate the ultimate outcome of the inquiry--the 

construction of teaching cases with authentic data. 

Mini-cases were conceived of as researcher-constructed, bounded 

episodes/situations which were informed by interview and observation data. A unit of 

analysis was defined as an instance of an action/event which was derived from the 

observations and field notes, and/or an instance of a comment which was derived from the 

interviews (Erickson, 1986). 

Replicability of the findings was not the intent. Rather, the researcher postulated 

that by examination of the findings/instances of particular phenomena - in the form of 



mini cases of classroom interactions between teachers and their fourth grade African 

American male students; the possibility of understanding some other phenomena beyond 

them and the potential of fmding broader applications and meanings for teaching practice 

would be enhanced. 

80 

The interview strategies (Section 3.4.1) allowed the researcher to hone in on key 

incidents which possibly could be linked to salient pieces of observation da.ta. The 

observation analyses (Section 3.4.2) pennitted the examiner to look closely for regularities 

and irregularities across cases at a micro level, i.e., by the identification of sensitizing and 

definitive concepts. Finally, Frederick Erickson's (1986) framework for interpreting and 

presenting qualitative data (Section 3.5) served both analytic and interpretive purposes. 

It is widely accepted that a basic criterion for credible qualitative research is 

"prolonged engagement" (Guba & Lincoln, 1985) in the field. For the purposes of this 

study, this standard was neither necessary or desired. Potentially, it, "prolonged 

engagement," would simply add quantity and scope to the inquiry; not depth. That is not to 

imply that this study did not attend to the credibility dimensions of the inquiry. For 

instance, an average of 35 hours was spent at each school site. In addition to interviewing 

and observing the participants, I conducted interviews with school principals, spent time 

conversing with school office personnel and other support staff, examined some non

classified documents, went on the playgrounds at recess, went to a computer lab with one 

of classes in the study, visited the library, and chatted with staff in teachers' lounges. In 

these ways, I became familiar with and oriented to each school situation. I was able to 

learn about the school cultures and work on building trust in this manner. As pointed out 

by Guba and Lincoln (1985), "it is not possible to understand any phenomenon without 

references to the context in which it is embedded" (p. 302). 
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In summary, the absence of evidence of voluminous field visits does not undennine 

the study's credibility, i.e., internal validity according to the conventional design paradigm. 

It is noted here in order to account for its nonexistence. 

3.3.3 Interpretation 

Interpretation, according to Wolcott (1994) deals with "processual questions of 

meanings and contexts: 'How does it all mean'?' 'What is to be made of it all'?'" (p. 12). 

It represents a threshold in thinking and writing wherein the researcher transcends factual 

data and attempts to construct meanings from them (Wolcott, 1994). Wolcott likens the 

description-analysis-interpretation process to a teeter-totter with description as the fulcrum. 

As such, it, description, "is responsive to whichever end is more heavily weighted" 

(Wolcott, 1994, p. 36). The point is that it is the investigator who decides how the 

description unfolds. 

This study is largely interpretive. In keeping with the anticipated use of the data, 

i.e., mini-teaching cases for staff development activities, the assumption is that multiple 

realities can be constructed from the data. Morgan (1933) explains, "Different research 

perspectives make different kinds of knowledge claims, and the criteria as to what counts 

as significant knowledge vary from one to another" (p. 15). The interpretive narrative in 

this study is intended to extend analyses and inquiry of phenomena under study - not to 

end them. That is not to suggest that the interpretive discussion was not derived from 

_ focused, systematic, disciplined inquiry. The problem~tic, yet authentic, teaching cases 

were designed to convey "caution to practitioners against accepting overly simplistic 

explanations of complex social [and cultural] phenomena and/or always looking at issues 

from the same perspective" (Wolcott, p. 40). 
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This study is theory driven, which according to Wolcott (1994), can serve both 

analytic and interpretive purposes. Wolcott suggests, "For interpretation, theory provides a 

way to link our case studies [cases], invariably of modest scope, with larger issues" 

(p. 43). The foundational theory underlying this study has to do with interpersonal 

communication - more specifically, classroom student-teacher interaction theories. The 

perspectives advanced herein draw on the disciplines of pedagogy, i.e., teaching and 

teacher education and of "ethnography of schooling" (Spindler, 1982). The tenn 

"ethnography of schooling," states Spindler, refers to educational and enculturative 

processes that are related to schools and intentional schooling .... This leaves room for 

studies of playgrounds, play groups, peer groups ... and other related aspects of school

related life" (p. I). Spindler's tenn "ethnography of schooling" is more appropriate for the 

purposes of this study than the more familiar terminology, "educational ethnography," 

which according to Spindler, "refers to the study of any or all educational processes, 

whether related to school or not" (p. I). 

There is considerable data which document differential teacher-student interactions 

according to the gender of the student (Gilbert & Gay, 1985; Good, Sikes, & Brophy, 

1987; Grayson, 1987; Sadker & Sadker, 1984; Spaulding, 1963). However, studies 

which link the gender, race and culture of the student are not well-known or developed in 

the student-teacher classroom interaction literature. Nevertheless, infonned by some 

educational researchers and scholars on this topic (Ghee, 1990; Hale-Benson, 1982; Hale, 

1994; Kunjufu, 1986; Lloyd, 1978; Morgan, 1980), it was posited that classroom 

interactions are organized and shaped by the subtle intersecting and overlapping phenomena 

of race, culture, and gender and that often, teachers and their middle grade African 

American male students from inner-city backgrounds/environments make sense very 

differently in routine, day-to-day classroom activities. The purpose of this investigation is 
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to shed some different light (knowledge) on the often problematic interactions which occur 

between teachers and their African American male students. 

3.4 

3.4.1 

Procedures 

Teacher Interviews 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with each of the three teachers who 

participated in the study (see Appendixes D and E). As methodology, semi -structured 

_ interviewing was chosen because it allowed the interviewer to pursue a broad range of 

topics, explore topics which the teacher initiated, probe the subject for specific details 

and/or to encourage him/her to expand/elaborate on particular topics. The semi-structured 

interviews gave the researcher "access to a repertoire of narratives" (Gilbert & Mulkay, 

1983) that could be used in the construction of teaching cases and teacher profiles. The 

topics for the interview questions were the same for each teacher; hence, the semi

structured format was conducive to cross-case analysis. Nonetheless, each teacher was 

free to carry the topic in the direction he/she deemed appropriate. 

With the permission of each teacher, all interviews were audio-tape recorded. They 

took place before or after school for varying lengths of time - from approximately 45 

minutes to one hour and 30 minutes. The number of interview sessions varied with each 

interviewee, depending on how much time the teacher could make available and how much 

time the emergent conversation consumed. Three sessions were sufficient for one of the 

teachers. For the other two participants four sessions were needed. 

Teacher interview data were subjected to three distinct conceptual procedures. 

First, a profile of each teacher was developed (see Appendix F). The construction of 

profiles, utilizing each participant's verbatim speech, was implemented as an initial 

operation in order to lessen the degree of inference which is set forth in the interpretation

of-data phase of the study. 
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At this point, the rationale and description of teacher profiles which accompany the 

teaching cases is discussed. As noted in Section 3.3.2, one of the purposes of this study 

is to set forth a schema for building a staff development model based on teaching cases. 

Conceived as teaching tools, mini-cases constructed from the study can be used as one 

strategy to help educators grapple with an issue, in this instance, examining the ways race, 

gender, and culture may "play out" in classroom interactions between teachers and their 

African American male students. 

Each profile represents the participant's "telling of his or her story," to include 

conflicts and resolutions, and frustrations and satisfactions. According to Seidman 

(1991), "Although the interviewer can never be absent from the process, by crafting a 

profile in the participant's own words the interviewer allows those words to reflect the 

person's consciousness" (p. 91). Using each teacher's own words, the narrative profiles 

were crafted in the first person voice in an attempt to reduce the distance between the 

teacher participant and the prospective practitioner who may participate in staff development 

activities based on this model. 

In the staff development proposal (see Chapter 6), the use of profiles is 

recommended to help pre-service and in-service teachers make sense of each teacher

participant's experiences in the study. After analyzing a specific teaching case, examination 

of the corresponding profile should help staff developers and practitioners to "link the 

individual's experiences, as told by him or her, to the social and organizational [and 

cultural] context within which he or she operates" (Seidman, 1991, p. 92). 

Brackets were used to indicate when additional language was inserted for 

transitions or clarification in the narrative. Generally, the narrative is presented in the order 

in which it was discussed in the interviews. However, where a topic in one interview 

session was revisited in another session, the narrative may have been combined. Each 

profile is approximately one-third the length of the original interview transcript. 
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A second procedure for the interviews involved disaggregating the data. A three

tiered system of analysis and interpretation was utilized. It was similar to a framework 

designed by Schuman (1982). Schuman's model involves conducting three separate, topic 

designated interviews with each participant Like Schuman's framework, each level of 

analysis was topic-designated. Unlike Schuman's framework in this study each session 

with a teacher was considered a portion of the whole interview. This process was 

cumulative and on occasion, there was some overlap in content in interview sessions. 

Following is a description of the analysis strategy: 

3.4.1.1 Level-l (L-l) Categorical Information 

Data were isolated which established the context of the participant's experience as a 

classroom teacher. Information about past schooling, categorical information about various 

school/district idiosyncrasies, previous positions/jobs, personal interests, and hobbies were 

labeled L-l. Demographic data were also designated as L-l. Items of data in this 

category gave the researcher a better, global understanding of each teacher, exclusive of the 

particular foci of the content analyses in L-2 which were grounded in more specific 

contexts. 

3.4.1.2 Level-2 (L-2) Primary Themes 

Data for this level focused on the details of the participant's experience as a teacher 

within the context in which it occurred. Teachers were asked to talk about daily routines, 

curriculum and instruction, relationships with parents, interactions with students, etc. 

Analysis of the content of this teacher talk allowed the researcher to examine some of the 

culluml dimensions of the data. According to Silverman (1993), "by analyzing how people 

talk to one another, one is directly gaining access to a cultural universe and its content of 

moral assumptions" (p. 108). 
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In this data reduction phase, the researcher attempted to interpret and make meaning 

of that which was embedded in the transcribed narrative. This procedure was subjective, 

but systematic. The researcher is in what Rowan (1981) calls a "dialectical relationship" 

with the data. According to Seidman (1991), "what emerges is a synthesis of what the 

participant has said and how the researcher has responded" (p. 1(0). Necessarily, this 

winnowing process excludes some material. The non-parallel nature of these categories 

was the result of the researcher's inductive analyses which did not generate standard

more parallel- categorizations. After reading and re-reading the interviews, data were 

categorized and identified by the following criteria: 

A. Passages which had some connection with the literature on the subject of the 

schooling of African American male children. 

B. Passages, i.e., the topic of, which were pervasiyeipresent across participant 

interviews. 

C. Passages which were contradictoxY to and/or inconsistent with other data of the 

same genre - category of meaning. 

D. Passages which related to particular theoretical assumptions about 

education/schooling, e.g., minority student success or failure theories. 

E. Passages which when aggregated with similar ones, formed teacher-specific 

themes. 

F. Passages which contained information about the participant's pedae;oe;ical 

practices and principles and/or personal belief systems. Lee's (1992) defmition 

of a pedagogical principle infonned the selection of content/passages which 

meet this criteria. According to Lee, a pedagogical principle is "a general idea 

or theory around which teaching is organized in terms of the content or focus of 

instruction and the sequence and structure of content, as well as the interaction 

between student and teacher during instruction" (1992, p. 288). Personal 
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beliefs were included in this category because they were often interwoven into 

the teacher's comments about hislher professional principles and/or practices. 

For example, one of the teachers talked about a strategy that worked for him 

when he was raising his own children and he felt that it should work with his 

students too: 

Example: 

"I think it all starts in the home. I think that the expectations have to be laid out 

very early in the child's life. I think the parents should send them [students] __ 

well I mean the child should come to school every day with the parent's 

expectations on their back. Now, I'm not sure if that's good or bad, but that's 

how I raised my own kids" (Green, Interview Session 3). 

These categorizations were not mutually exclusive. Some units of analysis were 

representative of more than one category. They were coded according to the researcher's 

interpretation of the context(s) (see Table 3.1 & Appendix G). 

The summarized data revealed that most of the analyzed talk (more than 50 percent) 

for each of the three teachers was in Category F, Peda~2ical Practices and 

Principles!Personal Beliefs. Granted, this category was more inclusive, however the 

articulations were often intertwined, conceptually. Hence, most of the profile data used as 

evidentiary warrants in Chapter 4 were taken from Category F. Category F data were 

highlighted and functioned as markers to be considered for generating empirical assertions 

and for inclusion in the narrative rendering of the findings. Erickson's (1986) constructs, 

"evidentiary warrants" and "empirical assertions" are discussed in Section 3.5. 
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Table 3.1: Interview Analysis 
Summarl of Percentages of Levels 1 and 2 

Name 01 Teacher 
Level Topic RIder Zentner Green 

M%* 
1 Categorica1/Demographic Infonnation 13 17 19 17 

2 

A Literature on African-American Males 1 1 2 1 

B Pervasive Subject Across Teachers 11 7 8 9 

C Contradictory/Same Genre 2 2 . 1 2 

D Theory-Related 6 6 4 5 

E Teacher-Specific Themes 6 10 10 9 

F Pedagogical Practices and 61 56 55 57 
Principles/Personal Beliefs 

M~ = Mean Percentage 

3.4.1.3 Level-3 (L-3) Case Development 

Along with observation data, specific L-1 and L-2 interview data were identified 

and incorporated in the consbUction of teaching cases. A description of the case 

consbUction process will be presented at the end of Section 3.4.2.4, Case Development. 

3.4.2 Teacher Observations 

Although an obser'/ation protocol was employed (see Appendix C), the fonnat and 

scope were generic. What was noted and recorded was a direct result of the researcher's 

level of awareness of what was going on in the classroom. I attempted to record as 

accurately and as concretely as possible, what the teacher and students said and did during 

each lesson sequence. In an attempt to lessen the degree of inference in analysis and 
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interpretation, classroom observations were audio-taped and the closest possible verbatim 

speech of the participants was used in the narrative write-up. Some non-verbal behaviors 

were also recorded. Additionally, general classroom characteristics and particular student 

and/or teacher activities were noted in the observer comments (OC, i.e., the researcher's 

impressions of events) and/or field notes (FN, i.e., the researcher's description of events). 

Finally, transcriptions from audio tapes were used to complement the field notes in the 

reconstruction of the narrative rendering of each observation. 

The process for understanding and analyzing observation data proceeded as 

follows: 

3.4.2.1 Level 18 (L.la) Sensitizing Concepts 

For the observation data, the teacher's verbal enactments were the focus of the 

analysis. Hence, all teacher talk in the observation narrative was identified and labeled. 

Generally, I asked one question of the data chunks, "What is going on here?" (Wolcott, 

1990, p. 32). To name what the teacher was doing, commonly used pedagogical terms and 

other researcher-generated terms were converted to action verbs, e.g., "cueing," 

"praising," "eliciting," etc. Each verb or verb phrase became an item in an alphabetized 

numerical listing (see Appendix H). Following is an example of Levella observation 

coding: 

( ) = coded units of talk 

O·Lla·ll O·Lla·14 

T: {OK - OK - the next thing we are going to do} __ {I'm just going to take my 

numbers out and mix them up and then just take a number.} (T mixes up some 

papers in a shoe box.) 



O-L1a-4 

{OK __ Table 5.} (Rider, Observation # 1) 

Explanation: o = Observation 

11 = Cueing 

14 = Establishing Set 

4 = Appointing 

L1a = Levella 
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It should be noted that Level la findings/labels were not intended to lead the 

analysis; rather, they were identified inductively and meant to serve as con~tr..lcts which 

were responded to and which sensitized the researcher as she approached the next level of 

the analysis. According to Blumer (1954), "At this stage of development, concepts will 

not be well defined elements of an explicit theory ... A sensitizing concept lacks such 

specificity ... [it] merely suggests directions along which to look" (p. 7). 

3.4.2.2 Level 1b (L-1b) Definitive Concepts 

As explained by Blumer (1954), definitive concepts "refer to what is common to a 

class of objects [phenomena], by the aid of ... attributes or fixed benchmarks" (p.7). 

As in Level la, a questioning technique was used to identify categories of phenomena. 

The researcher asked, "What do particular phenomena/items of data have in common? 

What are the possible connections among similar Levella data?" As suggested by 

Erickson (1986) the question becomes "how ... are people in the immediate setting 

consistently present to each other as environments for one another's meaningful actions?" 

(p. 121). Similar data were grouped and identified by an over-arching tenn/category code 
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(See Appendix I). Following is an example of how Level In data were folded into Level 

Ib analyses: 

Example: 

Level la Sensitizing Concepts (see Appendix H) 

1 Admonishing 

10 Criticizing 

20 Giving direct waming 

18 Giving a conditional warning 

22 Giving indirect warning 

24 Giving negative directions 

26 Imposing punishment/negative sanctions 

45 Sanctioning discipline by another person 

53 Threatening 

55 U sing sarcasm 

Level Ib Definitive Concepts (see Appendix I) 

Category Code V = Non-Confinnin~ Teacher Bebayiors 

All of the numbered concepts from Levella listed above were regrouped to 

become a Levellb category called Non-Confinnin~ Teacher Behayiors. The grouped 

concepts in any category have at least one common dimension/characteristic. In 

Category V, above, all of the concepts refer to denying, refusing, or other negative teacher 

talk. 

The primary purpose of developing sensitizing and definitive typologies was to 

enhance the researcher's description and interpretation of what the enacted teaching-
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learning environment looked like in each classroom, from a pedagogical perspective, 

exclusive of the researcher's perspectives with the utilization of particular cultural referents. 

I requested that observations take place during instructional time blocks - "lessons." Each 

teacher decided when I could visit and which lessons I would observe. One exception 

should be noted. One day when I arrived at Mrs. Zentner's (a pseudonym) classroom, she 

was surprised to see me. She had forgotten that she had scheduled a field trip for that day 

which had to be canceled. However, she decided that it was still OK for me to observe 

because she was going to continue a lesson that she had started the day before. 

Reluctantly, I agreed. When I reviewed the tape I found that in addition to the lesson, the 

beginning of the observation period contained talk about why the class could not go on the 

field trip. I decided to keep this conversation because the discourse provided meaningful, 

explicit data applicable to the concept of non-local influences on classroom interactions. 

For example, the teacher talked to the children about why the school adhered to a rigid 

policy which required each child, without exception, to submit a permission fonn signed 

by her/his parent(s); why telephone calls could not be substituted for written permission 

slips; and why students who did not have written permission could not be left in the school 

office (Zentner, Observation # 4). 

Later that evening, in the observer comments I wrote, "Mrs. Zentner didn't seem 

disappointed that they [the class] couldn't go on the field trip. ??? It appears that this has 

happened before" (OC: Zentner, Observation # 4). After listening to the observation tape 

again, I discovered trace-indicators for my earlier impressions. During their conversation 

about the aborted field trip, Mrs. Zentner said, "Some of us never learn. A few of us 

always make it hard __ It just seems like we can never get it right. Well, now, anyway, we 

are not going to go. So let's just get on with our work" (Zentner, Observation # 4). 

Hence, although this portion of the observation was not about the academic lesson, it 

speaks to the notions of "contextual circumstances," and "non-local influences on 
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interactions." The discussion, which went on for about 15 minutes, was an important 

contextual antecedent to the lesson and to the teacher-student interactions that followed it 

A summary of Level 1a and Levell b analyses of obseryation data can be seen in 

Table 3.2. 

Table 3.2: Observation Analyses 
Summarl of PercentaGes of Levels la and Ib 

Name of Teacher 
CateGorl Tll!e of Teacher Behaviors Rider Zentner Green M% 

I Inhibits Student Initiations 13 9 10 11 

II Didactic ("teaching as telling") 23 29 29 27 

1lI Dogmatic (opinionated assertions) 5 3 1 3 

N Group Alerting 25 20 26 24 

V Non-Confirming 9 9 11 10 

VI Positive 6 5 4 5 

VII Questioning 9 12 7 9 

VIII Refocusing 7 4 8 6 

IX Reciprocating (during equivocal 3 9 4 5 
exchange) 

M % = Mean Percentage 

3.4.2.3 Level 2 (L-2) Connective Thematic Concepts 

At this point, observation analysis was informed by the findings of the interview 

analysis. It should be noted again that teacher interviews were semi-structured and as 

such, the content of each interview was largely determined by the teacher. The 

summarization of the interview data revealed that more than 50% of the coded talk for each 

teacher was contained in Level 2, F - Pedago~cal Practices and Principles and Personal 
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Beliefs (see Table 3.1). Hence, in the observation narrative, passages/segments of talk 

which possibly related to this category of interview data were highlighted in the transcript. 

The guiding conceptual questions for the researcher were: To what extent did the 

teacher's interview talk and instructional talk infonn or misinform (disagree with) each 

other? In what ways were particular teacher-actions in the classroom "about"/similar to 

fundamental concepts which were discussed in the interview? Admittedly, this was a high

inference conceptualization; however, this technique proved to be very informative to the 

researcher's ultimate purpose, i.e., capturing and identifying elusive cultural content. An 

example may clarify this conceptualization more vividly: 

ExceJl1t from Interview Transcript 

"My youngest son saw the movie, Boys in the Hood. and he said, 'Mom, you 

really have to see this movie.' It [the movie] was fascinating because everyone 

perceives a Black American male as a trouble maker and I think that's so wrong and 

it's unfair, but after a while, they [Black males] believe that. So the movie was a 

lot about labeling and perceptions about Black males. It's a shame. According to 

the movie, Black males believe that they are stopped by the police just because they 

are Black. Isn't that incredible. It's such an unfair portrayal of policemen. 

Certainly, every time a policeman stops a person, it's not about his color. I know 

several policemen, personally, and they're ordinary, nice people. I think it's a 

shame that they [policemen] are looked at that way in the Black community" 

(Rider, Interview Session #3). 



Excerpt from Observation Transcript 

(Context: Class has just completed a discussion about what each student visualizes 

himself/herself becoming and/or doing as an adult.) 

T: All right, today's letter is "V." ... When you think about it, you are 

going to do what in your mind __ what do you have to make in your 

mind when you visualize? 

Steven: A picture. 
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T: Right, Steven, a picture for visualize. __ Close your eyes. __ I want you 

to make a picture in your brain of what you want to become. So, let's say 

__ you might say, for example, "I want to become a nice person." 

Visualize. _ _ Visualize. Ricardo might make a picture of himself 

walking down the street in his policeman's uniform helping everyone, 

right Ricardo? Because a policeman is a nice person and a friend. Now I 

know some of you don't think so, but I have a very good friend who is a 

policeman and he does not like to arrest people. That's really not what his 

job is about. _ _ No, the policeman likes to serve people. (Rider, 

Observation # 1) 

These data formed "bridging"/connective constructs for the researcher. They 

became conceptual referents of each other, albeit distanced ones, in the narrative 

interpretation of the findings. 
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3.4.2.4 Level 3 (L.3) Case Development 

Along with selected interview data, specific, salient constructs from L-l and L-2 

observation data were identified and incorporated, conceptually, and/or physically, in the 

development of teaching cases. In choosing which data to include or to eliminate in a case, 

each classroom event/situation was re-analyzed and re-assessed for what was relevant to 

the focus of the study, i.e., cultural dimensions of interactions between teachers and their 

African American male students. During this phase of analysis{mterpretation, an attempt 

was made to ensure that one or more applicable theoretical issues and empirical assertions 

(see Section 3.5) were embedded in the narrative scenarios. 

This conceptualization of the use of cases as content for teaching is based on 

Richert's (1991) premise which asserts: 

3.4.3 

The narrative form of cases suggests a consideration of practice that is both practical 

and theoretical. Studying cases actually relies on a dialectic between events, 

meanings, practice, and theory ... The content of cases - school practice - is 

seen, therefore, as problematic rather than given (pp. 140-141). 

Student Observations 

This study focused primarily on the teacher in teacher-student interactions. A 

basic premise of this research is that what goes on in classrooms is largely influenced by 

the teacher (Erickson, 1986). Hence, student talk was analyzed as a secondary process. It 

is mentioned here to account for and to clarify the procedures. 

Student data were analyzed in a less inclusive manner and with fewer categories 

than were teacher data. The following frequency data were tabulated: in-turn talk, out-of

turn talk, number of turns and extended student-teacher verbal exchanges, i.e., three or" 

more reciprocal turns (see Table 3.3). 
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TABLE 3.3: 

Teacher bservahon 

Rider 0-1 Jamal 2 2 
Kinte 5 5 1 
Maurice 
Steven 2 2 4 
*Other n/a n/a 2 n/a 

0-2 Jamal 1 7 8 2 
Kinte 3 3 
Maurice 2 3 5 1 
Steven 
*Other n/a n/a 1 n/a 

0-3 Jamal 4 6 10 3 
Kinte 
Maurice 2 2 
Steven 4 8 12 2 
*Other n/a n/a 4 n/a 

0-4 Jamal 2 5 7 1 
Kinte 
Maurice 1 5 6 
Steven 1 3 4 1 
*Other n/a n/a 2 n/a 

Zentner 0-1 CJ 2 4 6 1 
Petey 2 6 8 2 
Rodney 
*Other n/a n/a 2 n/a 

0-2 CJ 3 8 11 2 
Petey 2 13 15 3 
Rodney 3 3 6 1 
*Other n/a n/a 3 n/a 

0-3 CJ 1 2 3 
Petey 5 10 15 2 
Rodney 2 6 8 1 
*Other n/a n/a 2 n/a 

0·4 CJ 2 2 
Petey 2 10 12 2 
Rodney 2 6 8 1 
*Other n/a n/a 3 n/a 
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Table 3.3 Student Participation--Continued 
Duanlitali1:.: Summar)! 

Teacher Observ~ltion Student In-Turn Out-of- No. of EVE* 
Turn Turns 

Green 0-1 Mark 1 1 2 
Murray 1 3 4 1 
Vernon 3 12 15 3 
*Other n/a n/a 3 n/a 

0-2 Mark 3 3 1 
Murray 2 1 3 
Vernon 2 11 13 2 
*Other n/a n/a 3 n/a 

0-3 Mark 9 4 13 3 
Murray 
Vernon 5 9 14 3 
*Other n/a n/a 3 n/a 

0-4 Mark 
Murray 1 4 5 1 
Vernon 4 10 14 3 
*Other n/a n/a 3 n/a 

* Other = Greatest number of turns for any other student in lesson/activity 
EVE = Extended Verbal Exchange (3 or more reciprocal turns with teacher) 
nla = Non-Applicable to analysis 

= Behavior was not observed 

Fonnal interviews were not conducted with the students. Although they were a part 

of the original plans which were submitted to the school district and were approved, they 

were not practicable due to scheduling difficulties for the teachers and their students. For 

the most part, the researCher engaged in informal conversations with 

students within particular observation/site visitation settings. For instance, on one 

occasion, I interacted with one of the African American males who was having difficulty 

with some problem-solving tasks on the computer. We talked about the tasks and how 

they might be approached by the student and his partner (FN: Zentner, Observation # 3). 

On another day, I watched a group of boys play basketball at recess. The ball was knocked 
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out-of-bounds near the steps where I was sitting. After I caught the ball, one of the student 

subjects came over to me and asked if I would like to take a "shot." Reluctantly, I 

complied and missed the basket. Later during the ball game, one of the African American 

boys called a foul on another player. The boys began to argue over the play. The boy who 

made the call ran over to me and asked me to verify his assessment of the play. I declined 

by saying that I didn't see what had happened (FN: Rider, Observation # 2). All 

researcher-student interactions were informal and incidental. 

Finally, categorizations of student talk were only referred to in this report if they 

were integral to the analysis of the particular teacher talk and/or behavior that was being 

discussed in the narrative report of the findings. 

3.4.4 Recording Conventions 

Table 3.4 contains the identifying characteristics of observation and interview data. 

Table 3.4 Recording Conventions 

Symbol 

Bold Print 

Bold + Capitals 

T: 

( ) 

[ ] 

OC 

FN 

Explanation 

elongated pronunciation 

interruption by next speaker 

pause 

Strong intonation 

Loud voice + strong intonation 

Teacher 

Clarifying comment 

Insertion 

Observer Comment 

Field Notes 

Example 

m-a-n 

As I was about to ... 

All right __ Ok. 

Stop it, now! 

SIT DOWN! 

(No one answered) 

They [Steven and Jamal] 

Researcher's impression 

Researcher's description 
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3.5 Erickson's Elements of a Report of Fieldwork Research 

According to Erickson's (1986) framework, the elements of the report "allow the 

reader to experience vicariously the setting that is described, and to confront instances of 

key assertions and analytic constructs" (p. 145). Following is an abbreviated description 

of Erickson's framework. A modification of this basic framework is noted by a star (*). 

• Empirical Assertions 

These statements are derived inductively from a review of the field notes and from a 

systematic search for confmning and disconfirming evidence of the assertions. The 

assertions made in this study were based on each teacher's interactions with African 

American male students who were present in the classroom during the observations 

and who participated in the lesson/activities. 

• Analytic narrative vignettes and quotes from observations, interviews, and field 

notes 

The vignettes and quotes are the documentary evidence of the claims made by the 

assertions (Erickson, 1986). In this study, selected vignettes, Le., conceptually 

bounded episodes of observation and/or interview data, were used to construct 

teaching cases. In a vignette some particulars were more salient than others; 

however, in some instances the whole episode was presented to help the researcher 

convey a specific point. Throughout this study detailed transcripts of what the 

teacher and students said to each other are presented so that the reader can check the 

analysis and understand the interpretive perspectives advanced in the commentary. 

Discrepant cases are included as part of the analysis process. All names, titles, and 

topics in the quoted narrative are pseudonyms. 
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• Synoptic data reports tables, (e.g., tables, figures and charts) 

• Interpretive translation * 
The interpretive translation was constructed as the researcher's description of the 

cited interview and/or observation data. Interpretive validity does not inhere in the 

vignette - observation and interview data - itself. It is translated in the 

descriptive narrative. 

• Interpretive commentary framing particular and general description 

The interpretive commentary tells what the narrative description means from the 

researcher's perspective. These elements of the report allow the reader to "survey 

the full range of evidence on which the author's interpretive analysis is based ... 

and to consider the personal grounds of the author's perspective as it changed 

during the course of the study" (Erickson, 1986, p. 145). "Interpretive 

commentary," adds Erickson, "also fIlls in the infonnation beyond the story itself 

that is necessary for the reader to interpret the story in a way similar to that of the 

author" (p. 152). 

• Theoretical discussion 

The discussion focuses on the general significance of the patterns that were 

identified in the events that are presented in the report. 

3.6 Synthesis of Data Sources 

Far from being a straightforward pursuit, the construction of teaching cases which 

focused on the cultural dimensions of identified content in the analysis was intricate. 

However, the resultant cases which were based on the observation and interview data were 

viewed as the synthesis and end product of the analytic and interpretive phase of the 

research. A case represents the researcher's attempt to advance the study's interpretive 

dimensions. After studying the data, selected interaction segments/events were identified 
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which were exemplars of possible linkages or discontinuities between a teacher's culturally 

influenced conceptuaVcognitive schema and her/his African American male student's view 

of situations/phenomena, i.e., by inference from the interview and observation data 

sources. As discussed in Section 3.5, this process allowed the researcher to generate the 

"empirical assertions" (Erickson, 1986) which are set forth in the findings. 

3.7 Summary 

This chapter set forth explanations of the design and procedures that were employed 

to describe, analyze and interpret the data collected for this study. The manner in which 

teaching cases were developed from these processes was explained. A discussion of the 

framework for presenting the findings as assertions was also provided. Ultimately, the 

cases, so constructed, were intended to increase our - practitioners' - knowledge and to 

enhance our understanding of often taken-for-granted, but influential, cultural phenomena 

in classroom interactions as they pertain to teachers and their African American male 

middle-grade students. 



4. 1 Introduction 

Chapter 4 

Research Findings 
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This study investigated classroom interactions between three fourth-grade teachers 

and their African American male students. Cultural dimensions of selected interactions 

were the focus of the study. In this chapter the findings from the analysis of observations, 

interviews (reconstructed as profiles), and field notes are discussed. A modified version of 

Frederick Erickson's (1986) elements of a report of fieldwork research is used to present 

the findings. 

Section 4.2 contains an explanation of the discourse arrangement that was used to 

present the assertions and commentaries in the narrative. Then, based on the Ericksonian 

framework (see Section 3.5), the assertions that were developed, inductively, during the 

data analysis process will be discussed in Sections 4.3 through 4.5. 

Finally, it is informative to note again that this study is largely interpretive. 

Although they are authentic, the cases that were constructed from the findings for staff 

development purposes are just that -cases designed to encourage preservice and in service 

teachers to construct and/or envision similar, other, and/or multiple interpretations of the 

story each scenario presents. 

4.2 Arrangement of Discourse 

Although Erickson's guidelines are used, specific procedures for the discussion of 

the findings should be noted. The first major assertion of the study (4.3.1) will be 

discussed along with the first two connective subassertions (4.3.1.1 and 4.3.1.2). 

Assertion 4.3.2 will be discussed separately. In each section selected confirming and/or 
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disconfmning documentary evidence, i.e., the actual quoted material from observations and 

interviews, precedes or is interspersed in the narrative discussion. Each representative 

sample of documentary evidence is precedoo by the teacher's name (a pseudonym). 

With the focus on the teacher, the content, function, and structure of selected 

interactions as cultural phenomena are discussed. Cross case analysis is included as a part 

of the discussion. 

4.3 

4.3.1 

Assertions as Findings 

Major Assertion 

The structure of sustained verbal classroom interactions, i.e., 

sequences with approximately three or more turns of talk by the teacher and 

the same student, was largely teacher regulated and often discontinuous 

with the ways in which the African American male student attempted to 

participate in them. 

Discontinuity as defmed by Spindler (1974) is "an abrupt transition from one mode 

of being to another ... (p. 308). In this study, a discontinuity is a verbal clash/'break

down" between a child's way of participating in an activity/event and the teacher's different 

way of conducting student participation in that activity/event. 

4.3.1.1 Subassertion 

Often, in a sustained interaction sequence, an aforementioned 

discontinuity unfolded into a negative vector which resulted in maladaptive 

meanings for both the teacher and the African American male student who 

participated in the interchange. 

Kauchak and Eggen (1989) state, "A vector is a line that indicates the strength and 

direction of a force. Just as forces have direction and strength, so do lessons" (p. 175). 
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The authors suggest that some lessons have very weak vectors which do not sustain the 

teacher's and students' interests. They claim that high-interest lessons build on students' 

interests and backgrounds and have strong vectors. Although Kauchak and Eggen's notion 

of vectors informed the assertions, in this study the term vector does not refer to a high

interest or low-interest lesson, per se. A vector results from the intermingling of lesson 

content (high or low interest) and student - teacher interaction, inclusive of non-local 

influences on the enactment of activities/events. 

4.3.1.2 Subassertion 

Often in sustained interaction sequences, as the aforementioned 

vectors were unfolding, the teacher and her/his African American male 

students engaged in procedural and/or superficial verbal displays which 

moved the content of talk away from the academic substance of the lesson. 

As used here, procedural and superficial verbal displays refer to teacher and student 

talk that was about something, other than the lesson content, per se. For example, in the 

middle of one instructional period, the teacher and a student engaged in dialogue about 

when it was appropriate to go to the bathroom (Zentner, ObselVation #1) - a procedural 

exchange which was not about the lesson, but was conducted during a lesson activity. On 

a different occasion, after being told that there were some ants in the back of the classroom, 

another teacher and an African American male student carried on a conversation about why 

their school building had ants, i.e., because the buildings were old and the district didn't 

have much money, etc. (Rider, ObselVation #4). These one-on-one conversations took 

place while the other children were engaged in the lesson activity. 
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4.3.2 Major Assertion 

To a great extent, classroom interactions between teachers and their 

African American male students had subtractive, i.e., diminutive, 

characteristics. 

In talk exchanges between teacher and student each participant tended to extract 

negative or oppositional meaning from the other's statement(s), as opposed to, each 

participant attempting to build mutually adaptive, new/other constructive meanings in the 

discourse. Hence, this process was largely subtractive, i.e., disconnective, rather than 

additive, i.e., connective, to amenable interactions between teachers and their African 

American males. Unlike discontinuous interactions, which mainly lack cohesion, 

interactions with subtractive dimensions bear evidence of intentional diminution. 

4.4 

4.4.1 

Documentary Evidence - Major Assertion 4.3.1 and Subassertions 

Confirming Data 

Mrs. Rider 

African American Male: Jamal 

(Context: Class is working on two-digit multiplication exercises written on the chalkboard. 

Teacher calls on different students to go up to the board and work the problems. Emanuel 

is having trouble with a multiplication exercise - 24 x 47.) 

T: 

Jamal: 

T: 

Jamal: 

T: 

OK, Jamal, you want to try? 

Twenty-eight. (He multiplied 4 x 7.) 

Thank you, Jamal. Now __ now, Jamal, what do we do next? 

Well, the two goes over there (He's pointing to the product line.) 

No __ OK, Lyle. 



Jamal: 

T: 

Jamal: 

T: 

Jamal: 

oc: 

T: 

Jamal: 

T: 

Jamal: 

T: 

Jamal: 

T: 

Mrs. Zentner 
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M-a-n __ m-a-n, give me a break .. 

Now, Jamal, you have to follow the rules. We have to move on and pick 

someone else. You missed. Sorry. 

That ain't fair m-a-n. 

Well, I'm sorry Jamal. You have to know your multiplication tables to do 

this. 

I know my multiplication tables. 

Jamal rolled his eyes and frowned, seemingly, at the teacher. 

I don't think so. 

I do so __ m-a-n. (Again, he rolls his eyes.) 

Sorry, Jamal. 

Well __ m-a-n __ Miss Rider ... 

Jamal, you missed. 

No __ Miss Rider __ Miss Rider ... 

Sorry, you missed, now let's move on __ uh __ Lyle. (Observation # 3) 

African American Male: CJ 

(Context: Students are practicing basic arithmetic operations and identifying odd and even 

numbers in the answers.) 

T: Let's do another kind of problem. (T writes the problem on the overhead 

projector and reads it as she writes.) Work this problem and then circle 

the even number in the answer. $3.21 + $4.37 equals how much? 
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CJ: (Raises his hand) $7.58. 

T: OK __ CJ, what number do we circle? 

CJ: I don't know. Ain't that the answer? 

T: Yes, but we have to circle the even number in the answer. What do we 

mean by even number, CJ ? 

CJ: Urn __ urn. (He holds his head down towards the desk and looks at his 

paper.) 

T: Who can tell us what an even number is? (No one answers.) 

T: OK __ an even number is a multiple of 2 __ like 2 x 1,2 x 3, 2 x 4 and 

so on. So any multiple of 2 is an even number. 

T: OK, CJ, what is the even number in your answer? 

CJ: How am I suppose to know? 

T: I just told you. 

CJ: No, you didn't tell me nothing. 

T: Class, tell me, did I not say that even numbers are multiples of 2? 

Class: Y -e-s. 

T: OK, CJ - like 2 times any number. All right __ now what is an even 

number? 

CJ: I don't k-n-o-w. 

T: The answer is $7.58. So the number 8 is the even number because 

2 x 4 = 8. (Several students tell the teacher that they don't understand.) 

Let's just move on to our picture graphs that you were supposed to do for 

homework. Take them out please. 

CJ: Man, she always "ragging" on me cause I told her I don't know about 

no ... 
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T: Well, if you would listen carefully to the lesson, you would know. OK, 

OK __ everyone __ class. (Observation # 2) 

Mr. Green 

African American Male: Vernon 

(Context: Class has just finished a combined spelling and social studies test on the names 

of states and capitals. The task involved the teacher giving the names of 10 states and the 

students writing the state capital and state nickname for each.) 

T: OK, you are going to check each other's answers. See if you both come 

up with the same answer. 

Vernon: What if you don't have no answer? 

T: Just be quiet, please. I'm giving the directions. Just be quiet. If you 

don't have any response to a number, copy down your buddy's answer. 

Vernon: W-h-a-t? 

T: Just copy down your partner's answer, if you think it's correct 

Otherwise, the two of you should discuss it and decide what the correct 

answer is. 

Vernon: What if you don't know the answer? 

T: Vernon, would you please stop getting into my business. 

Vernon: Mr. Green, what if that person's answer is wrong and you don't have 

nothing down for that one? 

T: OK __ OK, If you don't have anything at all, isn't it better to have 

somethil1g even if it does turn out to be incorrect? That's better than 

nothing, isn't it? 

Vernon: M-a-n, that's stupid. 



T: Vernon, that which is stupid to you makes perfect sense to everybody 

else. 
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Vernon: No, it don't __ cause you just stupid. (Vernon said the last phrase in a 

whispering tone, wadded up his paper, walked to the trash can and threw 

it in.) 

T: (T does not verbally respond to Vernon's behavior.) OK __ OK, settle 

down, please. Get started. It shouldn't take us more than five minutes to 

do this. (Observation # 2) 

4.4.1.1 Interpretive Translation (Combined) 

Although communication "breakdowns" were observed with the teachers and other 

student groups, generally, they were manifested differently. This report focuses on the 

teachers' interaction behavior, mainly verbal, with their African American male students. 

In the verbal exchange between Mrs. Rider and Jamal, Jamal responded to his 

teacher's directive to assist another student who was having difficulty with a multiplication 

exercise. Based on Jamal's response, his interpretation of the teacher's directive was to 

supply the correct answer, i.e., 4 x 7 = 28. His teacher confirmed his interpretation and 

continued the exchange by asking Jamal another question. Jamal's incorrect response to 

the second question triggered the resultant discontinuity. Based on the content of the 

teacher's talk, Jamal (a) gave an incorrect response, (b) violated the lesson participation 

rules, and (c) didn't know the multiplication tables. These three teacher assessments 

unfolded into a discontinuous vector. Jamal made countering comments to each teacher 

statement in the interchange. His involvement in the interaction was interrupted when the 

teacher took his turn-of-talk away and gave it to another student. 

In the second example in Mrs. Zentner's class, CJ participated in a similar type of 

discontinuous interaction. Initially, CJ gave a correct answer. The teacher continued the 
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interaction by asking CJ another question. CJ's inability to give a correct response to the 

second question and the follow-up criticism that he made about the teacher, set-up a 

negative vector, much like the verbal exchange noted above. In the instance with CJ, the 

teacher attempted to keep the interaction talk focused on the mathematical exercise; 

however, the exchange moved away from the topic of math and evolved into an adversarial 

dialogue on two other topics, i.e., CJ's accusation that the teacher was "always ragging on 

him" - a derogatory statement or "put down," and the teacher's accusation that CJ did not 

listen carefully to the lesson. 

In the interaction between Vernon and Mr. Green, Vernon initiated the discontinuity 

by interrupting the teacher to ask a question about the task, i.e., correcting another 

student's paper. Apparently, Mr. Green's responses were unsatisfactory, so Vernon 

continued to ask for clarification. Both the teacher and the student made derogatory 

statements about/to each other. The negative nature of Mr. Green's countering comments 

directed the movement of the conversation downward, away from the topic at hand and 

toward an adversarial, maladaptive verbal exchange. 

4.4.1.2 Interpretive Commentary (Combined) 

Viewed from the classroom management paradigm and/or the teacher effectiveness 

literature, each of the teachers in the interactions above violated various teaching procedures 

that are generally considered desirable in lesson enactments. Rules for participating in 

lessons/activities were not explicit, lesson procedures did not adequately structure the 

sequence of activities, low and/or negative expectations were modeled, little and/or no 

cognitive scaffolding was employed to help students comprehend and think through 

concepts, and so on. However, this commentary will center on the excerpted narratives 

from a cultural view of the interactions between the teachers and their African American 

male students. 
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In each of the vignettes the African American male student in the class broke the 

rules for participation, not the teacher. The teachers handled the construct of "rule 

infraction" by criticizing, reprimanding, correcting and/or ridiculing the inappropriate 

behaviors. Additionally, all teacher responses were made pUblicly. It could be posited that 

the rules for participation were infonned by the traditional pedagogical model of direct, 

large group instruction. With this instructional strategy levels of student 

participation/engagement are often low. Frequently, in this pedagogical arrangement, "the 

teacher knows the answers," "the teacher asks questions about the lesson; not the 

students" and the "teacher talks and the students listen and do not interrupt the teacher's 

lesson." 

The summarized analyses of observation data revealed that the mean percentage of 

teacher talk coded as didactic (27 percent) was higher than any other categorization (see 

Table 3.2). These quantitative data also indicate that the teachers used, substantially, "talk" 

which inhibited student initiated discourse (see Table 3.2). These teacher behaviors, i.e., 

inhibiting student initiations and didacticf'telling" instructional practices, along with very 

high percentages of group alerting talk by the teachers (see Table 3.2) are conducive to 

communication break downs. Keeping in mind that these data were derived from each 

teacher's verbatim speech, the three categories noted, collectively for each teacher, tended 

to limit students' opportunities for acceptable verbal interaction in the lesson activities. The 

teachers' use of group alerting behaviors, which will be discussed further in Section 4.4.2, 

will explain how these behaviors were used as gatekeepers, intended to keep the students 

focused in the manner the teacher desired. 

The use of a large group, direct instruction model without adequate informative 

student feedback usually results in student frustration because they, the students, have not 

been allowed to interact and to move beyond the level of trying to understand what the 

teacher is sayingf'telling" in order to construct new learning. In each of the cited vignettes, 



the teacher's extinguishing and non-confinning behaviors "cut-off'/interrupted the 

student's interacting behaviors (see Table 3.2). 
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Ross, Bondy and Kyle (1993) suggest, "To communicate, you must do more than 

send a message; the message must also be received. And the meaning of the message must 

be negotiated so the teacher and students can construct a common understanding" (p. 9). 

The rules-for-participation-framework cited above is synchronous with mainstream 

cultural norms in most American elementary schools where conformity, orderliness, 

quietness, and passivity are valued. Besides, the large student to teacher ratio in most 

elementary school classrooms may make theses typicalities seem reasonable. In typical 

classroom interactive talk the teacher sustains one end of the floor throughout the 

communicative event (Philips, 1983). According to Philips, "whenever a student has the 

floor, the teacher was either the last person to speak, or is the next person to speak, or 

both, for the student can only be either responding to the teacher or initiating talk addressed 

to the teacher who is the appropriate respondent in the official structure of classroom 

interactions" (p. 75). Based on the assumption that culture is revealed in what people do 

and say, each of the cited vignettes was laden with implicit and explicit cultural content. 

The "official structure of classroom interactions" (Philips, 1983) is the "norm" - a cultural 

standard that defines "the way things are done here," i.e., in a particular classroom setting 

with a particular teacher. 

Before further discussion, other general characteristics of the three classes should 

be noted. All of the lessons observed were of the large group, teacher-centered type. A 

tally of turns converted to percentages of teacher talk and the total for the highest number of 

turns for any student in a given lesson/activity revealed that the teachers did most of the 

talking. The mean percent for the teachers ranged from 78 to 84 (see Table 4.1). Again, 

this observation is consistent with the traditional teacher-centered instructional paradigm in 

elementary school classrooms. 
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Table 4.1: Comparative Percentages of Teacher-Student Participation 

guantltatlve Summar~ 
Observation Mean 

iJ-I o-~ 0-3 0-4 Percentage 

Rider* 87 83 80 83 84 

Student** 13 17 20 17 16 

Zentner* 85 80 77 82 81 

Student** 15 20 23 18 19 

Green* 75 79 79 77 78 

Student** 25 21 21 23 23 

* Based on number of teacher turns 

** Based on greatest number of turns for any student 

Note: Mean percentages may not total 100 due to rounding error. 

All of the teachers employed mixed/different strategies for student participation in 

the lessons. Mrs. Rider tended to use gimmicks to allocate turn-taking. Sometimes she 

picked names from a box randomly; sometimes she called on the first student and then each 

student who had a turn to talk would calion another student; and sometimes she used open 

questions to the class and then called on a particular student to respond. Sometimes 

Mrs. Zentner used silence to allocate turns. She would raise an open question to the class 

and then just wait for a student to respond. At other times, Mrs. Zentner called on 

individuals or solicited a group response from the class. Mr. Green usually called on the 

whole class for an answer or he called on specific students to respond. Sometimes Mr. 

Green used non-verbal response strategies: 



Examples: 

T: 

T: 

T: 

Give me a thumbs up, if you had that answer. 

Show me [the answer] with your fingers. 

Hands up. 

Additionally, Mr. Green tended to use direct and indirect control statements to regulate 

students' verbal participation in the lessons. Following are samples of Mr. Green's 

approach: 

Examples: 

Mark: Mr. Green, can I pass the papers? 

Mr. Green: I don'tremember asking for any help. (Observation # 1) 

Vernon: Mr. Green, can I ask you something? 

Mr. Green: No, you may not. You may close your mouth. (Observation # 2) 

Vernon: What if you don't know the answer? 

Mr. Green: Vernon, would you please stop getting into my business. 

(Observation # 2) 
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Often it appeared that Mr. Green's strategy was to provide an extensive explanation 

of a topic to the class without interruptions, apparently in the hope that the students would 

not have any questions and that they would follow his directions as given, or respond only 

when called upon. 

Based on the observed teacher and student behaviors, talking out-of-tum was 

against the rules in all three classrooms. Most of the students regularly raised their hands 
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or waited until they were called upon by the teacher to participate verbally. Yet there were 

many times when verbal interactions between teacher and student just seemed to unfold 

naturally, without the teacher specifically appointing a responder. Communication break

downs, i.e., discontinuities, occurred when students did not interact according to the 

acceptable structure/system that was appropriate to "the teacher and operant at that time. 

Hence, in order to be in compliance with "the rules," students had to figure out proper 

verbal participation behavior or interact by trial-and-error. Some examples may illuminate 

this interpretation. 

4.4.2 Confirming Data and Translation 

Mrs. Rider 

African American Male: Jamal 

(Context: T is explaining to the children how they will get a turn in the lesson activity.) 

T: OK __ the next thing we're going to do __ I'm just going to take my 

numbers out and mix them up and then just take a number. (T mixes 

papers in a small box.) OK __ Table 5. 

Table 5: (No one responds.) 

Jamal: (He's sitting at Table 5.) I'm ready, Miss Rider. Can I go first? 

T: (Some students are taking papers out of their desks and there is a low 

noise level in the classroom.) Excuse me. __ Excuse me. OK 

Jerry. Excuse me. 

Jamal: Miss Rider, I'm ready. 
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T: OK OK excuse me. I cannot hear him because some of you 

are yelling out and there is just too much noise in here. (Jerry says 

something to the teacher but I can't hear him.) 

T: Let's go on to another table. Table 2. Table 2 __ wait a minute. Beth 

come here. (Beth starts to walk towards the teacher.) Did you take 

your medicine this morning? 

Beth: Yesma'm. 

T: OK, well, you should be OK. Three points for Table 2. OK __ I 

would like for you to take out your "Climbing to Success" (folders with 

self-esteem building activities). We don't need to talk now, do we? 

Take out your books, please. OK _ _ thank you Table 1 for being so 

polite. I think we should start with you. (Observation #1) 

The teacher's talk was perplexing. After Jamal's second attempt to be the first to 

participate, it appeared that the teacher was calling on him when she made the statement, 

"OK .. " I cannot hear him." However, she was referring·to Jerry. Then she interrupted 

that sequence of talk by asking Beth about her medicine. Finally, Mrs. Rider awarded 

points to Table 2 for appropriate behavior. The teacher's previous statement, "Let's go to 

another table. Table 2," gave the impression that she was going to appoint someone from 

that table to participate next. Instead, she actually called on Table 1. 

Mrs. Zentner 

African American Male: CJ 

(Context: T is calling on students to do exercises or to tell about how they got their 

answers to particular math problems.) 

T: Anyone? Anyone want to try this one for us? 



CJ: I know. 

T: OK let's have Jacob. 

(Jacob does not respond.) 
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T: (T walks over to Jacob's desk and looks at his paper.) You've got it 

Jacob. Good for you. Now, I'm not sure how you did it - but you 

gave it some thought and you tried out some things on your own. Good, 

Jacob. (Jacob had the correct answer.) 

CJ: I got it. Miss Zentner, I got it. Miss Zentner ... 

T: I don't think so CJ. Anyway I don't think I called your name. 

(Observation # 2) 

In the instance above, CJ responded to his teacher's open invitation for "anyone" 

to answer the question. CJ was reprimanded for not being called upon specifically, by 

name. Operationally, the teacher reconfigured the participation structure from "anyone can 

answer," to "answer if I calion you." 

Mr. Green 

African American Male: Vernon 

(Context: T is calling on students to tell what various numerals mean in a place value 

activity.) 

T: OK, five is what in our example? _ _ Raise your hands, please, if you do 

not understand that? Raise your hand and tell me what you don't 

understand. (I count six hands raised.) OK, I said raise your _ _ if you 

do not understand this. All_ _ all right. (Four students put their hands 

down.) 
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T: Put your hands down boys. 

Vernon: You just said, 'raise your hands. ' 

T: Excuse, me boys. I don't need you to mind my business. (Vernon and 

Bennie put their hands down.) Thank you. (Observation # 1) 

In the episode from Mr. Green's class, the teacher gave a signaling phrase, i.e., 

"All right.," that did not literally translate into the message to "put your hands down, now." 

Apparently, Vernon and Bennie missed the signal and they were reprimanded for "getting 

into the teacher's business." 

The summarized observation data revealed that the percentages of "talk" in Category 

IV -Group Alertin~ Behaviors were significant for each of the teachers (see Table 3.2). The 

teachers relied heavily on the use of "contextualization conventions" (Gumperz, 1981) such 

as, "OK," "excuse me," "All right," and "let's move on." In addition to being used to 

mark transitions, these behaviors were used as gatekeeping devices to allow the teacher to 

direct and control the talk which would be admitted in the discourse. 

This gatekeeping function was employed in the exchanges cited above by Mrs. 

Rider and Mr. Green. Although the cited vignette from Mrs. Zentner's class does not 

contain as much evidence as do the others, Mrs. Zentner was observed using these 

conventions significantly, too. Following is an example from her class: 

Mrs. Zentner 

African American Male: Petey 

(Context: The teacher is reviewing the steps for editing written work by using an example 

on the overhead projector. Mrs. Zentner has just told Petey to go to his seat.) 



T: 

Petey: 

T: 

All right, Petey, as soon as you are seated, we can go on. 

I'm going, I'm going. 
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OK __ OK __ OK (T waits for Petey to get to his seat.) OK, when I read 

my paper, I look for every error __ every period. 

Petey: (Sits down and starts to mumble.) 

T: (Looks over toward Petey's desk) OK __ class, every question __ I 

look for every period, every capital, every question mark. 

Petey: Why do I always have to sit up here? (Petey's desk faces and touches the 

chalkboard, which means that his back faces the rest of the class.) 

T: 

Petey: 

T: 

Petey: 

T: 

Petey: 

T: 

OK, class, now _ _ I look to see if I have everything in the right place. 

Miss Zentner, why I have to sit up here? 

Excuse me. Excuse me, Petey, I look to see if I have my name __ my 

heading and my margins ... (Teacher is still looking at Petey.) 

Miss Zentner. M-i-s-s Z-e-n-t-n-e-r! 

Petey, p-I-e-a-s-e. 

Well, how come Miss ... 

Petey, that's why because you can never do what the rest of us are doing. 

So, please be quiet, now. (Observation #1) 

The frequent use of these conventions, as controls, tended to interfere with the 

flow, content, and focus of the lesson/activity. Where African American males were 

concerned, these teacher behaviors were largely ignored. The process was self-fulfilling 

because as a student spoke out-of-turn the teacher tended to use and reuse the ineffective 

alerting talk. The inappropriate student behavior continued until the teacher used a finn 

desist or another strategy, as did Mrs. Zentner in the example above. It appeared that Mrs. 

Zentner was trying to engage Petey (by looking at him to communicate meaning) while she 
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continued the lesson. However, Petey finally succeeded in engaging the teacher in the 

topic of his talk, e.g., "Why I have to sit up here?" and "Well, how come ... " Hence, 

both the errant student and the other children were pulled away from attending closely to 

the teacher's instructional talk. 

4.4.2.1 Interpretive Commentary (Combined) 

All of the excerpts above were vivid reminders of the complexities of elementary 

classroom environments. As noted by Doyle (1986), classrooms are multidimensional 

environments; e.g., Mrs. Rider was checking on one student's need for medication while 

attending to the topic of the discussion, implementing the tum-taking strategy, and 

monitoring student behavior. In addition to multidimensionality, Doyle suggests other 

properties of classroom settings including simultaneity, immediacy, unpredictability, 

publicness, and history; all of which were implicitly and/or explicitly discernible in the 

excerpts above. Additionally, there were various cultural dimensions! "properties" in the 

cited vignettes. 

In terms of participation systems, there were some apparent "concrete universals" 

(Erickson, 1986) across all observations. These benchmarks, e.g., raising your hands to 

participate and speaking when called upon by the teacher, become the norms and students 

are expected to know and to use them without being told explicitly to do so. These two 

rules are practically institullonalized cultural norms in most American elementary school 

classrooms. 

According to Erickson (1986), "The assumption is that when we see a particular 

instance of a teacher teaching, some aspects of what occurs are absolutely generic, that is, 

they apply cross-culturally and across human history to all teaching situations .... Other 

aspects of what occurs in a given instance of teaching are specific to the historical and 

cultural circumstances of that type of situation" (p. 130). He goes on to state, "Each 
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instance of a classroom is seen [to an interpretive social researcher] as its own unique 

system, which nonetheless displays universal properties of teaching. These properties are 

manifested in the concrete, however, not in the abstract. Such concrete universals must be 

studied each in its own right" (p. 130). Similarities and differences, whether salient or 

subtle, from one classroom to another, are not trivial and/or happenstance consbUctions. 

Across all observations the African American males who participated in the lesson 

and/or activity tended to speak out of turn more often than other students, generally had 

more frequent turns-at-talk than other students, and tended to become engaged in more 

extended sustained verbal exchanges with the teacher than other students (see Table 3.3). 

In each cited instance of a communication breakdown the teacher actively (albeit 

unintentionally) co-consbUcted the discontinuous interaction event with her/his African 

American students. The analysis of teacher talk during the interviews revealed that each 

teacher talked more about her/his pedagogical guiding principles and professional belief 

system than she/he did about any other topic (see Table 3.1). When one is not able to act 

and/or interact according to his/her preferred belief and practice system, communication 

breakdowns are probable, and congruent shared meanings - in this case between teacher 

and student - are difficult to enact. Teachers were observed trying to inculcate specific 

values, codes, rules, norms, and standards for appropriate behavior with their students 

routinely, e.g., Mrs. Rider: "Excuse me. Excuse me. I can't hear because some of you 

are yelling out" (Observation #1), Mrs. Zentner: "I knew it was taking a big risk to think 

that you could handle sitting quietly with us" (Observation #1), and Mr. Green: "I know 

behaving in the presence of company is just not possible for you" (Observation #2). All of 

the cited consbUcts - "yelling out," "sitting quietly" and "behaving in the presence of 

company" - are cultural enactments, informed by socialization practices which are 

common in American elementary school classrooms. 
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For the most part, students, with the exception of particular African American 

males, complied with, acquiesced to or adapted each teacher's directions and guidelines for 

appropriate behavior. However, an exception should be noted. Mrs. Zentner had one 

White male student who she said did not cooperate sometimes. This student was observed 

walking around the room, usually talking to himself loud enough to be heard, working on 

activities different than those his classmates were doing, and/or ignoring the teacher's 

directions. The teacher commented that this child was very bright and should not have 

been placed in her classroom because the level of instruction was too low for him. 

Apparently, this child pursued different activities/ interests routinely and he was allowed to 

"walk to a different drummer" in this classroom. 

Generally, the African American males in the three classes experienced various 

degrees of difficulty in their teacher-student interactions and they did not verbally act and/or 

interact in ways that met the teachers' expectations of them. Although these conclusions 

are based on one general and four formal observations in each classroom, instances of the 

same or similar type interactional difficulties occurred during each visit Hence, adversarlal 

interaction break-downs appeared to be the norm for each teacher's interactions with her/his 

African American male students. Based on their behavior, each interactant, i.e., teacher 

and student, expected and/or anticipated the other's uncooperative and/or negative 

participation in most sustained interaction sequences. The examples below make this point 

more vividly. 

4.4.3 Confirming Data Continued 

Mrs. Rider 

African American Male: Jamal 

(Context: T is calling on students to go to the front of the class and participate in a kind of 

"share and tell" activity.) 



T: 

T: 

Jamal: 

T: 

Jamal: 

T: 

Jamal: 

T: 

OC: 

Mrs. Zentner 

OK let's have Cannen. 

(Cannen gets up slowly from her desk and goes to the front of the 

classroom.) 

OK __ OK, I don't think Cannen ... 

Miss Rider, call me, call me. 

I see your hand Jamal. 

Well, call me then. 

Just a minute, please. 

Well, call me. 
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OK, Jamal, here's your chance. Goodness knows, you haven't been at a 

loss for words since I've known you. OK. 

(Jamal goes to the front of the room.) 

Mrs. Rider sort of sighed, as if she were "giving in," then she looked 

over towards me and shook her head. ? ?? (Observation # 3) 

African American Male: Petey 

(Context: T and students are interpreting a picture graph about favorite pets.) 

T: 

Class: 

T: 

Class: 

What do more people have, a cat or a fish? 

Cats. 

Which pet is the favorite? 

Dogs. 
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T: That's strange. I don't understand that. Cats are better. (Some of the 

children are talking among themselves, others are telling the teacher what 

their favorite pets are, or what kinds of pets they have at home.) 

Petey: 

T: 

Petey: 

T: 

Petey: 

T: 

Petey: 

T: 

Petey: 

T: 

Mr. Green 

Cats are nasty. (Petey is standing up.) 

Petey, sit down. __ I think cats are great pets. 

Cats are nasty and they get all up on the table and in your food and .. 

Petey, I said sit down. (Petey kneels on the seat of his chair.) 

Urn - urn __ no they [they're] not. 

Well, Petey, it seems to me that you would keep table food away from 

your cat. 

That don't make no difference. 

Well, anyway, I think cats are perfect pets. 

Well, not me. 

OK -let's look at your second picture graph that you had for 

homework, please. (Observation # 2) 

African American Males: Vernon and Murray 

(Context: Students have just returned to the classroom after morning recess.) 

T: OK __ Table 2, Table 5, Table 6, Table 9 - you will get a gold star for 

coming into the room and doing what I asked you to do. Table 1, Table 

3, Table 4, Table 7, Table 8 - you will not. 

Vernon: Mr. Green ... 

T: Close your mouth Vernon. You may go to your seat and close your 

mouth. 



Vernon: W -h-a-t? (Vernon, frowns, shakes his head back and forth as if to 

connote "no.") 

oc: Vernon seemed astonished by Mr. Green's statement. 
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T: I gave specific instructions. I said come into the room, sit down, and say 

nothing. Those directions were for the whole class, Vernon - even you. 

OC: T's last phrase spoken with stress, as if to emphasize a special meaning 

for Vernon. 

Murray: But - but Mr. Green, he didn't do nothing. 

T: I will thank you to stay out of my business, Murray. 

Murray: M-a-n. 

Vernon: Me and Murray was in line and we wasn't doing nothing. 

T: Just get over here, Vernon. 

(Vernon walks slowly over to sit near Mr. Green at the front of the 

classroom.) (Observation * 1) 

4.4.3.1 Interpretive Translation 

In addition to the surface features of talk, which were interpretable auditorily and 

visually, there was what I have called an "anticipatory, oppositional stance" waiting, ready 

and at the "tip of the tongues" of the interactants, i.e., the teachers and their African 

American male students. What did Mrs. Rider's response, "Goodness knows, you haven't 

been at a loss for words ... " mean? Could it mean that this student talks too much 

anyway, so she might as well give him a chance to speak and get it over with? 
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Did Mrs. Zentner's statement, " ... it seems to me that you would keep table food away 

from your cat," carry the hidden message that it would make common sense to keep table 

food away from a cat; therefore Petey's remarks were inappropriate and didn't make sense? 

When Mr. Green said, "Those directions were for the whole class, Vernon - even you," 

did the "even you" indicate that .the teacher thought that Vernon considered himself and his 

behaviors to be apart from the classroom laws/rules? 

Consider the students' part of the interchanges. When Mrs. Rider told Jamal that 

she saw his raised hand, was this a simple statement of acknowledgment? Since she said 

she could see his hand, but did not calion him right away, did Jamal interpret the teacher's 

behavior, i.e., not calling on him, as stupid or perhaps a slight, when he said, "Well, call 

on me then." Did Petey really dislike cats or did he routinely, publicly, voice a point-of

view opposite ofthat which the teacher assumed? Finally, was Vernon's elongated 

interrogative, "W-h-a-t?" an exclamation of surprise or was it a "par for the course," 

frequently used response indicating that he expected Mr. Green to reprimand him even if he 

" ... didn't do nothing," and even if he was not the only person involved in the infraction? 

The other student, Murray, who attempted to intervene in Vernon's behalf did not have to 

move but he was told to "stay out of my [the teacher's] business." 

4.4.3.2 Interpretive Commentary 

The alternative interpretations posited above were employed to make more 

pronounced the researcher's impression of the common dysfunctional dynamics operant 

across classrooms. For the most part, these dysfunctional dynamics were attributable to 

the way the teacher and student interacted. It appeared that both the teachers and their 

African American male students anticipated the tenor; not necessarily the content, of each 

other's remarks. Interactions, similar to the type examined above were numerous across all 



observations. These excerpts were not anomalies. They were not explainable simply as 

personality clashes between the teachers and their Black male students. They could be 

interpreted as examples of what Erickson calls "non-local" influences on classroom 

interactions. 
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According to Erickson (1986) the content of an event at any given moment is not 

entirely created at that point in time. Culture is a non-local influence on action (Erickson, 

1986). Each individual in the interactions above was communicating - verbally and non

verbally - his/her expectations, intentions and defmitions of each situation. To the extent 

that a "fit," i.e., similar underlying basic cultural assumption, does not occur in an 

interaction sequence, discontinuities may result. Given the imminent unfolding of a 

discontinuous interaction, to the extent that one of the interactants revises her/his definitions 

or adapts her/his participation more towards the other's definitions, a modified, less 

dysfunctional interaction sequence can be manifested. To the extent that the interactants 

hold shared understandings/definitions during an interaction event, mutual and/or more 

functionally appropriate interactions can unfold 

In the interview Mrs. Rider noted,." .. Jamal, he's really a neat kid. I call him my 

lawyer. He has a gift for reasoning" (Interview Session # 3). In the cited interaction 

event, although Jamal was calling-out-oftum, he was displaying an eagerness to 

participate. His teacher, equipped with the knowledge of his reasoning ability, could have 

tempered her responses to him by utilizing his unique ability. Perhaps she could have 

reminded him of the appropriate way to get-a-turn, i.e., defined the participation structure, 

instructed Jamal to tally the number of turns for each speaker and then use his reasoning 

ability to figure out what equitable tum-taking means and requires for all of the members of 

their classroom. Instead, the teacher allowed herself to get involved in a verbal tug-of-war 

with the student. The point here is not to offer recipe-type solutions to problematic teacher

student interactions, rather it is to suggest that teachers can utilize a child's unique abilities, 
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which the student may tend to manifest negatively, and leverage those strengths to facilitate 

the student's growth, academically and socially. A teacher can consider verbal 

expressiveness as a pattern/attribute often manifested by some members of a particular 

group; without attaching any values, or shelhe can deem expressive verbal behavior as 

rude, offensive, and/or aggressive. The concept of "talk" is cultural (Kochman, 1987). In 

the American elementary classroom that usually means that students should talk in low 

voices and talk (participate) as determined by the teacher's preferred participation strategy, 

i.e., according to the classroom and/or school culture. 

Mrs. Zenmer's interaction with Petey was needlessly adversarial. In the interview 

sessions Mrs. Zenmer talked more about Petey than she did about any other student. She 

was concerned about his low academic level, the possibility that he might be hyperactive, 

and that he may have an attention-deficit disorder. The teacher utilized this information 

negatively, i.e., she kept telling Petey to sit down and she devalued - practically 

dismissed - Petey's contribution to the lesson activity. Likewise, Mr. Green talked about 

Vernon in several interview sessions. He said that Vernon had a tendency to be stubborn 

and to misbehave in class. He also said that Vernon was very bright. This teacher utilized 

outside-of-the-event knowledge negatively to establish control. Ladson-Billings (1994) 

makes the point that even when teachers are engaged in non-academic activities with their 

students, they are engaged in pedagogy. According to Ladson-Billings, teachers let their 

perceptions of African American students - a culturally influenced construct - interfere 

with their ability to be effective teachers for them. 

At any given point in an interaction event, it is the teacher who is the authorized 

decisionmaker in the classroom. Viewed in this manner, teachers who employ culturally 

relevant practices and sound pedagogical strategies can make informed choices which could 

preclude the routinelhabitual formation of discontinuous interactions. According to Bowers 

and Flinders (1990), the effective enactment of culturally relevant and responsive pedagogy 
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is based on the teacher's knowledge of thought processes, behavior patterns, and patterns 

of communication. 

Cazden's (1986) caution to practitioners is that "it is reasonable to consider the 

lesson structure as part of the communicative competence of the teacher, but the children 

may be responding to more fragmentary and local cues" (p. 436). Although a student may 

be responding to the moment-to-moment changes in events, the interaction enactment, 

itself, i.e., its content, function, and structure are laden with embedded cultural- "the 

way things are done here" - propenies. These properties/standards define and give form 

to classroom environments. Viewed in this manner, it is the teacher who should be 

expected to hold the broader cultural knowledge and enhanced classroom interaction skills, 

not her/his fourth grade students. 

4.4.4 DiscQnfirmjne Data 

Mrs. Rider 

African American Males: Maurice, Kinte and Jamal 

(Context: Class is reviewing the steps for panning for gold, one of the activities in their 

Social Studies unit on early pioneers in California.) 

T: OK _ _ who knows what the first step is for panning for gold? 

(No one answers or raises their hands. Several students not seated.) 

You know, you would think that I was born yesterday. Some of you 

are really stretching it today and I've just about had enough. 

Maurice, Jamal, Kyle, Jennifer __ all of you people over there, sit 

down. (There is a low hum of voices and movement as students go to 

their seats.) All right __ this is my twenty-first year of teaching and I 



Maurice: 

Kinte: 

Maurice: 

T: 

Kinte: 

know all of the tricks in the book and they don't work with me. So, 

now __ I want this class to settle down and pay attention, RIGHT 

NOW. 

I thought you were a teacher for 45 years. 

No, she's 45 years old, stupid. 

No, she ain't. 

I am 45, but I have been a teacher for 21 years. 

S-e-e, told you. 
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T: All right, that's enough. Some of you are still trying to pull the wool 

over my eyes and keep us from getting our work done. Maurice, what 

should you tell them about pulling the wool over Mrs. Rider's eyes? 

Maurice: Say, w-h-a-t? (Maurice looks at Kinte and his eyebrows are raised in a 

questioning expression.) 

oc: Maurice seemed baffled by this question. 

T: All right, don't be silly, Maurice. 

Maurice: I don't know. 

T: Oh yes, you do. 

Maurice: No, I don't. 

T: Well, I know all the tricks in the book. 

oc: Maurice frowned during this exchange. He seemed defensive? ? ? 

T: Anyway, I have two grown sons. Believe me, I know all of the tricks. 

Excuses, excuses __ everything, right Jamal and Kinte? 
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Kinte: Everything trick in the book - ya'il. Got that. (Kinte is 

standing up with one hand on his hip and he is shaking his "pointer" 

finger on the other hand at the students. He has turned to face the class. 

Mrs. Rider and the class laugh.) 

OC: Surprisingly, Kinte's mocking behavior seemed to lessen the tension. 

T: OK, Jennifer, tell us about panning for gold. (Observation # 2) 

Mrs. Zentner 

African American Male: Rodney 

(Context: After holding a discussion about why the class could not go on a field trip, the 

teacher asked students to sit quietly with a book for a few minutes.) 

T: Why can't we show our visitor how nice and polite we can be? 

Everyone should be in their seats with a book by now. 

(Rodney walks over to one of the book carts.) 

T: Rodney, I said get a book quickly - not take all day to do it. Go to 

your seat, now. 

Rodney: No, I ain't got a book __ I __ I just told you ... 

T: You've had plenty of time to get a book. 

Rodney: No, I ain't got one in my desk. (He continues to look for a book on the 

cart.) 

T: I don't care. Time is up. You were just fooling around when you 

should have been more serious about finding a book. Now, go to your 

seat, now. 
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Rodney: How come always me? How come everybody else got a book? That 

ain't fair. 

T: All right, Rodney, get a book quickly and go sit down, please. 

(Rodney got two books and went back to his seat) 

T: Excuse me class. I'm sorry for the interruption. Actually, Rodney 

needs to be the one saying this [apologizing] to you. (Rodney put his 

head down on the top of his desk.) Now as I said because we have a 

visitor you are going to be wonderful boys and girls today, aren't you? 

Class: Y -e-s. 

T: All right, can we please continue our silent reading. (Observation # 4)} 

Mr. Green 

African American Male: Vernon 

(Context: Teacher has asked the students to look at the picture on page 274 of a reading 

text and then to be ready to tell him what they think the story will be about, based on the 

pictures.) 

T: OK __ think. What about the picture tells you something? You have to 

be a sleuth. It's like you're Sherlock Holmes finding clues. 

Vernon: Sherlock who? (Several students laugh.) 

T: We don't need you to be smart, Vernon. See __ just like any good 

detective - you're snooping around for some clues. 

Vernon: (Looking down at his paper, seems to be doodling with his pencil) 

Yeah, you look just like snoopy. (Vernon makes barking sound and 

several students laugh again.) 
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oc: Did Mr. G hear that? ? ? 

T: OK, well maybe - 1 guess Sherlock Holmes is a little before your time. 

OK, mark the page with a marker or something. Everyone close your 

books. Right now, 1 want you to close your books. I'm going to ask 

you some questions. 

T: (Waits a few minutes for students to mark pages and close books.) OK 

__ OK __ why did one person in the picture have a fishing rod in his 

hand? 

Shelly: Because they went fishing. One time 1 went fishing with Uncle Al and 

he caught a big 01' ugly cat fish and ... 

T: OK, Shelly thinks they went fishing. 

Vernon: No, they're just getting ready to go fishing because they don't have any 

fish yet. 

T: OK, well, Vernon, maybe they went fishing already but they didn't 

catch any fish. 

Vernon: Well, how come they're walking __ on their way __ how come they 

going to [toward] the water? 

T: Oh - oh - OK, how many people think they are just going fishing right 

now, and how many of you think they've already been fishing? Raise 

your hands. OK - how many think they just finished fishing? (I 

count four hands raised.) How many think they are just now going to 

the river to fish? (A majority of the students raise their hands, to include 

Vernon.) 

T: OK, OK. 1 guess, you got me on that one, Vernon. (T and students 

laugh.) (Observation # 4).) 
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4.4.4.1 Interpretive Translation 

All of the discourse cited above had some of the distinguishing characteristics of 

discontinuous interactions which have been previously discussed. There were however, 

particularities which allowed them to unfold into what I have called "completed continuous 

interactions," i.e., disconfirming data. This suggests that overall, the discontinuous nature 

of a sequence of talk was reconciled. 

In the fIrst instance, Mrs. Rider expressed strong displeasure with her class in 

general. Both her comments and her tone were vehement, e.g., "Some of you are really 

stretching it," "I've just about had enough," and pay attention "RIGHT NOW." 

Interwoven in the discourse were exhortations to her students that she had been teaching 

for many years, she "knew all the tricks," and would not tolerate misbehavior. Actually, 

the teacher's comments initiated another vector, i.e., the students' debate over her age and 

teaching experience began to compete with the teacher's talk about not allowing students to 

"get away" with misbehavior. Mrs. Rider ended the debate between the two students by 

providing them with the accurate numbers about her age and years of teaching experience. 

Then she returned to the theme of your "tricks won't work." At this point, she summoned 

one of the students, Maurice, to confIrm her claims. She and Maurice exchanged a few 

turns of talk which could have turned into another maladaptive exchange. However, again, 

the teacher interjected information about her personal life and requested confIrmation from 

two other students, Kinte and Jamal. Kinte's mocking behaviors were received by the 

teacher and students with laughter. Hence, the interaction which started out with all of the 

ingredients for adversarial teacher-student talk was terminated by the intervention of 

humor. 

Mrs. Zentner's directives to Rodney were complemented with sarcasm, i.e., don't 

"take all day" and "I don't care." Rodney's retorts were sort of recalcitrant "back talk, " 
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e.g., "No, I ain't got a book." Rodney did not go to his seat as requested by his teacher. 

Instead, he challenged her with accusatory rhetorical questions, i.e., "How come always 

me?" and "How come everybody else got a book?" Additionally, he alleged that the teacher 

had treated him unfairly. The teacher changed her decision and allowed Rodney to get a 

book. Finally, Mrs. Zentner admonished Rodney by apologizing to the class for 

Rodney's misbehavior and by beseeching the continued good behavior of her students. 

With the teacher's last statement, Rodney put his head down on his desk and the event 

ended. 

After using an example of Sherlock Holmes to explain the concept of inference 

from a picture, Mr. Green reprimanded Vernon for being "smart." Vernon replied with a 

derogatory comment about the teacher, i.e., "Yeah, you look like Snoopy," and he began 

to make barking sounds which resulted in laughter by several of his peers. Mr. Green did 

not respond to Vernon's behavior, rather he continued with the lesson activity. Mr. Green 

challenged the students to speculate about what was happening in the picture. One student, 

Shelly, offered an answer to the teacher's question which was refuted by Vernon. At that 

point, Mr. Green countered Vernon's conclusion by suggesting another hypothesis. 

Vernon's deductive response eliminated Mr. Green's rationale; thereupon, the teacher 

invoked the opinion ofVemon's classmates about the question by tiling a vote. The 

students agreed with Vernon's logic. 

Mr. Green conceded, and acknowledged that Vernon had proved his point, i.e., 

"OK, OK, I guess you got me on that one Vernon." Both the students and the teacher 

seemed to enjoy this exchange. Hence, the outcome of this exchange was considered a 

"completed continuous interaction." 
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4.4.4.2 Interpretive Commentary 

Viewed from the classroom management paradigm, each of the teachers employed 

some familiar conventional strategies for maintaining orderly learning environments, e.g., 

ignoring inappropriate statements made by students, not prolonging reprimands, the use of 

desist statements, and so on. 

In the cited interaction frames the students had relatively few turns-at-talk. The 

teachers seemed to be "tuned in" to the possibility that negative vectors could unfold and 

they either aborted or avoided becoming entangled in maladaptive exc_hanges with their 

African American male students. Both teacher and student decisions/actions reshaped the 

participation system. After Maurice's defensive response to her, Mrs. Rider called on two 

other African American males to confirm her views. She did not continue to press Maurice 

who had become resistive to responding to her. 

Mrs. Zentner used a different strategy. Apparently. she recognized Rodney's 

rhetorical statements as confrontational and she allowed him to get a book; however, 

Rodney's misdeed and non-compliance with her directive did not go unsanctioned. The 

teacher used the whole class as a forum for her reprimand to Rodney. Although her 

statement to the class carried negative affect for Rodney, the teacher maintained Rodney's 

involvement in the event This was non-threatening, inclusive teacher behavior that 

functionally addressed the student's misconduct and avoided a "show down." 

Ignoring "smart" comments by Vernon was not uncommon for Mr. Green. 

However, Mr. Green often used a combination of ignoring and confronting behaviors in 

the same interaction sequence. Hence, one inappropriate statement by Vernon may have 

been ignored and the next statement of the same type could be met with an angry response 

by the teacher. In this way, the teacher and the student engaged in "off-guard" adversarial 

dialogues. The cited interaction was atypical because the dialogue and the bantering were 

academic. Both the teacher and the student focused on the topic in the lesson activity, i.e., 
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drawing inferences from a picture, not on themselves, personally. Vernon situated himself 

differently in this talk exchange, i.e., he interacted as Mr. Green's equal at the intellectual 

level of the discussion. 

Some scholars assert that "bad Black Boys," i.e., ones who are usually disruptive 

and highly active, are often bored in school (Hale-Benson, 1982; Kunjufu, 1984; Morgan, 

1980). The incident above was one of the few times that Mr. Green was observed 

incorporating this student's adversarial talk in the academic dimensions of the lesson 

activity. More often, Mr. Green was observed extinguishing Vernon's attempts to interact 

with directives like "stay out of my business, " and "shut your mouth." 

Vernon's aggressive way of participating in interactions with the teacher is not 

atypical of middle grade Black boys (Hale-Benson, 1982; Kochman, 1987; Kunjufu, 1984; 

Morgan, 1980). Kochman (1987) suggests that children from various cultural 

backgrounds bring different, i.e., other than Eum-western, strategies to the comprehension 

of phenomena. He contends that Black people bring a unique schemata to verbal dueling 

which is an integral and determinative part of Black cognitive or cultural style. Kochman's 

(1981) research is widely quoted in academic discussions dealing with African American 

communication style (Gudykunst & Toomey, 1988; Hale-Benson, 1982; Johnstone, 1989; 

Stanlaw & Peshkin, 1988; Stewart & Bennet, 1991). 

In his discussion of Black "expressive intensity," Kochman (1987) suggests that in 

the Black speech event "argument is used as a truth creating process, as opposed to 

argument as quarreling" (p. 229). He states that verbal dueling is engaged in by Black 

males and is learned at a very early age. Black males who are learning how to participate in 

verbal dueling are learning how to employ equivalent responses, i.e., an offense is met 

with an offense and an insult is countered with and insult (Kochman, 1987). According to 

Kochman, "But insofar as the rules within verbal dueling also serve to promote the 

development of attitudes, strategies, and skills that Black culture has established to be 
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necessary to carry on appropriate social interaction in adult nonplay contexts, then one can 

well regard this fonn of play [verbal dueling] to be as much education as sport" 

(p. 234). 

Mr. Green, an African American male teacher, was well informed on issues of 

Black identity and socialization. Several of his statements in the interview revealed his 

alignment with contemporary thought on such issues as "delayed gratification," "high 

expectations," "trust and bonding," "parental involvement," achieving aspirations, "the 

inclusion of Black America in curricula," etc. However, he was rarely observed 

implementing teaching behaviors conducive to his ideological stance on Black people. 

During most observations, Mr. Green's modus operandi while engaged in student-teacher 

interactions involved control and authority, academic tasks with low level cognitive 

demands, and antagonistic relationships with his African American male students. 

Perhaps, without being consciously aware of it, in the completed continuous interaction 

with Vernon, Mr. Green facilitated Vernon's verbal dueling ability, a "street" survival skill, 

while strengthening the student's reasoning skill, a valuable academic skill. 

In summary, the cited episodes were accomplished as "completed continuous 

interactions" because the turns-of-talk by the African American males who participated in 

them were relatively short within the context of particular events and because the 

participation structures were reshaped, either by teacher action or by student actions, i.e., 

animated enactment's, the use of humor, or quick wit in verbal dueling. 

4.5 Documentary Evidence - Major Assertion, 4.3.2 

According to Bowers and Flinders (1990), "Communication is a matter not of 

extracting meaning and information from statements but of constituting meaning by the 

participants. The conceptual tools and frames available to the participants shape the 

communication. This means that identities, values, mood, and culturally laden interpretive 
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frameworks come into playas part of the ongoing co-construction of meaning"(p. 11). 

The authors note that "guiding cultural patterns are seldom part of the person's conscious 

awareness" (p. 19). However, upon close examination, it is possible to make explicit 

various dimensions of seemingly normal, routine teacher-student interactions in order to 

understand "what" is being communicated between the teacher and her/his students. 

Bowers and Flinders (1990) suggest that teachers should be "attentive to the dynamics of 

the reality-constructing process they are a part of' (p. 25). The co-constructed reality 

equals the lived experiences of the teacher and students in the classroom milieu. In this 

conceptualization, teachers with additive orientations towards their students' cultures are 

open to the differences those cultures may represent and to the unique opportunities they 

and their students have to build mutually adaptive learning environments for each other. 

Some of the interactions which follow have both additive and subtractive elements; 

however, holistically, the unit-of-talk was subtractive. Unlike discontinuous interactions 

which lack cohesion, subtractive interactions bear evidence of intentional diminution. 

It should be noted that some evidentiary warrants have characteristics of more than 

one assertion. They are isolated for explication of the particular assertion or subassertion 

being discussed. Further, a given assertion may contain confirming and disconfrrrning 

content. The translation and commentary derived from these multiple layers of meaning 

reflect the researcher's meaning-interpretations. 

4.5.1 Confirming Data 

Mrs. Rider 

African American Male: Kinte 

(Context: Class has just completed a discussion about what each student visualizes 

himself/herself becoming as an adult. T is circulating around the classroom looking at what 

some of the students have written.) 
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T: (Walks over and stands beside Kinte's desk.) Kinte what are you doing? 

Kinte: I'm doing my __ what my visualize means. 

T: Let me see that. (f takes Kintes paper from the desk top.) 

Kinte: I'm not finished yet. 

T: What is this? (T reads from Kintes paper.) "I'm going to be good." Now 

what does that have to do with visualizing, Kinte? 

Kinte: I thought you said write what you going to be. 

T: Kinte you always make everything so hard for yourself. Why do you do 

that? (Kinte begins to erase what he has written on the paper.) 

T: No, don't erase it. Just tell me please, why you wrote that. Please tell 

me. 

Kinte: I thought you said to write what you wanted to be. 

T: Kinte "being good" is not a profession. It's not a job. This doesn't make 

sense. (f gives the paper back to Kinte.) I want you to think about what 

you write. (f goes back to work table in front of room.) Ok, class, we 

have just about two minutes left to finish this, please. 

FN: After the class went to recess, I asked the T if I could look at what Kinte 

had written. He wrote, "I am going to be good. My dad ... " The 

second sentence was not finished (Observation # 1) 

4.5.1.1 Interpretive Translation 

In the verbal exch<;llge between Mrs. Rider and Kinte the teacher initiated the 

subtractive process. First, she publicly denounced what the student wrote as inappropriate. 

Kinte's reply to the teacher's statement, "I thought you said write what you going to be," 
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was an indication that he did not have a clear understanding of the assigned task. Kinte's 

comment could be construed as an indirect help-seeking response to Mrs. Rider. Actually, 

the teacher's talk increased the complexity, i.e., "made everything harder," for the student. 

Kinte had to figure out what to do - cognitive dissonance - and at the same time handle 

the teacher's verbal denouncement of him, personally and publicly - emotional 

dissonance. Mrs. Rider did not expand on or attempt to build onto Kinte's cognitive 

schema of the task, i.e., "[to] write what you going to be." A clarifying comment might 

have been additive and more constructive, e.g., "Yes, you are writing about what you want 

to be. Right now, you are writing about what you want to become when you are grown 

up." 

The diminution process was strengthened further by the teacher's accusation of 

inappropriate task performance, not only in that instant, but at other, past times, e.g., "you 

always make everything so hard for yourself." By not allowing Kinte to attempt to correct 

or to erase the inappropriate work and by insisting that he re-explain why he wrote what he 

had written, the teacher reinforced the subtractive character of the interaction event. When 

the teacher left the child's desk, Kinte still did not know how to complete the task 

appropriately. 

It is infonnative to note another portion of the lesson, prior to the exchange just 

cited. 

Mrs. Rider 

(Context: Mrs. Rider is introducing the visualization activity.) 

T: All right, today's letter is "V." V is for visualize. OK, I would like for 

you to think about it __ visualize. (T writes the word on the chalkboard.) 
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When you think about it, you are going to do what in your mind_ _ what 

do you have to make in your mind when you visualize? 

Steven: A picture. 

T: Right, Steven, a picture for visualize. __ Close your eyes. _ _ I want 

you to make a picture in your brain of what you want to become. So, 

let's say __ you might say, for example, "I want to become a nice 

person." Visualize __ . Visualize. Ricardo might make a picture of 

himself walking down the street in his policeman's uniform helping 

everyone, right Ricardo? Because a policeman is a nice person and a 

friend. Now I know some of you don't think so, but I have a very good 

friend who is a policeman and he does not like to arrest people. That's 

really not what his job is about _ _ No, the policeman likes to serve 

people. OK __ did you visualize it? Who would like to volunteer? 

What did you see yourself doing, Shawn? (Observation # 1) 

4.5.1.2 Interpretive Translation· Continued 

In introducing the activity, the teacher used a semantic construction that resembled 

what Kinte had written down, i.e., "I want to become a nice person," is semantically 

similar to "I'm going to be good." Then she expanded her illustration to relate to another 

point in time, i.e., adulthood. The conceptualization was further confounded when the 

teacher asserted, "a policeman is a nice person and a friend." The teacher's homily to the 

class about policemen was a cognitive intenupter into the task at hand, i.e., visualizing 

about an adult occupation, not necessarily work as a policeman. Further, the statement was 
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policemen. 
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It is possible that Kinte was following his teacher's model for the task because at 

the beginning of the teacher-student interaction, Kinte told Mrs. Rider that he was not 

finished. It is plausible to suggest that after writing about being "good," he too, would 

identify an adult occupation that he considered to include "nice and friendly people" as his 

personal visualization of himself as an adult. 

4.5.2 Confirming Data 

Mrs. Rider 

African American Male: Steven 

(Context: Mrs. Rider and students are continuing to work on multiplication exercises 

previously mentioned in Section 4.4.1. Students are going up to the chalkboard to 

complete different parts of the exercise, 36 x 18. Teacher has called on Lyle.) 

Lyle: 

T: 

Lyle: 

T: 

Lyle: 

T: 

Lyle: 

T: 

Jesus: 

T: 

Put down the 8 and carry the 4. (i.e., the 6 in the multiplier times the 8 in 

the multiplicand equals 48). 

That's correct. What's the next step, Lyle? 

You take the 6 and the 1. 

You multiply the 6 times the 1. 

Yeah, yeah. 

Ok, Lyle, you get to pick someone else to do the next step. 

Jesus. 

Ok, Jesus, what do we do next? 

6 x 1 is 6. 

A-n-d? 



Jesus: 

T: 

Beth: 

T: 

You put the one. 

N-o, think about it Jesus. 

No, can I help him? 

Ok, Jesus, pick someone to come up to the chalkboard and help you. 

(Jesus, looks around room for a person to calIon.) 
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Steven: Jesus, pick me, pick me. (Seven is standing up, waving his arm as he is 

calling to Jesus.) 

T: All right - class, please don't yell out. Don't say anything. Let me help 

him with this. All these people are saying things to him [Jesus] and he's 

getting confused. OK __ all right, we've established that 6 x 8 is 48. 

We put down the 8 and we carry the 4. (T writes the 8 in the product and 

she writes the 4 above the 1 in the multiplicand.) Then we multiplied 

6 x 1 to get 6 __ but we still didn't do anything with the 4 that we 

carried. So now, Jesus, think about it - what do we do next? 

Jesus: Do we times it? 

Steven: No, can I do it? 

T: Ok, Steven, help him out, what do we do? 

Steven: You plus the 6 and the 4. 

T: Good. Now, how much is that? 

Steven: 24. (Steven multiplied 6 x 4 instead of adding 6 + 4.) 

T: Come on now Steven. You just told us that we add the 6 and the 4. 

Think - use your head. Six plus 4 is not 24. 

Steven: I said 6 times 4 I mean 6 and and then the 10. 

T: All right, Steven, what are you talking about? 

Steven: I mean __ we times (meaning multiply) the 6 and ... 
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T: Never mind, Steven. (T writes the 10 to the left of the 8 in the first line of 

the product.) OK, Let's have Brad. 

Steven: No, I'm not finished. Wait a minute. I got it. I got it. 

T: No, you had your turn. Now let's have Brad. 

Steven: Miss. Rider, Miss. Rider, don't I supposed to pick somebody? 

T: No you had enough time on your turn, Steven. Let's have someone else. 

Steven: Well, can I pick body? 

T: Ok, Steven, calion someone quickly. Let's not waste time. 

Steven: Brad. 

oc: I think it's curious that Steven calls on the same student the teacher had 

originally chosen, Brad. 

T: 

Brad: 

T: 

Brad: 

T: 

Jenny: 

T: 

Jenny: 

T: 

Ok, Brad. Brad, what is the next step, please? 

Three times eight is 24. 

What do we do about it? 

Put down the 4 and carry the 2. 

Good for you Brad __ very good. OK, Jenny. 

Three times one equals three __ and then you add the 2 up there. 

Right, right. Go on. 

You bring down the 5. 

Good, Jenny, OK __ now, let's finish this problem (T enters the 5 in the 

hundreds column to the left of the 4 which is in the tens column in second 

row of sub-product, then she draws line and puts a plus sign to the left of 

the 54.) All right. Jennifer, calion someone. 

Jenny: Martha. 
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T: Martha, what do we do now? 

Martha: Add? (She said "add" very hesitantly.) 

T: Right. OK, come on up here and add this, Martha. (Martha goes up to 

the chalkboard and does the addition correctly.) (Observation #3) 

4.5.2.1 Interpretive Translation 

The teacher utilized a "let's-walk-through-it" type of instructional strategy in the 

lesson segment above. However, Mrs. Rider's interaction with Steven was an example of 

an inequitable teacher-controlled - student responsive interaction. The lengthy exchange 

was provided to illuminate and to clarify the translation beyond its surface features. The 

vignette was typical, structurally, of the traditional teacher initiation - student response -

teacher evaluation type of instructional framework. However, the student participation in 

the instructional segment was more diminutive/subtractive for Steven than it was for the 

other student interactants - Lyle, Jesus, Beth, Brad, Jenny, and Martha. 

Mrs. Rider maintained Lyle's task involvement and kept him focused during his 

part of the multiplication exercise. These are additive teacher behaviors. She made the 

following connective statements, "That's correct," and "What's the next step?" She 

corrected one of his mis-statements and re-phrased it for him, "You multiply the 6 times the 

1." Then Lyle got to choose someone else for the next step. The teacher employed similar 

scaffolding for Jesus until he made a mistake. At that point, the teacher changed the 

participation structure. Although Jesus didn't get to choose another classmate to help him, 

Mrs. Rider decided to assist him, herself. Beth volunteered to help Jesus, but did not get a 

turn; however, she did not lose her bid to participate to another student, rather it was lost to 

the teacher. Following Mrs. Rider's explications, Jesus gave another incorrect answer and 

the teacher appointed Steven to "help him out" Steven's first correct response was 
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confmned (additive teacher behavior) but his second response, which was incorrect, was 

denounced with negative affect (subtractive teacher behavior), e.g., "Think, use your 

head." Steven's attempts to rectify the situation were met with more diminutive teacher 

comments - "What are you talking about?" "Never mind," and "No, you had your turn;" 

rather than with additive re-phrasing, e.g., "Six plus four equals 10." 

Although Steven did not get to complete that section of the multiplication exercise, 

his perseverance did result in his obtaining the privilege of calling on the next student to 

participate. Actually, Steven was attempting to retain his right to select the next student in 

accordance to the participation structure that the teacher had established at the beginning of 

the exercise, i.e. the participating student gets to calion the next person. The other student 

participants - Brad, Jenny and Martha - received affinning "additive" teacher guidance 

to complete the exercise. 

It should be noted that even though Steven secured the right to calion the next 

student to participate, the teacher's concern with "time" diminished his participation. 

Before granting permission to Steven to call on the next person, the teacher 

stated, "you had enough time on your turn." After granting him permission, she said, "call 

on someone quickly. Let's not waste time." 

4.5.2.2 Interpretive Commentary 

The interaction sequence above is a good example of one of the major assertions of 

this study, i.e., classroom interactions are often discontinuous with the ways in which 

African American male students attempt to participate in them. The other students involved 

in the sequence interacted in noticeably different ways than Steven did. After failing to get 

a tum once, Beth did not continue to seek the floor. Jesus did not challenge the teacher to 

claim his right to calion the next student. Steven's way; however, was different. He 

continually sought to participate in the lesson activity and he questioned the teacher about 
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his right to select the next person. He did not adapt his behavior (as did the other students) 

to the moment-to-moment changes in the participation structure that the teacher was 

implementing. 

This seemingly instantaneous, naturally-unfolding teacher-student interaction 

sequence was not trivial. Steven's participation was qualitatively different from the other 

students' interactions with the teacher. 

4.5.3 Confirming Data 

Mrs. Zentner 

African American Male: Petey 

(Context: Class is finishing up math lesson and T asks for homework.) 

T: "OK - pass your homework forward to the front of the room, 

please. If you do not have it, please come back to the classroom after 

you eat your lunch. 

Petey: 

T: 

Petey: 

T: 

Petey: 

T: 

Petey: 

T: 

Petey: 

OC: 

Miss. Zentner, I did mine but I can't fmd it. 

Excuse me, Petey, I told you to put it in your desk. 

I did but it's not in my desk. 

Then come back after lunch, Petey. 

Not me. I'm going to find it. 

Fine. 

(He mumbles something. I can't understand what he said.) 

Beg your pardon, Petey. 

I didn't say nothing to you, woman. 

When he responded, Petey's tone seemed angry. 



T: Petey, shall we call up to the office and see if your mom is here 

today? 

FN: Petey's mother works as a parent volunteer in the school office. 

Petey: I don't care. 

T: What did you say, Petey? 

Petey: Nothing. (He is frowning as he continues to look for his paper.) 

Another boy: He said he don't care. 

T: I see. 

Petey: I did n-o-t. 
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T: Well, Petey if your paper isn't on my desk before lunch, we'll just call 

your mother and have her take care of it. 

Petey: I hate this class. (petey has his head on his desk, his hands in his 

pockets, and his legs are swinging rapidly.) 

oc: As I watched Petey I thought about his teacher's concerns about his 

over-activity and possible attention deficit disorder. 

T: (Pulls up the overhead screen to reveal writing on the chalkboard.) 

OK - please copy your homework for tonight. It's on the board up 

here. When you have finished you may get a book and read quietly. 

Petey: 

T: 

I told you I was going to find it, m-a-n. (He looks in his desk again.) 

No, Petey, we'll just let your mom handle this. 
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FN: Petey was standing up frantically taking papers and books out of his 

desk and putting them on the floor. (Observation #2) 

4.5.3.1 Interpretive Translation 

The first three talk exchanges between Mrs. Zentner and Petey were continuous 

and focused on Petey's lost homework. When Petey mumbled something which the 

teacher apparently did not hear clearly as indicated by her statement, "Beg your pardon, 

Petey," the diminution process began. Petey's response to that teacher comment, i.e., "I 

didn't say nothing to you woman," seemed to trigger Mrs. Zentner's subtractive behavior. 

Note that in the first three talk exchanges the dilemma of Petey's missing homework 

existed acceptably in the teacher-student dialogue, the teacher's directive for unsubmitted 

homework was restated, and Petey's statement of intent-to-find the work was accepted by 

Mrs. Zentner. It appeared that the teacher's first threatening statement to Petey was a 

response to Petey's reference to her with the use of the word "woman." As the discourse 

unfolded, the teacher threatened to call Petey's mother two more times - subtractive 

behavior. At first Petey expressed indifference to the teacher's threat, i.e., "I don't care." 

Then he denied having made any such statements. After the teacher's second threat to call 

his mother Petey announced his hatred for the class - subtractive behavior. 

4.5.3.2 Interpretive Commentary 

Based on the cited interactions, other subtractive content can be inferred. First, the 

teacher abdicated her responsibility to maintain a mutually respectful environment. She did 

not tell Petey that referring to her as "woman" was unacceptable behavior in their 

classroom. Second, based on the repetitions of the threats to call Petey's mother, the 

teacher's expectation was threefold: (1) She expected to get Petey's homework, (2) she 

expected her admonishment to end the discussion, and (3) she expected his mother's 
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interventions to have negative consequences for Petey. Third, threatening to call his 

mother embarrassed Petey and caused him to "lose face" - his sense of dignity - in front 

of his classmates. The teacher acknowledged that she knew that Petey had done his 

homework when she said, "I told you to put it in your desk," yet she offered no assistance 

or supportive comments to facilitate finding the missing paper. Mrs. Zentner threatened 

him with what she knew, apparently, would work - calling his mother. Petey protected 

his "loss of face" and loss of control over the dilemma by making countering comments 

which he knew would have negative semantic effect on the teacher. The teacher and student 

engaged in a kind of "verbal dueling" that was previously discussed. What started out as a 

consequence for not turning-in homework turned into a threat of punishment for 

misconduct The teacher's statements, "What did you say, Petey," and "I see," pushed the 

diminutive process beyond the likelihood of repair. There was no interactive space for 

compromise or negotiation. Hence, based primarily on the content of the teacher's talk, the 

character of the interaction was interpreted as subtractive. 

4.5.4 Confirming Data 

Mr. Green 

African American Male: Vernon 

(Context: T is standing near the classroom door with a ream of white paper in his hand.) 

T: OK - Raymond, pass this paper out, please. When you receive this 

paper, please wait for us. 1 didn't ask anyone to talk. Now 1 want 

everyone to use this paper and not your own __ this paper, please. 

Vernon: (He takes a piece of paper from his loose-leaf notebook.) 

T: Vernon, 1 repeat, use my paper, please. 
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Vernon: Why? M-a-n. W-h-y? 

T: Because I said use my paper. That's the reason - period. 

T: (Twalks'overto Vernon's desk and reaches for the notebook.) Give 

me the notebook, Vernon. 

Vernon: No __ m-a-n. (He pulls the notebook away from the teacher's reach.) 

T: Give me the notebook, please. 

Vernon: (Vernon puts the notebook in his desk. Twalks away from Vernon 

toward another table.) Stupid jerk -- man. (Several students look at 

Vernon after he made this comment.) 

T: Raymond, will you please give Vernon a piece of the appropriate 

paper. 

(Raymond reaches across the girl sitting beside Vernon to give him a piece of 

paper. Vernon snatches the paper from Raymond.) 

T: (Some students are talking quietly, one is at the pencil sharpener, others 

are putting their own papers back in their desks.) OK _ _ I thought I 

said, ''no talking." OK __ that means everyone in here. (T looks 

toward Vernon's table.) OK __ now, if I put your table number on the 

board that means everyone at your table will stand on the line at recess. 

FN: I asked Mr. Green about "standing on the line." He said that students 

who were denied recess time stood near the school building behind a 

painted red line on the ground. These children remained under the 

supervision of one of the playground aides and were not allowed to play 

during recess. 
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Vernon: Not me, I ain't standing on no line. 

T: What's that Vernon? 

Vernon: (Does not answer; he mumbles something with his head bent down 

toward his desk top.) 

T: We'll see about that. 

Vernon: Well, I ain't standing on the line. 

T: (T holds up a piece of the white paper.) OK, OK __ if you notice, 

there is another darker line __ every other line is a darker line. This is 

handwriting paper. OK __ let's see. OK __ you have just about 30 

seconds to get your name and date on your paper but I want to see your 

best handwriting. You can print or you can write in cursive. Either one 

is all right __ OK. 

(A beeping sound is heard in the classroom. Several students look toward Vernon.) 

T: Vernon, if that's your watch young man, turn it off. 

Vernon: Mr. Green I was just trying to help you - m-a-n. 

T: I said turn it off, please. 

Vernon: You said we had 30 seconds and I was setting it so ... (Vernon's 

watch is on the top of his desk.) 

T: I don't need any help. Just mind your own business. 

Vernon: Can't even help you _ _ m-a-n. 

T: Just shut it off, Vernon. It's not appropriate in this classroom. 

Vernon: I heard you __ m-a-n. 

T: Well then, put it away, NOW. 



155 

Vernon: M-a-n. (Vernon is frowning and mumbling. He slams a book down 

on his desk top and puts the watch in his pants pocket.) 

(ObselVation #4) 

4.5.4.1 Interpretive Translation 

The communication breakdown above was precipitated by non-verbal student 

behavior, i.e., Vernon took apiece of loose-leaf paper from his notebook. Presumably, in 

an effort to avert incorrect task performance by the students, the teacher immediately 

repeated his directions, i.e., " ... use my paper, please." Vernon did not follow the 

teacher's original or repeated directions, instead he responded by asking the teacher "why" 

he had to put away his paper. At that point the teacher gave the student an arbitrary, 

authoritarian reason for following his directions, i.e., "Because I said use my paper. 

That's the reason __ period," and then Mr. Green attempted to take Vernon's notebook. 

Vernon countered by pulling the notebook away from the teacher's reach. Meanwhile, this 

public interchange was accompanied by an increase in the activity and noise level in the 

classroom. The teacher used a general threat to everyone in order to gain control of the 

class and to warn Vernon that he was at risk of losing his recess. Mr. Green made some 

attempts to repair the breakdowns by allowing Vernon to keep the notebook at his desk, by 

asking another student to give Vernon a piece of the appropriate paper, and by not 

responding to one of Vernon's "back talk" type comments, i.e., "Well, I ain't standing on 

no line," instead the teacher returned to the introduction of the lesson activity. Ultimately, 

the teacher's extinguishing directives and threats were precursors to more intentional 

subtractive behaviors later in the lesson segment All of the teacher's reframing behaviors 

were voided by the proverbial "straw that broke the camel's back" - the beeping sound of 

Vernon's watch. 
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The previously averted negative vector was reinstated and the remainder of the 

discourse was clearly intentionally diminutive. The teacher and the student countered each 

other by extracting negative meaning from their respective verbal feedback. The teacher 

prevailed. Vernon, angrily, slammed a book on the top of his desk and put his watch in his 

pocket. 

4.5.4.2 Interpretive Commentary (Combined) 

One common diminutive feature of all of the interactions cited above - the 

teachers' use of authority and power- will be the focus of this discussion. In his 

comments on common themes in classroom management research, Doyle (1986) states, 

"Effectiveness. .. include[s] such cognitive dimensions as comprehension and 

interpretations, skills which are necessary for recognizing when to act and how to improve 

classroom events to meet immediate circumstances" (p. 424). In the cited vignettes each 

teacher's use of harsh authority and power rather than more subtle interventions suggests 

that either no or weak systems of management and instruction were operant. Further, the 

use of threats while at the same time establishing rules and procedures is indicative of the 

expectation that misbehavior would occur. Hence, at the outset, each of the interactions 

was impacted by non-local influences outside of the particular events. 

The construct of "authority and power" is nested within other contexts, one of 

which is culture. Each interactant's cultural assumptions and values influenced the 

interaction events. According to Stewart and Bennett (1991) cultural asswnptions refer to 

"abstract, organized, general concepts which pervade a person's outlook and behavior" 

(p. 12). They are taken for granted until brought to our attention. Cultural values refer "to 

the goodness or desirability of certain actions or attitudes among members of the culture 

.... [Values] prescribe which actions and ways of being are better than others" (Stewart 
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& Bennet, 1991, p. 14). Kluckhohn, (1951) claims that a kind of "oughtness" penneates 

one's values. Viewed from this perspective all of the teachers were reacting to behaviors 

that their students ought to know to do or not to do or say. Mrs. Rider's admonishment to 

Jamal, " ... you always make everything so hard for yourself," and to Steven, "Think, use 

your head" are examples of the "you ought to know better" construct. Mr. Green's 

answer to Vernon to "use my paper" because "I said use my paper," could imply that he, 

the teacher, ought not have to provide a reason to the student and that Vernon ought to 

know better than to ask such a question. Each teacher's "oughtness"-driven behaviors 

obstructed his/her utilization of more accurate interpretation skills needed for effective 

interaction under the particular circumstances. 

In Mrs. Zentner's case, her use of authority was more indirect, nevertheless, 

powerful. Her comment, "shall we call up to the office and see if your mom is here 

today?" gave the impression that that strategy had been invoked before and that it was a 

"trump card" that she ought not to have to use, but would if provoked. 

From the students' behaviors one could infer that each of the African American 

boys felt that their teachers ought not treat them as they did. Each boy's sense of fairness 

was violated by his teacher's actions, i.e., the teacher's use of power and authority. 

Steven persevered to get his turn to calion the next student; however, Vernon's unsolicited 

attempt to "help" Mr. Green by setting his stopwatch met denouncement and reprimand by 

the teacher. Apparently, Vernon committed another offense in the participation structure

he asked "why". he had to follow the teacher's directions. 

With culture as a referent different actions challenge the dignity and pride of 

particular students and student groups. What may be considered humorous to one group 

may be insulting and/or embarrassing to another. What started out as Mrs. Rider's public 

criticism of Kinte's written work turned into a denouncement of him, personally, i.e., 

"You always make everything so hard for yourself." Mrs. Zentner's public threat to call 
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Petey's mother caused him to "lose face" and may have diminished any level of trust that 

may have previously existed between them. These teacher behaviors reflect an absence of 

knowledge and understanding of the unique lived experiences of many middle-grade 

African American males who grow up in inner-city environments. 

Myers (1989) asserts, "Many of these behaviors, such as anger, suspiciousness, 

challenges to authority, etc., may well be healthy, and appropriate responses to the 

insidious ego-insults to which many youth are subjected to on a daily basis" (p. 130). 

Teachers who react to and interpret these kinds of behaviors should consider and be aware 

of the environmental contexts that strengthen and reinforce those behaviors. This point is 

emphasized because it is illustrative of how the already problematic, demanding and often 

oppressive out-oj-school existence of the inner-city Black male child can be exacerbated by 

his lived experiences inside of the school. 

Myers (1989) contends, "there are unique aspects of development among African 

American children that differ from the standard norms and expectations drawn from 

[W]hite, middle-class youngsters" (p. 237). Gender-specific child rearing practices for 

African Americans are not the same as in mainstream middle class homes (Hale, 1994; 

Hale-Benson, 1982; Murrell, 1993; Staples, 1982). Masculinity has a unique form of 

expression in Black culture (Staples, 1982). The pre-adolescent African American male 

must learn to master a model of masculinity that includes such things as "macho," i.e., 

distinctive demeanor, speech, walk, clothing, etc.; "cool," i.e., a kind of 

unflappability/savvy; and "manhood," i.e., specifically defined approaches to adulthood, 

authority, and women (Hale-Benson, 1982). 

Black "maleness" is rejected in the traditional classroom (Hale-Benson, 1982; 

Kunjufu, 1985; Murrell, 1993). These behaviors, i.e., distinctive expressions of Black 

"maleness," are misinterpreted by teachers who view them from culturally different 

frameworks. Murrell (1993) claims, "Classroom management for African American males 
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is based on rules of control: fueled by the visceral fear and discomfort many teachers have 

of their expressions of "[B]lackness" in African American males, behavior is managed by 

attempts to suppress those expressions, rather than by demonstrating a model of desired 

behavior" (p. 238). 

Notwithstanding the analyses from the classroom management paradigm, the use of 

teacher power, a culturally laden construct, contributed significantly to the diminutive 

character of the aforementioned teacher-student interactions. "Teachers and students 

play[ed] into each other's cultural blind spots," (Erickson, 1993, p. 28). Erickson (1993) 

asserts that, "when teachers and students differ in implicit expectations of appropriateness 

in behavior, they act in ways that each misinterprets" (p. 29). Typically, cultural 

explanations for "what went wrong" don't occur to the interactants (Erickson, 1993). He, 

Erickson, goes on to state, "The teacher tends to use clinical labels and to attribute internal 

traits to students. .. rather than seeing what is happening in terms of invisible cultural 

differences" (p. 30). According to Erickson (1986), teacher-student behavior is 

interactionally generated. It is "a dialectical relation in which the teacher is inadvertently 

coproducing with students the very behavior that he or she is taking as evidence of an 

individual characteristic of the student" (p. 30). 

4.5.5 Confirming Data . Profiles 

As explained in Chapter 3, the interviews were semi-structured in order to allow 

each teacher to have maximum, flexible verbal input in determining which topics were 

discussed. In this schema each teacher was a narrator and the interviewer becarne the 

listener to his/her story. Hence, any given question would often yield extensive teacher 

talk, i.e., "thick description" (Geertz, 1973). As noted earlier, the categorized summary of 

interview data indicated that each teacher talked more about her/his professional belief 

system and pedagogical guiding principles than each did about any other topic (see 
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diminutive-characteristic-of-interactions assertion. 

Mrs. Rider 
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"One day one of my boys went over to Kinte [an African American male student] 

and called him a 'nigger,' and I heard it. Kinte said, 'Mrs. Rider, I don't know what that 

word means. Will you tell me what it is?' Now come on, this child was raised here in 

America. I couldn't believe he didn't know what that word meant. Anyway I asked the 

other young man why he called Kinte a 'nigger.' His answer was, 'Because his skin is 

darker than mine.' I promptly walked him [the name caller] over to the phone and I had 

him call his mother and tell his mother what he had called Kinte. His mother told him to 

write __ I don't know __ however many times, 'I will not call anybody names.' All I 

could think about was someone going home with that word and then having a bunch of 

parents call me about it That was the end of it. I believe the less said, the better ... Now, 

what I've been doing since that incident __ is sometimes I will put my arm up against 

theirs [Le., some students in the class] and say, 'See, we all come in different colors, but 

that doesn't matter. We're all the same' "(cited from profile; extracted from interview). 

4.5.5.1 Interpretive Translation 

In the incident described above after Kinte, an African American male student, 

reported that he had been called a "nigger" by another student. Mrs. Rider expressed 

dismay that he didn't know what the term "nigger" meant. Her comments imply that she 

did not think it was possible for a Black American-born child not to have knowledge of the 

term. From her own words, the teacher's culturally-based assumption can be inferred: "All 
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African American people know or should know what the term 'nigger' means." Her 

reaction to the incident was also culturally referenced. The use of the term "nigger" was a 

serious taboo in her classroom which warranted the immediate notification of the name 

caller's parents and punishment for using the word. Mrs. Rider did not take further actions 

because she believed "the less said, the better," - another culturally-premised decision. 

Previous experiences and beliefs could predispose Mrs. Rider to choose to avoid classroom 

discussions about race. Staples (1982) suggests, "We are a product of our cumulative 

experiences and the interpretations we give those experiences" (p. 161). Stated differently, 

"experience, culture, and perspective are essentially one, unless we consciously separate 

them, and most people do not" (Staples, 1982, p. 161). 

Some time after that incident Mrs. Rider disclosed that she attempted to dispel the 

negative affect associated with the term "nigger" by comparing the color of her arm with the 

color of some of her students' arms. The purposeful activity of comparing arm colors and 

her statement, "We're all the same," seemed to imply, that indeed, the teacher did hold 

some less-than-favorable assumptions and associations about the concepts: "nigger," "the 

color black," and "the Black race," and therefore, she reacted to the cultural meanings that 

inhere in them. 

Mrs. Rider's behaviors were probably not atypical of most classroom teachers 

across America. The term "nigger" has a long tradition of negative affect directed toward 

African American people. However, her behaviors are instructive to the interpretation of 

the diminutive-character-of-interactions assertion. Hushing-up and/or avoiding any 

discussion of the incident confirmed the negative images surrounding the term. To follow 

the dictum: "We are all the same," was to deny differences and to obscure further 

understandings she and her students may have gained about each other. Functionally, the 
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teacher's actions devalued differences. Even though it was not her intent, the teacher's 

behaviors were subtractive, not constructive to her and her students' insights into the larger 

societal forces which can affect their lives. 

4.5.5.2 Interpretive Commentary 

The incident could have been used as a multicultural "teachable moment." The 

teacher could have established the ground rules and she and her students could have 

engaged in a discussion about how cultural differences can sometimes unfold into hannful 

racial antagonisms. By facilitating and guiding the children through an open discussion 

about their lived experiences, the teacher had an opportunity to help students learn that 

knowledge is not something in a text book and that meaningful cognition about complex 

topics is not something that only the teacher can do. They, teacher and students, could 

have constructed authentic knowledge together in a meaningful context. 

Mrs. Rider alluded to a fear of negative reactions from her students' parents if they 

found out that the term "nigger" had been used in her class. Again this was not 

idiosyncratic behavior. According to Willis (1992) "Many White people feel that African 

Americans are overly sensitive and that they imagine slights and offenses where none 

exists" (p. 134). Willis says that White people don't understand Black people's 

justification of their sensitivity to prejudice which is often acquired during the childhood 

socialization process. According to Willis, Black children are taught "how not to waste 

valuable energy on knee-jerk responses to 'minor' incidents reflecting prejudice" (p. 134). 

She claims that White people have trouble relating to this rationale because they have never 

experienced discrimination based on their skin color. Perhaps, Kinte's behavior, i.e., 

asking the teacher what the term "nigger" meant was an example of this parental strategy. 

Mrs. Rider said that Kinte was the only African American child in her classroom who had 
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developed a sense of Black cultural pride and who knew a lot about his African heritage. 

She noted that Kinte's father was very well educated and that he taught lessons on African 

heritage to neighborhood children once a week (Interview Session #3). By not having a 

definition for the tenn "nigger," Kinte may have been spared some possible negative 

images that other people may have of him as an African American and as an exemplar of the 

tenn. It is also plausible that his socialization experiences had been intentionally guided 

and nurtured toward the development of positive self-images so as to preclude the need for 

Kinte to exhibit "knee-jerk," defensive responses to culturally sensitive tenns. Hence, if 

Kinte was unaware of the cultural connotations, than in fact, he may not have known the 

meaning of the tenn, "nigger." 

4.5.6 Confirming Data 

The following excerpts are presented consecutively because of their similarity in 

particular subtractive content and because of the contrastive elements contained in them. 

Mrs. Zentner 

"I had Petey's mother come into the classroom and sit for an hour with him. And 

then I ran into her later and she said, 'I can't believe it.' She almost went crazy ... he's 

just about hyperactive. She said any distractions, and sounds ... it sets him off. She saw 

how unorganized he is. She opened his desk and papers were scattered allover and 

jammed into his desk. I asked Petey for a particular assignment and he said, 'I gave it to 

you.' I told his mother that I did that just so she could see what we are contending with 

here. He always says that he has turned something in when he hasn't. I told her [Petey's 

mother] that he can't learn until he can settle down and sit still. Now just since his mother 

came in, he was better for a while. But now, he just started getting into fights again" 

(cited from profile, extracted from interview). 
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Mr. Green 

"For a while, he [Vernon] was OK, but then he really started to act up [misbehave] 

again. and not turning his work in and so I talked to his mother. She [Vernon's mother] 

came to school and commented on all of the work that we had up [student displays on the 

walls and bulletin board]. So I said, 'Vernon, show your mother your work,' and I knew 

what was going to happen. And he said, 'I didn't finish mine.' Well, then I said, 'That's 

not what you told me yesterday.' See, now he was being sheepish because his mother was 

there. So he said, 'I said I was almost finished.' Well, I didn't have to say another thing. 

His mother made him go into his desk and take out everything that was in there. He did 

find one assignment. Well, anyway, she jumped all over him and got ,on him for not doing 

his work. So that was my lesson for him and I said, 'I hope you don't let that happen 

again and now you know young man why I am always on your case.' He was pretty good 

for a while. He's a fine young man. It's just that I wanted to get his attention" (cited from 

profile, extracted from interview). 

4.5.6.1 Interpretive Translation and Commentary (Combined) 

In both of the accounts above the teachers used a "set-up" strategy to enlist parental 

interventions to solve their respective problems. Each teacher acknowledged readily her/his 

use of a contrived tactic. Mrs. Zentner said, " ... I did that just so she [Petey's mother] 

could see what we are contending with here." Mr. Green claimed, " ... I said, Vernon, 

show your mother your work and I knew what was going to happen." Both boys were set 

up to demonstrate their failures to their parents and to confirm their teachers' assessments 

of them. The parents were "set-up," too in these triadic interactions. The dilemma of 

finding assignments functionally, served to initiate conversations about other issues and 

problems between the students and their teachers. 
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In the interview Mrs. Zentner made several comments about middle grade boys' 

active, physical behaviors. She stated, "It seems like they [African American boys] have a 

more difficult time adjusting to school than the girls [African American girls]. Some of 

them are very active and I mean physically __ and they're very good in P.E." (Interview 

Session #2). Also, she commented, "Whenever I've had them [African American boys], 

none ofthem could ever sit down. But I don't think that has anything to do with ethnicity. 

It's just that boys at this age are boys and they can't sit still" (Interview Session #3). 

Although, the teacher held some general, albeit stereotypical, beliefs about the 

natural activeness of middle grade boys, and more specifically, African American boys, 

Mrs. Zentner's comments to Petey's mother revealed her assumption that until Petey can 

become less active and more passive, he can not learn. The teacher made a direct causal 

connection between a "high level of physical activity" and one's ability to acquire 

knowledge/process new infonnation. Apparently, she did not make any connective 

conceptualizations involving Petey's way of behaving, her teaching behavioral style, and 

the resultant outcomes for both of them, i.e., her low tolerance for naturally active children 

and Petey's frustrated attempts to interact and learn his way. Morgan (1980) contends, 

"Individuals have perceptua1/response peculiarities which might make them more or less 

susceptible to knowledge acquisition under certain circumstances and less so under others" 

(p. 49). 

Adams (1990), posits, "Assumptions are the things you don't know you're making 

. the shock is that it had never occurred to you that there was any other way of doing 

it" (p. 141). Viewed differently, from a more culturally relevant teaching perspective, 

Petey's behavior could be construed as feedback to the teacher to help her reflect on the 

personal and traditional Eurocentric canons that guide her teaching practices and 

assumptions. Mrs. Zentner seemed to be unaware of the narrow boundaries that define 

how "knowledge," i.e., intended learning outcomes, was to be constructed in her 



166 

classroom and apparently, she was not inclined to look at the situation between Petey and 

her as if it could be otherwise. 

Like Mrs. Zentner, Mr. Green did not risk infonning Vernon's mother, 

forthrightly, of the difficulties he was having with Vernon's behavior. In the interview 

Mr. Green, expressed two problems he was having with Vernon, "acting up," and failing 

to turn in assignments. Like Mrs. Zentner, his report to the parent was based on the 

student's deficiencies. Mr. Green recognized that he had embarrassed and shamed Vernon 

in front of his mother. He labeled Vernon's behavior as "sheepish because his mother was 

there." This teacher comment raises a critical inquiry. What descriptor would Mr. Green 

assign to Vernon's response, i.e., "I said I was almost finished," if his mother had not 

been there? Based on Mr. Green's comment, i.e., "That's not what you said yesterday," 

and a review of the field notes of interactions between this student and this teacher, it is 

likely that Vernon's response would have been deemed inappropriate by the teacher and it 

would have been a precursor to another discontinuous interaction. That is the "sheepish" 

categorization of talk would have been considered "smart alecky" in the regular classroom 

setting. Mr. Green engaged in a kind of one-up-manship with this child which was 

afforded by the presence of Vernon's mother and he, the teacher, anticipated that reporting 

this incident would result in parentally-invoked negative consequences for the student. 

The profile data contained content, i.e., traces of evidence, that may yield insights 

into the belief systems that informed these two teachers' behaviors. In her conversation 

about Petey's mother, Mrs. Zentner said, "His mother puts a lot oflip service into being 

really concerned .... I don't mean that derogatorily. I think she isjust tired of trying." 

She went on to state a general belief about parents, "I've learned from experience that 

sometimes you do have to be very careful with some of these parents. With some of them, 

you can just say what's on your mind __ but others ___ it's like you're walking on egg 

shells with them" (Interview Session #1). The teacher's use of the phrases "these parents," 
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While she was aware of some of the complexities of establishing and maintaining 

an educative classroom environment for a highly diverse student group, it appeared that this 

teacher thought the problems associated with implementing effective schooling for them 

was "theirs," i.e., the parents' and the students', not hers. She noted, "If we could just 

make people understand that we have classes for Black parents where they can learn 

parenting skills. We also have them for the Mexicans" (Interview Session #4). She went 

on to say, "I just think that if children come to school prepared by their parents to think that 

it is important ... they would be more successful and they would have a different mind 

set" (Interview Session #4). 

Mrs. Zentner recognized African American culture as unique and distinct She 

indicated that she favored all-male classes for Black boys, "I think it's a very interesting 

option .... After all, aren't we talking about a different culture; socioeconomically, 

ethnically, and everything. It's just a thought. I think they [African American boys] would 

feel more strength among themselves. Being strong and feeling self-pride seems to be very 

important to Black boys" (Interview Session #4). 

The teacher's continuing comments revealed an ideology and belief system that was 

about more than Black boys' self-esteem. Mrs. Zentner continued, "I'm not talking about 

strength to go out and kick over the world because I'm better than somebody else, but 

strength to know who you are and in knowing who and what you are you can become a 

better person and you can become a real part of our culture __ I mean the American 

culture" (Interview Session #4). This teacher's belief system conforms to the cultural 

transmission model of schooling. In this conceptualization teachers act as "active cultural 

beings, suffused with the orientation of the culture, rather than as neutral dispensers of 

information about reading, writing, and arithmetic" (Wilcox, 1982b, p. 464). Wilcox 
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explains, "In this view, the school acts primarily as an agent of the culture, transmitting a 

complex set of attitudes, values, behaviors and expectations which will enable a new 

generation to maintain the culture as an ongoing phenomenon" (p. 463). 

Contrary to her advocacy for separate classes for Black boys which could 

accommodate their differences and enhance their self-esteem, Mrs. Zentner revealed in 

other comments, ideologically, that she embraced one homogeneous culture. She said, 

"Well, I also think that you can't have this either/or business. You can say, 'I'm African

American [hyphen inserted to conform with the intent of the teacher's statement] and I'm 

different,' or you can say, 'I'm American and I'm part of the American culture and get rid 

of the hyphens [i.e., African American]. But it's either that, or just say, 'OK, let's not 

mess with this icky-bicky culture stuff. We're all going to be the same and things are 

going to be done just like we've been doing them for all these years and you're going to be 

the same like us, or else" (Interview Session #4). 

Mrs. Zentner made these comments towards the end of our fourth and last interview 

session. Perhaps, it took interactions with me over time to establish the comfort level 

necessary for the teacher to make these statements. She seemed to be very sincere about 

her expressed beliefs. Mrs. Zentner, an Anglo teacher, ended the interview with the 

following reflections: "I don't know if it's [all-male classes for Black boys] workable or 

not, but it's worth a try. I don't know. Why not let Black boys develop that camaraderie 

and sense of self that they [some researchers and educators] say is so important for them. 

You have to try. We have to keep trying different things" (Interview Session #4). 

The teacher's sincerity did not alter the researcher's interpretation of her concerns as 

hegemonic assumptions informed by conventional wisdom. Erickson (1987) writes, 

"Hegemonic practices are routine actions and unexamined beliefs that are consonant with 

the cultural system of meaning and ontology within which it makes sense to take certain 

actions, entirely without malevolent intent, that nonetheless systematically limit the life 
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chances of members of stigmatized groups" (p. 352). Mrs. Zentner's beliefs are consonant 

with the mainstream "cultural system of meaning" and most inner-city African American 

males are one of such "stigmatized" groups with "limited life chances" in the American 

multi-cultural milieu. 

Mr. Green's beliefs about disciplinary practices were expressed directly. In his 

discussion about handling behavior problems with African American males, he stated, 

"With African American males, you don't let a situation get worse than it already is. 

Many times you can't reach them [the child's parents] or if you do, it doesn't have the right 

impact on the child .... You see, I'd like to see that if I say I'm going to call home, that it 

puts the fear of God in them __ that something bad is going to happen when they get 

home" (Interview Session #3). 

The "tattletale" and entrapping nature of the teacher-student-parent interactions were 

subtractive and not conducive to building mutually trusting teacher-student relationships. 

Mrs. Zentner knew that Petey couldn't produce the completed work to show to his mother 

and that he would "lose face." Mr. Green, an African American male teacher, knew that 

"sheepish" is not "cool," i.e., congruent with African American male subculture; yet he 

made Vernon look "sheepish" in front of his mother. These teacher behaviors could only 

diminish any affinity they may have had with their respective students. Either these two 

teachers failed to utilize or they did not possess the culnlral and professional competencies 

- acquired through socialization and/or formal training - required for effectively 

reporting problematic matters to their students' parents. 

4.5.7 ~nfjrmine Data - Profiles 

Mrs. Zentner 

Mrs. Zentner recognized that Petey was not learning what she was teaching, she 

knew that Petey's behavior was problematic for her and she knew that some sort of 
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intervention was indicated. The teacher grappled with the dilemmas posed by Petey's 

inability to "settle-down" and "sit still." She noted that Petey's reading level was low, but 

that she didn't think he had an attention deficit disorder. She reasoned that " ... he can't sit 

still because he can't do the job," i.e., the academic work. Mrs. Zentner talked about a 

strategy wherein she gave Petey a list of "little" things to do so that he could learn to 

complete tasks and still change tasks frequently: "Sometimes I give him a whole list of 

things to do on his own, even if it's just the letter' A.' He practices it for hours on end. 

Whatever it is __ I mean the task __ I'm trying to make a whole list of little things for him 

to do and then he can go around and he can check-off things on his own __ because that's 

progress for him" (Interview Session #3). 

Mrs. Zentner also talked about her unrealistic expectations for her students: "You 

know, I don't have any children personally, and I have this tendency to treat kids like they 

are little adults ... I have to be careful and really watch for it because I think of them as 

more capable than they are and I expect too much out of them sometimes" (Interview 

Session #3). 

Assigning the student "little" accomplishable tasks is an indication that the teacher 

did attempt to ameliorate, if not eliminate, some of the problems that she was having with 

Petey's behavior. However, low expectations and "little" tasks may have been part of the 

problem. Reflecting on her expectations of students, as a teacher who is not a parent, 

could be a sign that Mrs. Zentner recognized how her belief system, a non-local factor, can 

and does influence what happens in her classroom. 

Reporting Petey's behavior to his mother also conformed to her beliefs about 

parental involvement and responsibilities. Hence, the teacher probably perceived her 

communication with Petey's mother as appropriate and helpful (additive) to resolving their 

in-class problems. The teacher may not have recognized the self-fulfilling ramifications of 

her actions. Petey's classroom behavior- whatever that was - was not a problem for 



his mother at home. His mother expressed dismay when she carne to school: "I can't 

believe it" (Interview Session # 2). The problem was situated in the social and culturnl 

context of the classroom where teacher and child experienced maladaptive interactions, 

reciprocally and repeatedly. 
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Perhaps Mrs. Zentner's time with Petey's mother would have yielded some 

outcomes with more practical utility, if she had focused on getting an understanding of the 

child's lived experiences at home. She could have tuned-in intellectually, notjudgmentally, 

to the parent-child interactions. The teacher may have had an opportunity to gain some 

culturnl knowledge and to learn some strategies which could have assisted her in planning 

interventions which possibly, would help Petey acquire some of the missing competencies 

he needed for success in her classroom. 

Mr. Green 

In the interaction segment reported by Mr. Green about Vernon's mother's visit to 

the classroom, there is content which could be interpreted as disconfinning. Mr. Green 

told Vernon in the presence of his mother two things that may have lessened the degree of 

diminution: (1) "This was my lesson to you" and (2) "Now, you know, young man, why 

I'm always on your case." These comments may have conveyed a message of non

malevolent intent to the child. In the interview Mr. Green stated that Vernon was a "fme 

young man," and he stated that he 'Just wanted to get his [Vernon's] attention." These 

teacher statements carried positive affect for the child. 

Mr. Green's perspectives. not necessarily his behaviors, are more congruent with 

African American child rearing and socialization practices than were Mrs. Zentner's. Mr. 

Green related some of his child rearing perspectives in the interview: "I think it all starts in 

the home. I think that the expectations have to be laid out very early in the child's life. I 

think the parents should send them [their children] __ well, I mean the child should come 



to school every day with the parent's expectations on their back. Now, I'm not sure if 

that's good or bad, but that's how I raised my kids." He mentioned that he raised three 

children and " ... each one of my children has now experienced a college education" 

(Interview Session #3). 

172 

In her discussion of African American teachers, Irvine (1989) submits, "They 

frequently exhibit a teaching style that attends to cultural differences in perceptions of 

authority, instructional delivery and teacher performance (p. 51). Other scholars have also 

suggested that perceptions and definitions of authority are culture-specific. Kochman 

(1981) reports that for Black students authority does not inhere in a person's title. It 

operates and takes on meaning via the behaviors the teacher displays in order to earn that 

status. Delpit (1988) expresses a similar viewpoint Based on her research, Delpit claims 

that Black children respond more favorably to teachers who act authoritatively. She 

suggests that Black parents expect the teacher to control their children and to push them to 

achieve academic success. 

Although, Mr. Green's "tattletale" style of communicating with Vernon's mother 

was interpreted as subtractive to constructive meaning-building, he did believe that parents 

loved their children and that it was his responsibility to involve Vernon's motherin 

resolving the problems of Vernon's inadequate task performance and inappropriate 

classroom behaviors. He claimed, "No matter how poor they [parents] are, no matter what 

economic condition they're in, they love their children ... And we have to always be 

putting that child in the best light that we can for the parent and ask for their help. 

However, there has to be some pressure put onto the parent. As the teacher, that is our 

responsibility. There's got to be some challenges pressed onto the parent" (Interview 

Session #3). Mr. Green thought that it was the teacher s responsibility to teach parents 

how to teach their children. He stated, "The school __ the teacher has to say to the parent, 

'Now listen, I want you to read with your child each night and if you can't read very well, 
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then have the child read to you.' ... So you [the teacher] can say, 'Watch a TV show and 

ask your child questions about it.'" See what I mean? That's teaching. That's what 

teaching is all about" (Interview Session #3). Although the teacher embraced these cultural 

and pedagogical beliefs, he did not employ a candid direct strategy which reflected them in 

the triadic interaction with Vernon and his mother. Mr. Green did not put Vernon "in a 

good light" to his mother. Additionally, he made an over-generalized allusion to the 

parents' educational levels, i.e., that they may be illiterate. Hence, some dimensions of the 

interactions were disconfrrming, however as reported by Mr. Green, they became manifest 

in a diminutive manner. 

4.6 Summary 

In this chapter key assertions were presented as fmdings and were documented with 

observation and interview data. Although they were secondary in utility, quantitative 

summarized analyses of interview and observation data did inform the narrative discussion. 

With the emphasis on the teacher, translations and commentaries described and explained 

the researcher's interpretive perspectives of the findings. The description-analysis

interpretation strategy (Wolcott's, 1994) allowed the investigator to relate the surface 

features of"ta1k" to possible underlying socio-cultural meanings in the teacher-African 

American male student discourse in each of the three classrooms. The concept of inference 

is central to ~he qualitative analysis of conversational interactions (Frederiksen, 1981). 

This notion has direct relevance to the theory that is advanced in thi~ study, i.e., teachers 

and their African American middle grade boys from inner-city environments may, and often 

do, construct meanings very differently in routine classroom events. The major assertions 

which were derived by inference and presented as findings from the inquiry supported the 

theory, significantly. A concluding theoretical discussion of the findings will be addressed 

in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

5.1 Theordical Discussion 

This study addressed teacher-student classroom interactions from an interpretive 

perspective as a factor in the school performance of middle-grade African American males 

who live and attend school in inner-city environments. Informed by the dismal statistics 

which document school failure for Black males, literamre on the schooling of Black males, 

classroom interaction studies, research-based pedagogical knowledge/information, and 

ethnographic findings on t1e experiences of some studtnts of color in mainstream 

American classrooms, the research focused on a qualitative examination of the content, 

structure, and function of each of three fourth-grade teachers-African American male 

student interactions as culturally influenced phenomena. 

A basic premise of the study was that American schools are based on a Eurocentric 

model of culture, language, learning and identity (Gay, 1988; Nobles, 1990; Ogbu, 1986). 

Children who enter schools with conceptualizations and behaviors borne of other 

ontological premises often experience overwhelming aujustment, interaction, and academic 

difficulties in conventional elementary classrooms. The problems associated with 

successful school adjustmt:nt are more acute for some ~ub-categorized student groups than 

for others. Among race-age-gender student configurations middle-grade African American 

males have consistently been unable to "fit" the desired model (whatever that is) for 

schooling success, both academically and socially. 

Although culture cannot be viewed as a determmer of one's behavior, it was 

postulated that as a "non-local influence on behaviors and actions" (Erickson, 1986), 

culture may have a more profound effect on the teacher and Black male student interactions 

than is currently acknowledged in the literature. Hence, an examination of routine 
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classroom interactions between subjects of the inquiry, i.e., fourth grade teachers and their 

Black male students, for confrrming and/or disconfirming traces and/or evidence of the 

cultural factor premise was the focus of the inquiry. The purpose of this chapter is to 

discuss the significance of the findings that were identified as assertions. 

Before presenting the discussion, some caveats need to be acknowledged. First, 

not all Black boys from inner-city environments are failing academically and socially in 

school. These findings must be understood without stereotyping to all teacher-middle 

grade African American male in-class communications. The findings of this study, 

however, did point out particular patterns of and predispositions towards interaction 

behaviors - teachers' and students' - which undermined the construction of mutually 

adaptable and/or shared meanings in the observed classroom lessons and activities. 

Second, not all teachers who work in inner-city schools are ineffective with their 

African American male students. However, along with an understanding of how their 

cultural differences may shape their respective interactional preferences, all teachers need to 

be pedagogically competent and confident to employ a variety of classroom instructional 

and management practices. Finally, as Buchmann, (1982) cautions, knowledge of 

classroom interactions and structures will not substitute for knowledge of the subject matter 

being taught. 

Ortiz (1988) insists that lessons and teacher-student interactions are the "business of 

schooling" and they "consist of very specific components which by their application 

determine the quality of the student's experience" (p. 83). The critical issue of the study 

was not whether the three teachers treated their African American males differently than 

they treated other students in their day-to-day interactions. The major concern was to find 

out what aspects of difference should be attended to and for what purposes. The findings 

revealed differential participation, i.e., interaction peculiarities, specific to many verbal 

exchanges between the teachers and their African American male students. While the 
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evidence is based on a small number of cases and does not pennit any theoretical claims 

about what will happen if teachers do not take particular actions or if certain conditions are 

not met, they do point to the need for practitioners to attend to the patterns, frameworks, 

and systems of participation they employ during instructional and curriculum enactments. 

Mter collecting interview and observation data and subjecting them to multiple 

analysis procedures, two major assertions, one of which contained subassertions, were 

inductively derived. Two prominent features of each teacher's routine verbal interactions 

with African American male students were identified - dicontinuousness and 

diminutiveness. The African American males who talked during classroom lessons! 

activities participated in ways that were problematic to each teacher's preferred ways for 

them to interact. 

The fIrst question-of-fIndings is, "What were the boys' problematic ways of 

behaving and acting?" FOT the most part, interactions with discontinuous and diminutive 

characteristics were those in which Black males spoke out-of-turn, i.e., violated the 

acceptable teacher-detennined participation system/structure operant at a particular point-in

time, made statements which were deemed inappropriate by the teacher, and/or questioned 

the teacher's authority by engaging in adversarial sustained verbal exchanges with her or 

him. For one student, Petey, along with inappropriate verbal participation, "overactivity" 

was a factor in miscommunications with his teacher. 

The next question-of-fIndings is, "What teacher actions, i.e., ways of behaving, 

were problematic for the African American males who interacted with her or him?" For the 

most part, teachers tended to cut off or thwart the ways in which their African American 

males attempted to interact. Various teacher actions accomplished these ends: changing the 

rules for participation spontaneously and arbitrarily from moment-to-moment, using little or 

no scaffolding to support tentative, but purposeful student engagements, mainly 

implementing didactic large group instruction, often with little or no opportunity for 
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legitimized voluntary verbal input from the students, using group alerting strategies 

excessively to control 1;tudent behavior, advallcing superficial verbal displays which tended 

to produce negative vectors and to push an exchange away from academic tasks/content, 

and making statements which diminished the students' self-assessments of their 

performance and devalued their contributions to lesson/classroom activities. 

The next question is, "How did the teachers' and students' multiple cultures militate 

against more successful outcomes in their interactions with each other?" First, the culture 

of the school figures into any discussion of successful and/or unsuccessful educational 

paradigms. Schools have their own preferred modes of action/'regularities" (Sarason, 

1982) that help to shape what takes place in them. As institutions, schools have 

particularities peculiar to their educational and societal settings (McGroarty, 1986; Sarason, 

1982) that are not always compatible with the cultural differences and preferences of the 

individuals - both teachers' and students' - who inhabit them. Perry and Frazier (1993) 

suggest that what it means to be a teacher is a "social construction, culturally informed by 

the role and function of schools in a given historical community" (p. 19). Institutional 

mandates like the need for "quiet and order" and "authority and control" may have been 

constraints for the teachers which inhibited the construction of more open empowering 

learning environments for them and for their students. 

Next, teachers are cultural beings, too. Their own culturally influenced schooling 

experiences as students may influence their professional behaviors (McGroatry, 1986). 

According to McGroarty (1986), a teacher's "personal and professional culture interact in 

actual behavior" (p. 314). In other word~, teachers enact their view of the world through 

their day-to-day interactions with students. They, teachers, are not neutral dispensers of 

knowledge and information. For instance, what thinking, values, and beliefs inform a 

classroom arrangement of desks in rows, or seating in groups, or large work tables with no 

individual desks and so on? What ideology informs the pedagogy of a teacher who expects 
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children only to respond to her/him during lesson activities as opposed to the teacher who 

encournv,es children to interact with each other, to ask questions and to participate in the 

decisions that organize their way of life in the classroom? At some level, perhaps out-of

awareness, every decision a teacher makes has traces of non-local influences like "what 

works best" and "how things should be done," i.e., personal andlor professional cultural 

predispositions. Further, the tum-of-events in routine teacher-student interactions are not 

always accompanied or followed by critical reflection and rational analysis, rather they are a 

factor of non-local, outside-of-the-moment influences like culture. 

Findings from this study suggest that being a member of a particular culturall ethnic 

group is not a guarantee for the implementation of culturally relevant teaching practices. 

Foster (1989, 1993) suggests that African American teachers' views and lived experiences 

contribute to the development of their pedagogical practices. Foster (1990) contends that 

African American teachers do not attempt to rationalize low achievement by blaming 

students' families and society. Rather they speak with their students "about the personal 

value, the collective power, and the political consequences of choosing academic 

achievement" (p. 15). In her research, Henry (1992) described how the personal 

experiences of Black teachers informed their teaching practices. She suggests that Black 

teachers utilize an Afrocentric pedagogy to create a "family ethos" (p. 398), i.e., a kind of 

interconnectedness among members of the classroom. 

The findings corroborate McGroarty's (1986) 'work which suggests that 

membership may provide the minority educator with important perspectives from the 

"inside," i.e., perhaps an understanding of schooling from the perspectives of people who 

are from non-mainstream backgrounds. However, ethnoculturaI knowledge and ethnic 

andlor racial "sameness" are insufficient requirements to successfully educate diverse 

student populations. It is a combination of ethnocultural knowledge, of subject matter 

knowledge, of pedagogical knowledge and knowledge of an array of contextual factors that 
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constitute culturally relevant pedagogy that will lead toward increased academic outcomes 

and school success for African American males and other non-mainstream children. 

This brings the discussion to the students' culture. In inner-city settings, social 

class, ethnicity, and culture are tightly woven. However, for African Americans, gender 

represents a unique subcultural categorization. For the most part, it is not Black females 

who disproportionately get suspended, expelled, drop out of school, or who have been 

labeled hyperactive and/or learning disabled. African American males are the outstanding 

exemplars of these realities. Although not monolithic, Black male culture has distinct 

particularities. As noted previously, typically, African American male culture is neither 

acknowledged or valued in American schools (Hale, 1994; Hale-Benson, 1982; Kunjufu, 

1986). Ironically, two of the most valued competencies in this subculture - oracity and 

verve - are among the most devalued and misinterpreted in the classroom (Boykin, 1983; 

Boykin & Toms, 1985; Chimezie, 1988; Hale-Benson, 1982). 

The African American males in this study encountered difficulties with their 

teachers as they were trying to situate themselves in their classroom milieus while 

simultaneously being their natural, cultural selves. The teachers, products of a society that 

is stratified by race, gender and class; schooled and trained in Eurocentrically-influenced 

educational institutions; affected by their own personal beliefs about teaching and learning, 

and lacking sufficient constructive knowledge about middle grade Black males, interacted 

and responded to these children in their own natural, cultural ways. There was very little 

evidence that these teachers used research on or accurate information about Black males to 

inform their interaction practices/behaviors with them (see Table 3.1). They were not 

equipped to work effectively with students whose normal behaviors were so distanced and 

different from mainstream middle-class standards and values. Mostly, the three teachers 

relied on past experiences, unexamined belief systems and outdated pedagogical 

conventions and traditions to inform their teaching. 
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All of the teachers in this study were aware that Black males as a group are 

considered "problematic" in many elementary school classroom settings. They were all 

concerned about the failure rates of this student group. They were sincerely interested in 

finding ways to meet the schooling needs of all of their students. Like "tripping over one's 

own feet," their respective culturally influenced behaviors and actions "got in the way." 

McDermott (1982) suggests that African American children and their European American 

teachers produce communication breakdowns simply by being themselves, i.e., by 

behaving in ways that their subcultures regard as "normal." Socio-cultural influences 

interact with the content and structure of school learning to create differential, inequitable 

outcomes for different student groups (Circourel & Mehan, 1984). 

Unexamined qualitative dimensions of teaching practices and conventions like 

participation structures and systems may deny some student groups equal access to 

knowledge and productive classroom experiences. Generally, Black male students are not 

experiencing their teachers as valuable resources, i.e., "significant adult others," who will 

guide them and help them to obtain educational outcomes equitable to those obtained by 

other student groups. 

How the teacher treats a Black male's contributions to the class affects his feelings 

about himself as a leamer, his expectations dming participation in lessons/activities, and his 

willingness to participate with enthusiasm. With respect to their performance during 

observations, the ways in which the African American males interacted in the three 

classrooms tended to have negative effects and sometimes profound consequences for 

them. In most instances, the students' ways of interacting limited their opportunities to 

practice particular higher order cognitive processes and to engage in substantive academic 

dialogue with their teachers. For example, in a sustained interaction sequence where the 

teacher had a set of predetermined appropriate answers in mind, the child who interrupted 

and made "why" or "why not" inquiries was often judged as low performing, disruptive, 
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and/or incapable of understanding. In this manner, the African American males' patterns of 

interaction interfered with their ability to succeed and they were denied access to their 

respective teachers as educational resources. 

While it is acknowledged that a multiplicity of factors bear on differential schooling 

experiences, at the micro-level of the classroom, interaction events provide opportunity for 

talk - both teacher and student - and they shape its use. Many inner-city African 

American males are intimately involved in their own development and identity issues and in 

acquiring competencies of Black male subculture during the middle grade elementary years. 

The patterns of verbal interaction they are learning to master are often in direct opposition 

to the desired interaction conventions their teachers prefer. Unfortunately, when there is a 

significant difference between teachers' and students' ways of verbally interacting, 

successful adjustment and effective academic learning are likely impeded. 

Finally, the ability to interact "appropriately" is a condition for getting an education 

in American schools. As McGroarty (1986) puts it, students "must learn the norms that 

embody prevailing social and cultural values" (p. 303). Apparent differences from the 

"norm" can and do often result in mismatched meanings, putting some students at severe 

risk of not getting a sound education. Many inner-city middle grade African American 

males simply do not ''lit'' the culturally infonned school and classroom model of 

"appropriateness" for interacting with their teachers. 

In section 5.2 some of the implications of the findings of this study and some 

issues that future research might address are presented. 

5.2 Implications of the Study 

This study reported persuasive evidence that the day-to-day classroom interactions 

of African American males can have profound consequences for them and should not be 

neglected by educators who are responsible for meeting their often different needs in 
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elementary school classrooms. The findings from this qualitative inquiry lead to various 

implications for research and teaching practice. 

1. Discontinuities in the way language is used can pose needless difficulties for 

some African American males and their teachers. Preservice and inservice 

practitioners should be trained to identify students' preferred interaction and 

verbal discourse patterns. Conceptually, these findings can be used to help 

teachers grasp and understand how children from different cultural backgrounds 

respond to them and what they can do to change the often unconscious non

confirming and/or "mixed" messages they may communicate to students in daily 

interactions. 

2. Teachers should examine their own, usual behaviors and ways of interacting to 

see if they are optimally conducive to the ways their students learn. For 

instance, examining such things as how turns are allocated, how instruction is 

delivered, how order is maintained, and who routinely gets to participate in 

lesson activities will give some indications of how particular teaching behaviors 

include or exclude some students more than others. 

3. Practitioners who have been socialized within the mainstream of American 

culture and who have been educated in conventional schools of teacher 

education can be effective teachers for African American children. To do this it 

may be necessary for teachers to call into question and suspend some taken-for

granted Eurocentric assumptions they may have about African American 

children. Teachers should possess or acquire solid, accurate foundational 

knowledge about the development and socialization of African American 

children, particularly Black males, in order to provide appropriate learning 

environments for them. This knowledge will allow them to consider which 

sociocultural predispositions and/or behavioral ways their students may exhibit 
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that can be transfonned for pedagogical use. For example, if a Black child's 

oracity, velVe, and enthusiastic expressiveness are considered strengths, the 

teacher can attempt to use them constructively. That is not to suggest making 

changes just to appease particular students, rather the utility of certain 

accommodations and/or modifications may be evidenced when students who 

may otherwise routinely disrupt lessons/activities "fit in" more easily and with 

less demonstrative apathy. Culturally relevant pedagogy values student 

differences and incorporates them into the instructional and curricular milieu. 

Teacher preparation programs and graduate courses in teaching should be 

designed to purposefully deal with the harmful "ideological blinders" (Ladson

Billings, 1993) some novice and veteran practitioners may have developed as a 

result of their own schooling and societal experiences. 

4. The major sources of problems faced by African American males in elementary 

classrooms are not to be found in their social, economic, and academic deficits. 

Their problems are rooted in their differences from the culturally influenced 

"nonns" and the behavioral expectations he!d by some educators. Instead of 

pedagogical rigidity which denies their differences, Black males' idiosyncrasies 

and preferred ways of behaving should be considered cultural resources to be 

capitalized on in more flexible instructional frameworks. Teachers slwuld 

utilize strategies like cooperative learning to create natural opportunities for 

Black males to expand their abilities and strengths. Behaviors like assertiveness 

and interdependence are valued in cooperative learning frameworks because 

those characteristics can be channeled into productive academic work. 

Additionally, cooperative learning is useful for helping students learn social as 

well as academic skills. According to McGroarty (1986) the distinct discourse 
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behaviors and practices that are popular in many African American communities 

can be used as scaffolds to link oral talk with conceptual learning. 

5. Most inner-city Black males are marginal participants in the educational process 

(Kunjufu, 1986; Mwrell, 1993). They lack a kind of authentic connectedness 

to their mainly Anglo teachers. This is what Henry (1992) calls "family ethos." 

This acknowledgment is important because "fictive kinship," (Fordham & 

Ogbu, 1986) a construct which conveys brotherhood, is a necessary 

developmental ingredient of the pre-adolescent Black male's identity. African 

American children are dually socialized - via the school culture and the home 

culture. The inner-city African American male has a third socialization 

requirement, i.e., the acquisition of particular behaviors appropriate to his local 

"street culture." Teachers should be prepared to help their students work 

through their often conflicting self-definitions and identities. According to 

McGroarty (1986), identity fonnation is more difficult for children of color then 

it is for mainstream White children because they come from a different cultural 

frame of reference than that engendered by mainstream American schools and 

because, at times, they can not select one role identification with out coming 

into conflict with the other. For example, pre-adolescent and adolescent cultural 

markers like "cool" behavior, a distinct kind of unflappability and savvy, is 

highly valued in the "hood," the inner-city Black community, but not in school. 

Hence, the Black male child is continu~ly trying to balance meeting his home 

sociocultural requirements and his sulrcultural development needs while 

meeting appropriate behavioral styles and standards for success in school. 

6. As they acquire new knowledge, teachers need scaffolding, too, i.e., a way to 

move from one level of understanding and behaving to another. Supportive on

site staff development activities should be conducted by trained staff andlor 
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competent specialists who can provide information and services to help 

classroom teachers modify or build on to their own knowledge, skills, and 

experiences in order to bring about effective instructional practices with diverse 

student groups, particularly African American males. The staff development 

activities should focus on cultural influences on educational outcomes for 

different student groups, particularly African American males. TIle activities 

should be designed to help teachers develop effective pedagogical responses to 

student diversity and to learn appropriate ways of meeting the often, unmet 

needs of many children of color and other students who may be differently 

abled. 

7. Constructivist pedagogy should be brought into the classroom milieu in a 

substantive, not a superficial manner. Like the terms "cultural diversity" and 

"multicultural education," constructivism is the current term-in-vogue in many 

scholarly discussions and debates about pedagogy. For the most part, 

classroom teachers and administrators are unaware of what the term embodies 

in practice (peterson & Knapp, 1993). By its very nature, constructivism is not 

conducive to formulaic staff development strategies. There is a need for 

professional growth activities designed to help teachers and administrators learn 

about the underlying assumptions and theoretical frameworks of constructivist 

pedagogy. Educators need to understand how these assumptions and 

frameworks can influence teaching and learning. To do this, teachers need time 

and opportunities to grapple with these constructs in collegial settings and in 

their classrooms. Evidence from this study suggest (albeit indirectly) that the 

teachers' professional belief systems and practices were largely informed by 

more traditional mroels of pedagogy and they believed that their African 

American male students had serious academic and social deficits which they, the 
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teachers, were expected to ameliorate and/or eliminate. Generally, the three 

teachers were not highly cognizant of the constructivist nature of learning and 

they did not consider how learning outcomes for students were mediated by 

them, their teachers. Hence they and their students did not have the 

empowerment that emanates from shared meaning-making. 

8. If we are to understand the alarming negative data on many students of color, 

particularly African American males, more qualitative research is needed which 

focuses on cross-cultural behaviors in diverse classroom settings. Research 

must continue to "peel back" the layers, i.e., surface levels of teacher-student 

interactions, and "get at" the underlying social-cultural barriers to effective 

schooling for marginal student groups. 

9. At the pre-service level, teacher preparation programs should focus on 

preparing students to teach in more complex ways than are possible by 

adherence to the more traditional, Eurocentric paradigms of teaching and 

learning. Teacher training should include opportunities for novices to learn 

how local and historical contexts affect pedagogy. Novices should participate 

in exercises and activities which engage them, i.e., via frrst-hand field 

experiences, in examining the roles people play, the expectations they have for 

themselves and for each other, the verbal and non-verbal behaviors they employ 

to accomplish goals and so on. To do this, preservice teachers need training in 

ethnographic-type description and analysis procedures. By utilizing more 

qualitative strategies to investigate teaching and learning, the novice may be 

more likely to enter teaching with a mindset that has already been oriented 

towards seeking causes for maladaptive behaviors and inadequate student 

achievement more broadly, e.g .. , by seeking answers beyond 

behavioraVpsychological counseling and/or test scores, and toward 
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acknowledging and validating more than one right way of being and behaving. 

Again, the findings from this study revealed that generally, the teachers neither 

believed in or employed strategies that support or accommodate "otherness," 

i.e., other than the "norm," as a necessary ingredient for effectively teaching 

diverse student groups. Indeed, in consuuctivist, culturally relevant 

classrooms, "otherness" may be the norm. 

The next section (5.3) will summarize the content of the study and discuss some 

conclusions that can be drawn from the inquiry. 

5.3 Summary 

The conceptualization and methodology for this research were borne of the reality 

that many inner-city African American male children are not succeeding in America's 

schools. Informed by Erickson's (1986) claim that the risk of school failure for students of 

color may be increased by incongruities between mainstream classroom interaction 

patterns, i.e., the "norm," and the predominate way of interacting in the students' home 

culture; qualitative descriptions, analyses, and intetpretations of selected observed 

classroom interaction events were identified, documented and analyzed. Although, the 

sample was small and the findings were specific to each teacher and her/his African 

American male students, they were predominantly congruent with Erickson's assertions. 

Three prominent characteristics of teacher-Black male student interactions were identified 

and discussed - completed continuous, discontinuous, and diminutive. 

If, as asserted by Kunjufu (1986) and some other scholars, academic achievement 

and over-all school success begin to decline sometime around the fourth grade and if it is 

during the pre-puberty stage that the Black male child ill suuggling (against many odds) to 

formulate an integrated conception of his masculinity, Le., self in relation to others, then 
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we must obsetve carefully what is going on in classrooms, we must get to know inner-city 

Black males "up close," and we must continue to try through research and practice to 

dismantle the cycle of school failure for this student group. 

The implications of the findings are not formulaic, however they do point toward 

the need for teachers to examine the cultural compatibility of many of their routine, day-to

day assumptions and ways of interacting with students of color, particularly Black males. 

The staff development component (Chapter 6) incorporates and recommends the use of 

teaching cases for this kind of qualitative inquiry. The model is not set forth as a panacea. 

Rather, its aim is to help teachers focus on the actions they take and the choices they make 

in their interchanges with Black males. By developing cases with "thick" description 

(Geertz's term, 1976), it may be possible to provide preservice and experienced 

practitioners with a mechanism through which they may gain clearer understandings and 

greater cognitive control of what actually happens in their classroom interactions with 

African American male youth. 
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"NET WORK" 

A PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT PROPOSAL 
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As asserted in this study and as documented by various outcome data, African 

American mrues have not fared well in classrooms across the country. The cycle of failure 

for Black male children starts at an early age and typically, tends to worsen as the student 

advances through our graded system of schooling. As the research by Hale-Benson 

(1982), Kunjufu (1986), and Wynn (1992), among others has suggested, dysfunctional 

differences and disparities in schooling experiences become more salient during the middle 

elementary grades for this segment of the student population than they do for other race

gender student configurations. Stated differently, we, educators, really begin to lose 

African American males as they approach pre-adolescence. These students begin to slip 

through the educational "safety nets." They get snarled in the webbing or they begin to fall 

through the ever emerging holes in the net. Hence, as the name of this project suggests, 

metaphorically, we, educators, have a lot of serious "NET WORK" [intentional double 

spacing] to do. In order to ensure successful schooling experiences for inner-city African 

American males, we must untangle the knots and re-mend some of the unsafe holes or, 

better yet, replace the outdated unworkable nets with more durable effective ones. 

Granted, there are many factors which contribute to the less-than-fruitful 

circumstances of Black males in America's schools, however, the study on which this 

proposal is based focused on one - teacher-student interactions. Findings from this 

qualitative investigation suggest the need for further research and professional growth 

activities which are specifically designed to address and promote the academic achievement 

and general well-being of this student group. 
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It is important to acknowledge that examining "up-close" somewhat encapsulated 

environments like elementary school classrooms and confronting dilermnas within them via 

constructs of the race, gender, and/or culture of teachers and students can be very risky, 

controversial, and sensitive. The construct of culture alone, an elusive construct to 

illuminate, requires a paradigm of professional development inclusive of a 

conceptualization of effective teaching as complex activity which requires reflective 

practice. Hence, it is asserted that substantive changes!improvements in the lived 

experiences of Black males and their teachers can only be achieved by implementing staff 

development efforts specifically focused "up-close" on the classroom teacher and herlhis 

interactions with this student group. The following proposal is based ideologically and 

pedagogically on the assertions stated above and is largely influenced by the assumption 

that teachers must "become inquirers into their own practice" (Griffm, 1991, p. 254). 

"NET WORK" 

Improving Interactions Between Classroom Teachers 

and their African American Male Students 

Estimated On·Site Implementation Time: 

Facilitator • Participant Ratio: 

One· half day sessions 

(4 hours), once a week, 

for 8 to 10 weeks 

Two per 20·25 Participants 

Participants: This proposal is designed for preservice and practicing teachers and 

other elementary school educators who have experienced difficulties 

interacting with African American male smdents, who would like to 

acquire authentic cultural knowledge about African Americans, 
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particularly Black males, and/or who are interested in fmding out, both 

collaboratively, and by and for themselves, ways to work and interact 

with African American male students more effectively in their 

classrooms. All participants will be required to interact with Black 

males in classroom settings while they are involved in this professional 

development project 

This program for professional development will vary somewhat from 

traditional models. First, it is not based on transmission; sometimes 

referred to as "fill-the-cup" strategies of knowledge and skills 

acquisitions. An "outsider" cannot tell teachers "how to fix it" Stated 

differently, participants will not be passive recipients of knowledge 

passed on by "expert" facilitators. The findings of this study suggest 

that the acquisition of cultural knowledge alone is not a guarantee that a 

person will act on it in an effective sustained manner over time. 

Second, this approach will be as much about finding problems as it will 

be about seeking solutions. We will attempt to learn and understand 

experiences by responding to specific problem solving situations that 

are, for the most part, culturally and contextually embedded in the 

interaction talk between teacher and student. We already know that 

many African American males are not acquiring the intended knowledge 

and skills required for success in school. Further, we know that there 

are many problems and tensions yet to be confronted. Rather than 

seeing problems and concerns with this student group as taboos or 

issues to be avoided, participants will be encouraged to apprehend them 

and to learn from their engagements in activities/situations that pose 
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problems and/or challenge them. Third, this conceptualization is 

designed for voluntary participation by teachers. The issue of getting an 

adequate equitable education is critical for African American males, 

therefore, the experiential learning proposed in this model will require 

active participation, sincerity and commitment from all persons who take 

part in this program. 

Because of the legacy of academic deficits, the dysfunctional attributes 

associated with inner-city African American males and the 

overpathologized model of remedial and corrective measures which are 

often utilized to meet the needs of this student group, real improvements 

in the lived classroom experiences - teachers' and students' - will 

only occur as practitioners, teacher-by-teacher, assume some ownership 

of the problem. A program which guides each participant through a 

process of critical examination of and reflection upon her/his own 

practice and towards taking actions based upon her/his own findings, 

knowledge, and experiences with Black males is proposed here. Given 

accurate infonnation, real-life interactions, and access to knowledge, 

teachers will be encouraged to make their own sense of their experiences 

with their African American male students. 

The question becomes, What might such a program of professional 

development look like? The fonnat for professional development which 

follows was largely informed by the Research in Teacher Education 

(RITE) Framework (Hoffman & Edwards, 1986), a staff development 

approach which is uniquely suited to the "close-ta-the teacher" focus 

proposed here for improving teacher-student classroom interactions. A 

summarized discussion of the RITE Clinical Teacher Education 
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Framework can be located in Appendix J. Additionally, infonnation 

about the principles of constructivist pedagogy, multicultural education, 

and research about teaching as reflective practice were useful conceptual 

referents in the development of this proposal. Following is a 

professional growth framework developed from the findings and 

methodology in this study and informed by the topics in the foregoing 

discussion. 

Culture is an important non-local influence on behavior. Much 

of what a practitioner does from moment-to-moment in the classroom is taken-for

granted, habitual behavior. Many teachers rarely take time to closely examine their 

actions because they are tacit, ingrained regularities of their lives in classrooms. In 

the dailiness of the classroom milieus, teachers and students live out their 

assumptions, beliefs, and values, all of which are influenced by cultural factors. 

Phase 1 Introduction 

Teachers will be given an overview of the research study, some historical 

background and current data on the status of African American males in America's 

schools, and a general description of what will be involved in the staff development 

activities. Following this presentation teachers' questions and concerns about the 

project will be answered. 
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and Cultural Analysis 
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We will explore each of these constructs in small group discussions. Like 

the approach used by many teachers with children who are new to their classrooms, 

we will attempt to apprehend what each participant already knows and brings to 

these topics. Working in small groups, teachers will apply the three Phase 2 focus

constructs to their interpretations of mini-cases of events/situations which occurred 

outside of the classroom/schooling context (see Appendix K). It is anticipated that 

the debriefing discussion around the mini-cases will facilitate "unpacking" some of 

the meanings the teachers associate with the target terms. The follow-up large 

group session will be audio taped and transcribed for future use. 

NOTE: 

With the recent emphasis on multicultural education, diversity, and 

pluralism in institutions of higher learning and other educational agencies, it is 

assumed that most of the participants will have been exposed previously to the 

target terms -culture, cultural awareness, and cultural analysis - and that the 

activity above will not be too remote for the accomplishment of the desired ends. 

However, if the outcome of the exercise is not rich enough with cultural indicators 

of experience, perceptions and/or knowledge, then a second, more foundational 

activity will be conducted. For example, an autobiographical heritage exercise may 

be useful. Topics such as when and where first family members immigrated to 

America, their linguistic background, customs, folkways, and so on are layers of 

cultural heritage and identity which can be explored. The participants will share 

these family-specific idiosyncrasies and reflect on how they have been maintained, 

altered, and/or replaced over time. The discussion around these constructs should 
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increase the levels of cultural awareness; thereby, enabling the participants to bring 

deeper-than-surface understandings to the Phase 2 target tenns. 

Phase 3 Seeing the Self Through Others 

The first critical phase in this model is awareness. It is maintained by some 

practitioners of interpersonal relationships that one of the reasons many people deny 

that there is any value in seeking mental health counseling is because its ultimate 

effectiveness is dependent upon the patient doing a lot of the work herself/himself 

- often a painful process. This, I believe is also the case in teaching. Even master 

teachers are not eager to discover that perhaps, some of their patterns of interacting 

may be more inequitable to some students than to others. For this reason, this staff 

development conceptualization, first deals with the concept of discovery of the self 

through others. 

The participants will examine cases of teacher-student interactions of other 

practitioners before examining their own practices. They will engage in critical 

analyses based on authentic cases developed from data in this study by posing their 

own questions and by responding to specific questions designed to raise their level 

of awareness about the interactional complexities each narrative portrays, especially 

from a cultural perspective (See Appendix L). It may be useful for the participants 

to analyze several cases in order to practice and sharpen the desired analytical skills. 

As this process unfolds, .teachers will be asked to apply higher levels of cognition 

to their case analyses. For instance, they will look for themes and patterns across 

the three teachers represented in the cases and search for teacher-specific topics and 

pedagogical strategies in the narratives. They will identify and frame interaction 

events in particular cases and then respond to them according to the content,form 

and function of each. After practicing these analytic processes, the 
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researcherlfacilitator will describe and explain the predominant characteristics of the 

teacher-student interactions that were documented by the fmdings of this study. 

Then, the participants will be given an opportunity to re-analyze the cases for those 

features - completed continuous, discontinuous, and diminutive interaction 

segments - in the selected teaching cases. 

All of the activities described above will take place in collaborative, 

collegial, small group and/or dyadic settings. Conversations about other teachers' 

practices should be non-threatening and should engender some self-reflection and 

awareness about each participant's own instructional practices and interaction 

behaviors. 

Teachers, particularly elementary school teachers, do not have many 

opportunities to practice collaborative problem solving. Collaborative problem

solving practice should be useful because it requires that each person makes her or 

his understanding clear to another person. As each person attempts to articulate 

her/his thoughts more explicitly, the meanings become clearer for the speakers and 

the participants learn from each other's experiences and knowledge bases. 

Phase 4 Connecting Articulated Theories to Theories-in-Use 

According to Griffin (1991), "A new conception of staff development that 

considers seriously the interaction of teacher work, workplace conditions, theories

in-use, and engagement with personally held and new ideas as basic elements of 

good schools would not ignore the importance of teachers' beliefs about their work 

with students" (p. 249). Teachers often come away from in service activities with 

new ideas, innovative strategies and, sometimes, new theories. Staff lounges buzz 

with conversations about the exciting ideas, practices and principles that were 

explored in the workshops. Some teachers are anxious to put their new wisdom to 
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use in their classrooms. Often, woven into these conversations about "the new" are 

stories about "the old", "tried and proven" strategies, ideas, beliefs, etc. Griffin's 

(1991) conceptualization of staff development "would capitalize on that knowledge 

[teachers'] make it public and explicit, and use it to develop criteria for judging the 

worth of teaching .... It would be a primary data source for deciding what is of 

worth and for determining 'what works' in making what is worthy accessible to 

students" (p. 249). As suggested by Griffin (1991), this kind of interactive staff 

development "includes the multidirectional influence of the mix of ideas, places, 

people, events, structures, and inquiry" (p. 256). 

This proposal is not about throwing out that which is "worthy" (Griffin's 

term) rather it is about retrieving it from its comfort zone for deeper examination 

and inquiry at a conscious, deliberate level. Because of the power of acculturation 

in establishing habitual behaviors and practices, many teachers are not inclined to 

"shake them out" once in a while and rethink, reconfigure, remove, and/or replace 

them. 

Returning to the analogy of "post-in-service euphoria," when the workshop 

conversations have ended, when the children have returned to school, and when the 

classroom door is closed, what if somehow, the "new" just doesn't "fit" or work 

like they, the consultants, said it would in the workshop. It is often at this point 

that a teacher's out-of-awareness unexamined theories-in-use are counter

productive to implementing new and/or different principles and practices. Theories

in-use like "Don't smile until Christmas" become norms and regularities which are 

difficult to dismantle because they are tacitly embraced and practiced. Hence, the 

activities in this phase of the program are intended to be evocative, to summon for 

inquiry each case teacher's articulated theories and theories-in-use. The activities 

are designed to help the participants learn to distinguish and to make cognitive 
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belief system and his/her actual in-class behaviors (i.e., theories-in-use) as 

evidenced in the data. 
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Evidence from this study revealed that all three teachers were concerned 

about their Black male students' self-esteem and they each identified this issue as a 

necessary factor for school success for this student group. However, all of the 

teachers manifested some behaviors which undermined self-esteem enhancement 

for their Black male students. Not only were the teachers unaware of the 

inconsistencies between some of their beliefs and practices, they were not aware of 

the negative impact their actions sometimes had on their students. Indeed, it 

appeared that the teachers' misguided concerns and inaccurate knowledge about 

their students' self-esteem predisposed them to hold relatively low academic 

expectations for their African American male students. 

The discussion above was intended to establish the rationale and the need to 

closely examine and to make problematic, teachers' theories-in-use. At this 

juncture, the participants will read profiles developed from the verbatim talk of each 

of the three teachers in this study (see Appendix F). Again, in small groups and/or 

dyads the practitioners will search for agreement and/or disagreement between each 

case teacher's articulated pedagogical theories and practices and her/his actual 

behavior as reported in the case narratives. The facilitator will guide the follow-up 

large group discussion around questions such as: What strategies did the teacher 

employ which were consistent or inconsistent with the theories espoused in the 

profile? How did these strategies enhance or constrain participation by the African 

American male students? Which student behaviors were inappropriate or 

problematic for the teacher? How would you handle the situation? 
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Although the facilitator will attempt to "lead from behind" (Wells & Chang

Wells, 1992) a critical facilitative task may be to discourage the participants from 

jumping to quick conclusions and simple solutions. It is possible that some 

teachers may be inclined to respond to and correct surface features/dimensions of 

particular problems rather than to spend time trying to "get-at" underlying issues 

and assumptions which may have informed the case teacher's behavior and 

inadvertently reinforced inappropriate student behavior/talk. As participants engage 

in these activities, they will increase their level of awareness of a range of factors, 

many of which are cultural, taken-for granted and "outside-of-the-moment," that 

influence routine day-to-day teacher-student interactions. 

The facilitator will make problematic the participants' solutions from a 

cultural perspective. For instance, questions such as the following may be raised: 

To what extent does the suggested solution dismantle and/or devalue the student's 

culturally influenced beliefs, ways of interacting, and ideas? To what end? To 

what extent is your solution aligned with mainstream cultural perspectives and 

traditional pedagogical models? To what extent would your solution co-op the case 

teacher's prerogatives, preferred practices and embraced value system? To what 

end? The "to what end" inquiries are critical because they force the participants 

to consider oUJcomes - ultimately, the standard by which all of their educative 

efforts are measured. The literature and research on resiliency. i.e., wherein 

students learn despite the odds for not learning (Rutter, 1990; Taylor, 1991; 

Winfield, L., 1988), and resistance. wherein students learn how not-to-Iearn 

(Fordham, 1985; Ogbu, 1974, 1982; Kohl, 1994) as they relate to the schooling 

and development of African American youth will infonn this discussion. 
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We will try to understand each dilemma/problem from more than one 

acceptable, valid perspective. Our dialogue around each case will move back and 

forth between articulated and actual theories, practices, and outcomes. Hopefully, 

these conversations will help the participants begin to see the rationale for seeking 

causes to problems more broadly, to think about and to consider non-local 

influences, particularly culture, on routine classroom events, and to purposefully 

practice intellectual "reframing," as they encounter and act upon problematic 

situations in their interactions with African American males. Expectantly, the 

participants will begin to self-inquire and put themselves reflectively in the narrative 

by asking again: "What is really going on here? What else? What subtleties may be 

influencing what this student and teacher are experiencing?" 

As each case is debriefed, the facilitator will provide information intended to 

help the teachers acquire more accurate knowledge about African American culture, 

particularly, African American male subculture in inner-city settings, classroom 

management, constructivism and other applicable pedagogical topics. 

Assumption 2. 

Implicit, outside-or-awareness belief systems can be made explicit 

through observation and analysis of teacher-student interactions. 

Once they are discovered, discrepancies between a person's pedagogical theories 

and theories-in use may act as catalysts to motivate changes in teaching practice. In 

other words, discovering through actual and/or vicarious experience that there is a 

striking gap between "what I say I do" and "what I actually do in my classroom 

interactions with my students" may be an incentive for examining and modifying 

teaching practices and principles. 
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Phase 5 Testing Theories of Teaciling 

After developing an awareness and understanding of discontinuous, 

completed continuous, and diminutive teacher-student interactions from cultural 

perspectives and after gaining a grasp of the rationale for linking theory and 

practice, teachers should be ready to test the articulated theory versus theory-in-use 

paradigm in their own classroom practices. 

To do this, each participant will be asked to audio tape several of her/his 

classroom lessons. After listening to the tapes, he or she will select one interaction 

segment from each lesson to critique, in which at least one African American male 

student participated. The analyses will be informed by focus questions to ensure 

that critical inquiries are not left unexamined. Then each person will select and 

transcribe one interaction event to share with a partner or group who will act as 

responder(s). Again, using focus questions, the responder(s) will analyze the 

narrative. The analyst may choose to respond 6S the student in the narrative, 

another student outside-of-the event, an administrator and so on, or the responding 

teacher may simply offer her/his analysis and interpretation as a colleague. 

Through these varied and multiple perspectives, we will attempt to capture some of 

the person's articulated theories and theories-in-use and discuss possible cultural 

implications embedded in them. 

This phase of the process may be uncomfortable for some participants. Self

disclosure accompanied by critique can be painful. According to Schon (1988), 

"reflective teaching opens a teacher to confusion, to not-knowing, hence to 

vulnerability, to anxiety provoked by vulnerability, and to defensive strategies 

designed (often automatically) to protect again!;! vulnerability" (p. 23). However, 

as cautioned by Tikunoff, Ward, and Griffin (1981) for participatory staff 

development to work" ... it is necessary that the actors learn about and how to 



202 

enact a new and unfamiliar repertoire of ways of engaging with their workworlds" 

(p.254). According to Griffin (1991) teachers "must, in effect, learn what is 

needed to capital~ze on their own strengths and shore up their own shortcomings in 

intellectually sound and practically reasonable ways" (p. 254). 

The key factor in this phase is flexibility. For those who are uncomfortable 

with this kind of sharing, we will have to devise other strategies. The issue of 

comfort, however, will not preclude the need to have each narrative analyzed by 

some outside source. An often quoted analogy from anthropology seems applicable 

here. Kluckhohn (1949) said, "It would hardly be fish who discovered the 

existence of water" (p. 16). The more you know about an incident/dilemma as one 

of the primary actors, the more difficult it is to distance yourself from it for in-depth 

analysis. In other words, the teacher's typical, everyday, habitual, familiar 

events/scenarios with a student may not be viewed differently. A comment by one 

of the teachers in the study comes to mind: 

(Context: The teacher told the class that they were going to finish the work they 

had started the previous day. She instructed the students to turn to page 9. One of 

the African American male students in the class told her that page 9 was the wrong 

page. ) 

T: Ok, Petey, let's not start the day off fighting again, please. (Zentner, 

Observation # 3). 

The point of the example was to demonstrate that familiar patterns, ways of 

_behaving ~d interacting, remain just that - familiar. While the teacher's comment 

was probably intended to be preventive, actually her statement was a prejudgement 
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based on some previous, familiar time(s) and experience(s) with the student. 

Actually, the teacher was on the wrong page. It is very difficult for a participant in 

a dilemma/problematic situation to bring it into question, to critically challenge the 

turn-of-events, and to ask, "What just happened hereT' 

For participants who may be uneasy with the necessary step of allowing 

others to offer interpretations of their classroom interaction behaviors, it simply 

means that the exercise will not be conducted publicly. While every attempt will be 

made not to embarrass anyone, each person's experience must be processed 

through various lenses in order for it to be understood more broadly, to enrich 

reflections about it, and to acquire critical, elusive cultural knowledge that is often 

required for effectively relating to and interacting with African American males. 

Phase 6 Increasing the Alignment Between Theory and Practice 

Up to this point, the analyses will have focused on teacher-student talk. It 

is important to add more context to the developmental activities. The classroom is a 

complex environment imbued with an ecology of relationships. In this research 

study, teacher talk-in-interaction was the focus of the inquiry for analysis purposes. 

However, many dimensions of classroom interactions are non-verbal. As 

suggested by Bowers and Flinders (1990) the classroom "must be understood as an 

ecology of language, processes, and cultural patterns. These include the use of the 

spoken and written word; the use of personalllIld social space (proxemics), ... 

the body language of movement, posture, and facial expression (kinesics); the 

changes of voice, pitch, tempo, and intensity - as well as intruding sounds and 

pauses" (p. 3). As needed non-verbal teacher behaviors will be discussed and/or 

analyzed. 
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Keeping in mind that the goal of this professional development design is to 

improve interactions between teachers and their Black male students, it will be 

important to get as close as possible to the action, i.e., to see teachers and students 

interacting in their classroom environments. Hence, the participants will engage in 

cross-feed peer observations wherein they will observe each other teaching. 

Having already practiced analysis-of-talk, captured as written narrative, each 

member of a dyad will decide what she/he wants to focus on in the observation 

exercise and how the analysis should be conducted. Temporally, by this point, 

participants will have had time to reflect on the activities they will have experienced, 

they will have acquired some level of understanding about how to use this 

information to identify alignments and/or misalignments between their classroom 

practices and theories, and each will have her/his own agenda and/or issues that 

she/he would like to explore with particular African American male students. As 

requested, the facilitator will provide assistance in developing and/or obtaining 

instruments or by suggesting strategies that may help the teachers with their 

analyses. 

After the cross-feed observation exercise and again with the aid of focus 

questions, the observed teacher and responding teacher will debrief each other. If 

personal schedules and logistics are problematic, each teacher will be encouraged to 

videotape a lesson for the responder to analyze. 

The participants will be reminded that these activities are not about judging 

each other's teaching competencies. Rather, a major conclusion of the study and. 

the primary assumption of this model is that where there are interactional difficulties 

between the teacher and her/his African American male students, the problems exist 

because the teacher is not fully aware of the pedagogical and/or cultural 

particularities of the event and/or she/he lacked lhe authentic knowledge, 
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infonnation and/or strategies to do something about them. As each participant 

acquires a new or modified conceptual framework, shelhe will begin to integrate the 

new ideas and behaviors into herlhis teaching practice. Ideally, the more clearly the 

issues are examined and understood, the less difficult it should be to increase the 

alignment between the person's articulated theories and theories-in-use. 

Phase 7 Reconceptualizing Theories, Practices, and Outcomes 

If not before, by this point in the process we will have lost some naysayers 

and gained some advocates. The remaining participants will face the challenge of 

making some sense/meaning of their experiences to date. The teachers should 

understand the need for them to become agents of their own learning who can 

identify the problems that are of concern to them and recognize the need for them to 

take the risk to do something about them. The choice is theirs. 

Proverbially, lest we fall prey to "the old wolf in sheep's clothing" 

phenomenon, we will engage in yet another cultural definitions and authentic 

knowledge exercise. Metaphorically, we must determine if we have just dusted off 

the "old and familiar nets" and "lightly re-tacked the holes." Our musings will 

consider where we stand on propositions/ideologies like the following: "Teachers 

can and should inquire into their own practices in the classroom," "All children can 

learn," "We must build on to the cultures (and languages) children bring to our 

classes," "The nonn for appropriate school behaviors has been too narrowly 

defined," "To ignore a child's culture in the name of 'sameness' is to undereducate 

and/or miseducate herlhim," and/or "Patterns of interaction make a difference in a 

child's access to knowledge and herlhis ability to take advantage of educative 

experiences." It is expected that teachers will vary along a transmission

transaction-transformative conceptual continuum with regard to what culturally 
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relevant pedagogy requires and what it means to be an effective teacher of highly 

diverse student groups. Practitioners will be asked to reflect upon their reflections 

(metacognition). Again mini-cases of teaching will be employed to enhance our 

conceptualizations (see Appendix M). 

The participants will consider where they should go next in this professional 

development journey, i.e., decide whether they should return to some of the 

continuing dilemmas they have been experiencing in their interactions with 

particular African American male students, and/or whether they think they've "got 

it" and wish to navigate their way through their pedagogical theories, practices and 

outcomes by and for themselves. Certainly, for those teachers who are feeling 

more empowered and are approaching their interactions with their African American 

males students with less trepidation, the latter decision may be desirable. If nothing 

more, participants will have gained some level of intellectual enlightenment about 

how they can learn from their own experiences by standing back, collecting and 

analyzing data and acquiring contextual and cultural knowledge about day-to-day 

events that take place in their classrooms. 

Phase 8 Writing Cases to ''Get At" Meanings 

For teachers who wish to continue, this phase will focus on helping each 

participant design a personal case development schema Each teacher will write a 

case Qarrative of an interaction event that happened in her/his classroom to share 

with the larger group. According to Fusco (1993), to write up a case is to "engage 

in the process of making meaning" (p. 195). Carter (1988) makes a compelling 

argument for cases by suggesting that, "Cases have the potential to place analysis 

and reflection at the center of the process of learning to teach" (p. 221). She, 

Carter, goes on to state, "Indeed, they [cases] may serve as a conversational path 
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toward professional knowledge" (p. 221). In fact,case analysis can seNe as a 

"conversational path" toward authentic cultural knowledge, a desirable attribute for 

all teachers who work with highly diverse student groups. 

For the purposes of this activity, there is no right or wrong way to write a 

teaching case. The utility of a personal teaching case is detennined by the extent to 

which the writer/reader is able to gain meaningful feedback about an identified 

issue, topic and/or concern. For those participants who desire guidelines, the 

facilitator will provide various strategies that may assist them. It is anticipated that 

as teachers gain facility in writing, analyzing and reflecting upon their own cases, 

they will begin to see case analysis as an instrumental tool that can be employed 

when one wants to bring into question the outcome of one's teaching and/or 

interaction behaviors. Teachers will come to see themselves and the work they do 

as critically important, to see efficacy as an obtainable, empowering attribute for 

professional practitioners, and to appreciate their centrality in the effective schooling 

of students, particularly African American male students and other marginalized 

student groups. 

Assumption 3. 

Teachers can and do make a difference in ,the lived experiences and 

outcomes for students in their classrooms. While many kids are very 

"street wise," inner-city middle-grade students are children - not little adults. Like 

all children, they require support, nurturing, and guidance from adults. This is an 

important premise to understand, especially with regard to African American male 

subculture. The m;e of the tenn "man" - an addressee intensifier dependent on 

context for semantic interpretation (Goodwin, 1990), which is often used in Black 

"street" vernacular, and activities like "playing the dozens" - an aggressive contest 
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in which the goal is to demean the opponent's family members, particularly the 

mother (Hecht, Collier & Ribeau, 1993) or "woofm' " - a verbal dual wherein 

respect is won that would otherwise be gained by physical confrontation (Hecht et 

al., 1993) are often misunderstood by non-African American people. Pre

adolescent Black males often engage in these stylistic expressions as a part of the 

socialization process from boyhood to manhood (Dandy, 1990; Foster, 1987; 

Hale-Benson, 1982; Kunjufu, 1986). Informed practitioners recognize these 

out'Yard expressions as cultural markers, not necessarily deviant behaviors. They 

realize that the aggressiveness, insults, and threats used in these exercises typically 

are more verbalized than actualized. For those who are too distanced or estranged . 

from the meanings of the behaviors, these intense verbal displays often belie the 

intent of the ~, not the man, who uses them. 

Although this model is primarily focused on teacher behavior, enriched 

multiculturalleaming environments do not simply emerge from the representation 

of students from various ethnicities and backgrounds in the classroom. With 

authentic knowledge, experience and inquiry, a teacher's sense of personal and 

pedagogical efficacy can be enhanced. As Weber and Ornotani (1994) suggest 

teachers with a high sense of efficacy believe all of their students are "reachable, 

teachable, and worthy of attention" and they work " ... to build friendly, 

nonthreatening relationships with them" (p. 36). There are many things educators 

can do to help their students become comfortable and competent in multicultural 

educational settings. 

Phase 9 Nurturing Students Towards Multicultural Competency 

Through out this program teachers will have been given multicu.1tural 

materials, strategies, and activities that can be used with their students. There are 
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three reasons for doing this: (1) teachers like to take things with them for use in 

their classrooms after they attend staff development activities, (2) the materials are 

intended to increase teachers' repertoires of multicultural strategies and activities, 

and (3) most important, their students, many of whom come from diverse 

backgrounds, need to practice and to acquire the needed competencies for 

cooperative living in multiculturalleaming environments. 

The increasing diversity of urban student populations means that 

students, like their teachers, will probably interact often with people unlike 

themselves. To do this successfully and competently they must have many 

opportunities to practice interacting and constructing shared meanings with the 

teacher and with their peers. The outcome of interaction events is a function of the 

way in which the participants relate to each other and to the content that is being 

discussed. Over time students will develop the ability to function capably in 

multicultural settings in and out of school. 

Teachers need strategies and schemas that will enhance the learning 

environment and the interactions which take place in them and which take student 

diversity into account. The activities and discussion in this phase will include 

strategies to develop bonds between the teacher and students, to help students learn 

to solve some of their own problems, to experience valuing and appreciating 

others' differences, to learn to communicate so that their meaning is understood by 

others, and to discover and share their strengths, their talents, and themselves. 

Teachers will be encouraged to share some of their more effective 

strategies and success stories. By focusing on a variety of instructional strategies, 

teachers should find some of their colleagues' ideas/practices to be useful 

pedagogical responses to the needs of their non-mainstream children, particularly 



African American males, and facilitative to the creation of academically and 

culturally enriched classroom environments for all students. 

Phase 10 Bringing Closure 
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We will return to the group activity that we completed in the beginning 

phase of this professional development program, i.e., defining the terms culture, 

cultural awareness, and cultural analysis. We will critique mini teaching cases in 

small groups or dyads. In the follow-up large group discussion the teachers will 

define the target terms again. We will listen to the large group discussion that was 

audio taped in Phase 2. Then we will compare and contrast entry and exit beliefs, 

values and practices. The participants should have refined their definitions and 

enhanced their conceptualizations based on the knowledge, skills, and experiences 

they will have critically reflected upon and explored during this project. 

* An optional, structured evaluation form will be available for participants who wish 

to give feedback to the facilitators. 
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ADDENDA: Recommendations for Ongoing Program Development 

1 . Mentors/Mentees (Preservice and Novice Teachers) 

There is considerable research which suggests that teachers progress 

developmentally from a focus on just surviving in the classroom to more 

advanced stages where they are able to reflect on the impact of their teaching 

for bringing about desired learning outcomes (Caruso, 1977; Feiman

Nemser, 1983; Fuller & Brown, 1975; Glassberg & Sprinthall, 1980; 

Griffin, 1987). Due to developmental and conceptual levels, some 

preservice and novice teachers may not be inclined to fully employ and 

embrace the dimensions of theory and practice set forth in this proposal. 

Additional support may be required for some. Perhaps, a mentor-mentee 

schema can be designed wherein preservice and/or beginning teachers can 

be paired with more experienced practitioners. However, if the status and 

outcome data on African American males in schools across the country are 

any indication of expertise, most of the veteran teachers will be acquiring 

new knowledge and skills right alongside their beginning colleagues. 

2. Site-Based Support 

Guidance from the literature and the RITE Framework suggests that 

continued support after the completion of initial staff development activi~es 

is required if the new and/or improved teaching practices are to be sustained 

over time (Griffin, 1986; Guskey, 1986; Sprinthall, N. & Sprinthall, L., 

1983). While the facilitators will maintain ongoing communication with 

teachers and provide assistance to them as applicable and as requested, it 

may not meet the needs of some participants. Hence, it is recommended 
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that a "facilitator teacher" role be established at the school site level. This 

person could serve as the liaison with the program developer and provide 

assistance to her/his colleagues as they experiment with different strategies 

and attempt to integrate new practices into their classroom learning 

environments. Cogan (1975) claims that easily accessible support is 

essential for the "down times" when teachers experience anxieties or 

occasional failures. A "facilitator teacher" could provide support and 

encourage her/his fellow teachers to persist in their implementation efforts. 

Further, the "facilitator teacher" could arrange for regular collegial sharing 

times when groups of teachers could discuss their ideas, issues, problems, 

and most important, their successes. The sharing times could also be used 

for teachers to begin to write and maintain case libraries which could be 

made available to their colleagues and which could contribute to the growing 

body of case litemture on teaching. 



APPENDIX A: Demographics at Research Sites 

Students 

Category 

Enrollment 

Student Ethnic Breakdown 

Asian 
Pacific Islander 
Filipino 
Hispanic 
African American 
Anglo 
Other 

Socio-Economic Status 

Aid for Dependent Children 
Free or Reduced Lunch 

Teachers 

Assicnment 
Regular 
Specialist 

Male 
Female 

Category 

Teacher Ethnic Breakdown 

Asian 
African-American 
Hispanic 
Anglo 

Name or School· 
Mountain View Rainbow Creek 

K-5 K-5 

930 812 

20% 
1.0% . 
2.2% 

49.8% 
25.3% 
1.2% 
0.0% 

DNA· 
98% 

Mountain View 

36 
6 

2 
40 

4 
4 
5 

29 

29.4% 
4.3% 
.06% 

27.3% 
23.7% 
14.5% 
0.1% 

35.0% 
85% 

Name or School· 
Rainbow Creek 

30 
5 

5 
30 

1 
3 
6 
20 

*School Names are Pseudonyms *Data Not Available 

213 

Sunnyville 

K-5 

837 

9.3% 
3.1% 
4.2% 

45.3% 
30.8% 
7.2% 
1.0% 

70% 
75% 

Sunnyville 

33 
5 

5 
33 

3 
2 
3 

30 
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APPENDIX B: Teacher Profiles (Abridged) 

Name of Teachers· 
Categorl! Rider Zentner Green 

School Mountain View Rainbow Creek Sunnyville 

GIiK£ 4 4 4 

Y cars of Teaching 21 5 5 

Degrees Bachelors Bachelors Bachelors 

Special Certificates Bilingual Education 

GeOOrx Female Female Male 

Ethnicily Anglo Anglo African American 

*Names and titles are Pseudonyms 
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APPENDIX C: Observation Protocol 

Primary Focus: Verbal Interactions between teachers and African American male 

students. 

Secondary Focus: Non-verbal interactions between teachers and African American 

male students. 

Procedure: 

Format: 

Researcher will audio tape and record written account of classroom 

lessons. 

Explanation: 

Field notes - Researcher's description of what appears to be taking 

place/happening. 

ObselVer Conunents - Researcher's impression of particular 

descriptive accounts. 

School: (pseudonym) 

Date: 

Time Period: 

Teacher's Name: (pseudonym) 

Lesson: 

Context: 

African American Male(s): (Pseudonyms) 
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APPENDIX D: Semi-structured Interview Topics 

Note: Questions for each interview were derived from topics. Specific 

wording of questions varied according to idiosyncratic teacher interests, 

issues, and infonnation. 

1. Professional background and teaching experience 

2. Description of this year's class (i.e., to include demographics) 

3. Instruction (Le., "Picture" of instruction in your class) 

4. Curriculum (i.e., "Picture" of fourth grade curriculum) 

5. Goals for this year's students 

6. Teacher-student relationships (Le., Interaction dynamics, general) 

7. Parent involvement 

8. Description of African American males in class 

9. Teacher-student relationships (i.e., Interactions with African American males) 

10. Goals (Le., for African American males) 
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APPENDIX E: Example of Teacher Interview 

School: Mountain View 

Date: April 9, 1994 

Time Period: 2:35 - 3:45 p.m. 

Teacher: Mrs. Rider 

Session: #1 

I: I know you want to get home, so let's get started. Let's start by talking about your 

professional background. 

T: OK, well, I teach fourth grade but I am also certified as a bilingual specialist. 

Actually, I returned to the classroom because the district ran out of funding for my 

specialist position. __ Do you want me to go back farther than that? 

I: Yes, that's fine. Just whatever you'd like to tell me about your background. 

T: OK, it started when I was a little kid and I loved writing on the chalkboard. I never 

liked school because I felt like it didn't meet my needs. I was always the last one to 

understand something. I still remember first grade when the teacher put questions 

on the board and she put the answers in them and I was the only one who didn't get 

it and everybody was laughing and giggling __ because the teacher had given us 

the answers and I still didn't get it. So that's when I first knew that I wanted to be 

a teacher and then I could help kids who don't get it right away. I also thought that 

teaching was a really good profession where I could give a lot and also learn a lot. 

I: Are you from around here __ I mean locally? 

T: Yes, I went to college right here at Mountain View State (name of college is 

pseudony'm). 

I: I'm sorry, go on, I interrupted __ you were saying. 
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T: Yes, well I started out at Blossom Elementary (a pseudonym). I was a teacher's 

aide for three years and to be honest, you learn more being an aide than you do 

going to college. My last year as an aide I was at Blossom and they started a 

program where they were trying to get teachers to go into the inner-city schools. 

So they allowed you to student teach for the teacher you were an aide for. That was 

in 19 __ and I got my degree in 19 __ . I taught first grade at that time. So this is 

my twenty-first year. I did stay home on leave for one year to have a baby. Then I 

went back to Mulberry School (a pseudonym) and taught first grade again. Then I 

left and had my second baby and stayed home for two years that time. After that, I 

went to Midland School (a pseudonym) as a second grade teacher. I taught second 

grade for seven years. During this time the bilingual program started and you could 

get special units if you took Spanish and it would count toward your salary 

increase. So that's how I became a bilingual teacher. 

I: Did you already speak some Spanish? 

T: No - no, so then I transferred to Agave School (a pseudonym) and I was a bilingual 

teacher. I had a first and second combination. I was there for 12 years. After 10 

years teaching there, I became a bilingual specialist for two years and then I came 

here. 

I: What's the difference between a bilingual teacher and a bilingual specialist? 

T: A specialist goes into different classrooms. You don't have your own classroom. 

But a bilingual teacher just means that you speak two languages. Usually you have 

your own classroom and you mayor may not have some students who just speak 

English. 

I: I see. Tell me about this school- Mountain View. 

T: When I came here I knew that I was going to have problems because this is a track 

school and I started at the change of tracks. [Year round schools have attendance 

periods according to the enrollment blocks of students, i.e., "tracks." Some 

students are in attendance while others are on vacation breaks throughout the 
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calendar year.] Well, after track break I was their teacher and their other teacher 

was not here. A lot of time these children will have a lot of changes and turmoil 

that are inside of them __ just building up and they're never resolved because 

everything was OK as long as you had the other teacher. So when I came __ well, 

my big job was doing a lot of team-building with this class, a lot of __ extremely 

__ a lot of working on self-esteem. That's my big job. 

I: Can we stop there? Tell me more about what you mean by "team-building" and 

"self-esteem?" 

T: Yes, well, when I first came to this class these children didn't care about each other 

and they didn't think much of themselves __ I mean personally. So __ because 

these kids _ _ I really believe they can not learn anything until they resolve all of 

their personal feelings toward me, toward themselves, especially, and toward the 

neighborhood and the community. That's really my big job. 

I: Well, tell me more about this group __ I mean this class. 

T: OK, I have three kids who are RSP and that means they are in the Resource 

Specialist Program. I also have one child who goes there just one day a week. 

The rest go for about 30 minutes a day. 

I: So is this like Special Education? 

T: Well, yes and no. It just means that they [Resource Specialists] take children who 

need a lot of extra or special academic attention. They are referred by the classroom 

teacher for special help. So it's not really Special Education. 

I: I see. 

T: Now, I just have to tell you what I did this year. I did visit each of their homes 

during my off-track time. I explained the report card to the parents and I told them 

that I wanted to get to know them. 
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I: That's interesting. Tell me about that process. 

T: It was really great. Some of the children had said that, "Nobody has ever come to 

my home before." Some of their parents __ about three parents wanted to come 

here to the school. They didn't want me to come to their houses. That's OK __ I 

respect their wishes. But for the other children I was able to see the family __ you 

know, the strength of the family or the weakness of it __ depending on where that 

child was in his emotional behavior in school. It really created a bond between all 

of the parents and myself and I know that I can call them anytime I need to and they 

will back me up 100 percent 

I: OK __ you mentioned their strengths and weaknesses, what did you find out? 

T: Well, I tell you it's amazing that some of them are doing __ well, I mean that some 

of them even get to school. In many cases, there is no father or mother __ 

absolutely no real stability. But then again, each of __ they all have someone who 

cares about them and that's what's important __ right now for some of these kids. 

When the kids have someone who cares, then they try harder. Now I tell you I 

gave each child a blank Xeroxed copy of the report card and they had to fill in the 

grades they felt they had earned. Then at the bottom after we went through 

everything on it, in the comment section, they had to write a sentence or two about 

what they were going to do in the future in order to be able to earn those grades __ 

which a lot of them put down A's and B's and these children are below grade level 

in a lot of areas but they know someone cares __ an aunt or maybe a grand parent. 

I: Oh, I see. 

T: Yes, really, there's maybe __ only about five of the 35 who are really at grade 

level. Now some of this is because this is an EO room [i.e., English Only -

instruction is in English, only]. But __ well, some of them would be better off in 

their own primary language. 

I: Don't they all speak English? 
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T: Oh yes, of course, they have been speaking English for a long time __ well many 

of them have __ but they read and comprehend better in their own language. 

I: OK, I see what you mean. 

T: Well __ before __ I just wanted to say that I don't believe in grades. Even though 

I was talking about the report cards. I don't believe in grades. I just want to see 

these kids improve __ even if it's just a little bi:. I want them to be able to look at 

you and say, "I have self-worth and I am an important person." I just want to let 

them be creative. Anyway, so I only put grades on certain papers __ just mainly to 

emphasize creativity and neatness and grammar. 

I: Grammar? 

T: Yes, grammar. I really feel that they should be at a stage by the time they are in 

fourth grade __ they should be able to take a lot more pride in their work. They're 

now doing great on writing paragraphs. I'm a real writing person and I think 

grammar is so important 

I: Well, before we finish for today I wanted to ask you to explain how the students 

are given class assignments. I'm not familiar with your tracking system. 

T: Yes, well __ most of these children go from track-to-track together. They have 

different tracks here. They have A Track __ which is this track. The B Track is 

Bilingual Spanish and the C Track is EXCEL. 

I: So this track is for regular fourth grade studer.ts? 

T: Yes, yes __ and the EXCEL __ so EXCEL ge.s the children who are socially 

gifted, whose behavior and academic skills are above and beyond most kids' and 

they are supposed i.O get a really enriched program in that track. 

I: The term "socially gifted" is new to me, too. 



T: Well, it's a judgment call __ I mean a teacher can see which children will work 

well and benefit the most from an academically enriched program and then she 

recommends them. 

I: OK , this class is a regular fourth grade, Track A. 
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T: Yes __ well, after B and C Tracks, that leaves A Track and D Track __ and so A 

and D are sort of like the hodge-podge of left-overs. 

I: "Left-overs" in what sense'! 

T: Well, to be honest __ this track has the most multivaried cultures. So you see the 

track that I have __ this class __ some of these kids have been together since 

kindergarten and they really need to be broken-up. Their personalities clash too 

much and it's just not good. They really need to be broken-up. 

I: Do you think the personality clashes have something to do with their different 

cultural backgrounds? 

T: Yes __ well, my goodness __ these children come from so many different 

backgrounds. It's incredible. Some of them have drug-addicted family members 

or a brother or sister in jail. And some __ a few __ come from more stable 

homes. All of that __ and that has nothing to do with the different language 

backgrounds. Some of my parents can not speak English. You know __ all of 

this __ I mean the circumstances come to school with the kids. They act out. It's 

not good. In my opinion, it's not good. 

OC: The Teacher seemed a bit annoyed by my last question. 

I: OK, well, why don't we quit for today and we'll pick up here next week. What 

would be a good day for you? 
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It started when I was a little kid and I loved writing on the chalkboard. I never 

liked school because I felt like it didn't meet my needs. I was always the last one to 

understand something. So that's when I first knew that I wanted to be a teacher and then I 

could help all the kids who don't "get it" right away. 

I started out at Blossom Elementary. I was a teacher's aide for about three years, 

and to be honest, you learn more being an aide than you do going to college. My last year 

as an aide they started a program where they were trying to get teachers to go into the inner

city schools. So they allowed you to student teach for the teacher you were an aide for. I 

taught first grade at that time. [Then] I was a bilingual teacher. I had a first and second 

combination [Spanish and English]. So this is my 21st year [of teaching]. 

When I first came to this class these children didn't care about each other and they 

didn't think much of themselves __ I mean personally. I really believe they can not leam 

anything until they resolve all of their personal feelings towards me, towards themselves, 

especially, and towards the neighborhood and the community. That's really my big job. 

Now, I just have to tell you what I did this year. I did visit each of their homes 

during my off-track time [vacation period]. I explained the report cards to the parents and I 

told them that I wanted to get to know them. It was really great Some of the children had 

said, "Nobody has ever come to my home before." Some of their parents wanted to come 

here to school. They didn't want me to come to their houses. That's OK, I respect their 

wishes. But for the other children, I was able to see the family __ you know, the strength 

of the family or the weakness of it .... -It really created a l?ond between all of the parents 

and myself and I know that I can call them anytime I need to, and they will back me up one 

hundred percent. 

Well, I tell you, it's amazing that some of them [students] are doing __ well I 

mean that some of them even get to school. In many cases, there is no father or mother __ 

absolutely no real stability. But then again, they all have someone who cares about them 

and that's important __ right now for most of these kids. 
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I just wanted to say that I don't believe in grades. I just want to see these kids 

improve - even if it's just a little bit. I want them to be able to look at you and say, "I 

have self-worth and I am an important person." Anyway, so I only put grades on certain 

papers __ just mainly to emphasize creativity and neatness and grammar. I really feel that 

they should be at a stage by the time they are in fourth grade __ they should be able to take 

more pride in their work. I'm a real writing person and I think grammar is so important. 

Really, there's maybe __ only about five ofthe 35 [students] who are really at grade level. 

Most of these children go from track-to-track together. They have A Track __ 

which is this track. [Our class is in this track.] The B Track is Bilingual Spanish and the C 

Track is EXCEL [an exceIIerated curriculum and instructional program]. WeII, that leaves 

A Track and D Track __ and so A and D are sort of like the hodgepodge of leftovers .... 

Some of these kids have been together since kindergarten and they really need to be 

broken-up. Their personalities clash too much and it's just not good. These children 

come from so many different backgrounds. It's incredible. Some of them have drug

addicted family members or a brother or sister in jail. And some __ a few _ _ come from 

more stable homes. Some of my parents can not speak English. All of this _ _ I mean the 

circumstances - come to school with the kids. They act out. It's not good. In my 

opinion it's not good. 

I do a lot of cooperative learning. That's my big thing. Cooperative learning really 

helps me to meet all of their needs. Individually, when I am doing a lot of cooperative 

things, I will sit down with each child and go over what they have done and help them in 

that way. So it's a lot more individualized in here [the classroom] than it really is 

grouping. I do a lot of hands-on things to get them going. It's surprising __ a lot of the 

kids do weII on their own. They just need help with grammar. I get a lot of run-on 

sentences. They [the sentences] just go on and on and on. That is typical of children with 

under developed language backgrounds. Well, you kn\>w, many of them just don't speak 

correctly because they haven't had good language models in their homes. 

I have really thrown out the books. I'm not a book person. I will use the books as 

far as for references, but I will not teach lessons out of the book. So social studies is a big 

hunk of our curriculum. For math, they [the school and district administrators] want us to 

cover multiplication, division, fractions, decimals and things like that. I take them where 

they are, I work with therr. up to where they are supposed to be __ well, as much as I can. 

We keep trying. Now language arts to me is to develop a love for reading, to enjoy 
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writing, to be able to express yourself __ that's my big thrust. For spelling, I have the 

kids choose words from our social studies unit that they would like to learn how to spell . 

. . . I do not pull the words out of the book. I say, "Which of these words do you feel 

you would be comfortable with on our spelling list?" 

Actually, this is my fIrst year at fourth grade self-contained and they [the students] 

tried to pull everything over on me. Oh, it was hell at fIrst. I have a discipline sheet and 

each child has one. When a person gets their name on the board with a check, they have to 

fIll out a whole line and on the line they have to sign their name, put the date, put down 

what they did, the rule they broke next to that, and they have to put down what they are 

going to do to improve. And I tell you __ I really can see some of the things that they are 

doing by using that process. There will be like a sequence of the same things sometimes 

for the same people. 

Now, I get along with all of them very well. I don't have any kids I do not like. 

There's a few I'd like to hang by the seat of their pants, but that's because they were trying 

to see what they could get away with. But as soon as I really got a "fIx" on them, well, 

everything changed for the better. 

You know, we do an activity everyday called "I'm a Friendly, Smart Kid." I had 

all the kids write their names on a little piece of paper and we folded them up and put them 

in a box. Then everyday we would draw one name and they would write a letter to that 

person telling them how friendly and smart that other person was. I found out that in 

fourth grade their interactions with their peers are a lot more important than their 

interactions with their teacher. They __ say for example __ [in their letter] they may tell 

the person all of the things that they are going to do for th~m so that they can become 

friends, or better friends, or maybe make-up, if they've had a disagreement. 

I have a different schedule everyday and it tells exactly what we're going to do. 

Everybody knows this and they really feel good about that. They're the type of children 

who need to know what to expect __ no surprises. Today I had a surprise because I 

forgot about library and they [the students] fell apart. Even though they are fourth graders, 

they can't handle any surprises. Also, in my lessons it's hands-on and everyone must be 

involved. Usually, I will ask questions. I have a little question box and I have all of their 

names and numbers in it and all I have to do is pull the name out as I am going along in the 

lesson. So, I ask a question and they will think about it, then share their ideas at their 

table, then I pull a name out of my box. So that way, all of them are involved. So in my 

classroom, it's involved, involved, involved. They can't handle more than one thing at a 
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time. I can not have anything that is ambiguous in any lesson. My activities must really 

"cut to the quick." You can't give these children a broad thing or a concept and expect 

them to understand. I have to be very specific. So I try to work backwards. I start with 

something they know and then I take that and then build into what our new learning will be 

about. Most of them do "get it" as long as I present it step-by-step-by-step. 

I have four African American males in here. One of them, Maurice, is hardly ever 

here. Now Kinte is another one __ he's very interesting. I went to his father's art shop _ 

_ which is right across the street from the school. They have lessons every Saturday and 

it's all on African heritage and it was really very interesting to talk with his father. Well, 

he's [Kinte's father] very well-educated and he wears dreadlocks on his hair. Kinte and all 

of the other members of his family have African names. Now the other Black students and 

the other kids, too, are in awe of Kinte, in a sense. He wears dreadlocks, too. Kinte 

knows a lot about his African background and he has developed this pride in his culture to 

the point where the other kids really think he's special. When I went to their little shop his 

father had a big map of Africa and they went through all of the different countries and some 

of the kids who were there that day were actually named after some of those African 

countries. It was fascinating. 

One day one of my boys went over to Kinte and called him a "nigger," and I heard 

it. Kinte said, "Mrs. Rider I don't know what this word means. Will you tell me what it 

is?" Now come on, this child was raised here in America I couldn't believe he didn't 

know what that word meant. Anyway I asked the other young man why he called Kinte a 

nigger. His answer was, "Because his skin is darker than mine." I promptly walked him 

[the name caller] over to the phone and I had him call his mother and tell his mother what 

he had called Kinte. His mother told him to write __ I don't know, however many times, 

"I will not call anybody names." All I could think about was someone going home with 

that word and then having a bunch of parents call me about it. That was the end of it. I 

believe the less said, the better. We went back to our work. Now I will say that these kids 

- except for Kinte - don't realize about their culture They don't know about their 

heritage as Black Americans. Now what I've been doing since that incident is sometimes I 

will put my arm up against theirs and say, "See, we all come in different colors, but that 

doesn't matter. We're all the same." 

Jamal, he's really neat. I call him my lawyer. :-Ie has a gift for reasoning. You 

can't help but really care for this child. He's just a sweetheart of a kid. Now __ his only 

problem is that he has to get the last word in. See, that's the lawyer in him. But Maurice, 
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he goes to RSP [the Resource Specialist Program]. He needs a lot of extra help which is 

"saving his bacon" ... .If we didn't have him in RSP, there's just no way this child could 

make it [in school]. He has a real bad home life. His mother was shot and killed when he 

was in kindergarten and it devastated the family. It devastated the father to the point where 

he could not even function as a parent. So now this child is being raised by his aunt. ... I 

understand that his father is coming back into the picture and taking more responsibility for 

his son and this child is beginning to come along. He tries. He really tries to do the work. 

You know when we were doing Mother's Day cards he was in tears but he did write his 

mother a note and then I told him we would put it in a balloon and send it up to heaven for 

her. 

Steven has a very nice mom, too. She is raising him by herself and they have no 

idea where the father is. But again he has a problem getting to school sometimes and he 

misses a lot of instruction and there are a lot of gaps in his learning. His biggest problem is 

that he talks too much when he is here. It's a shame. So I really had to fight with his mom 

on getting him to school and a lot of it was because the mother thought I was soft or 

whatever. Well, you know __ they [the parents] don', realize that they are hurting their 

kids. I got on the phone to his mother and I said, "Steven needs to get here and get here 

everyday." Now, he's turning around. 

Father's Day celebration results in a lot of problems because a lot of these kids do 

not have their father in the home. And some of them may not know who their fathers are 

or where they are. Now __ I tell you, I think it's spreading [behavior problems with other 

students] - not just the Blacks. I see this in Hispanics and in the Cambodians. The 

Cambodians seem to be imitating the Blacks more than any other group. Cambodian boys 

try to be tough like the Black boys and they would rather have Blacks as their friends. 

They [Black boys] tend to be a lot more aggressive than the other children and some 

of them are very pushy. Either that or they are very "laid back." That's it. They're "either 

- or" They're pushy and demanding or they just kind of melt into the background. Black 

males don't believe in themselves. They don't try that much, well_ _ and you really have 

to get into their face and you have to almost __ "speak their language" to get them to do 

their work and to behave themselves. When there's a problem I found out that if I look 

them straight in the eye, let them know that I care __ well then I don't have problems. I 

think that really __ they just put up an over aggressive front. It's like this is their wall and 

they put it up to protect themselves. They don't want to get emotional with the teacher. 

They don't like for the teacher to see them express their feelings. Hispanic males are the 
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same. But when they [Hispanic males] really see that you're sincere and that you really care 

about them, they usually drop that guard after a while and then you can really get to them. 

Well, for Black males, it takes longer to connect. For the Black boys you really have to 

push them. 

I have to call their [Black males '] parents more and tell their parents, "I believe in 

your child and you need to believe in your child too, and these are some of the things that 

we need to work on together." I feel that the parent is a very important support structure 

for the school. Building up their self-esteem is so important. I tell the parents that we have 

to let them [their children] know that they are unique and special and that everyone has a 

gift to give the world. You just have to find it and hold on to it. 

Black parents will often say, "I'll take care of it. Just let me know if so-and-so 

causes you anymore trouble." It's sort of a bully approach that they try to __ well, they 

use it with the teacher. Some of them [African American parents] try to come on to you as 

if they are trying to intimidate the teacher __ which I think society has made them do this. 

I wish I could change their home life. I really do. But this is our world. The 

whole world is getting that way. It's not just Black males. Now I read somewhere - I 

don't know how true it is __ but this journal article said that a lot of Black females are not 

getting married and having families because most of the Black males are in jail. 

My youngest son saw the movie, Boys in the Hood. and he said, "Mom, you 

really have to see this movie." It [the movie] was fascinating because everyone perceives a 

Black American male as a troublemaker and I think that's so wrong and it's unfair, but after 

a while, they [Black males] believe that So the movie was a lot about labeling and 

perceptions about Black males. It's a shame. According to the movie, Black males believe 

that they are stopped by the police just because they are Black. Isn't that incredible. It's 

such an unfair portrayal of policemen .... Certainly, every time a policeman stops a 

person, it's not about his color. I know several policemen, personally, and they're 

ordinary nice people. I think it's a shame that they [policemen] are looked at that way in 

the Black community. It's a shame. 

Well, the Blacks are sort of getting glossed over __ or lost along the way and so 

we know that these children don't have as much cultural pride as some of the children from 

other cultures. You know for some of our Black kids __ well, their mothers and fathers 

just seem to come and go in and out of their lives and sometimes the only stability the 

children have is with their grandparents. Too many Black children have been turned over 

10 the grandparents who are a lot older now and who really don't have the energy to do 
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this. I mean they have already raised their kids. Well, take Jamal for example. He is a 

handful. It's just not right for his grandfather to have to raise him. So, I guess for me __ 

when I look at Black males I see their home life as being to a complete disadvantage for 

them. Every single Black male in here has a broken family. Kinte has a mother figure in 

the house __ but that's really his father's girlfriend and she has been helping to raise 

Kinte. 

I worry about these children. I want them to believe in themselves and to know that 

if anything is going to be done to make things better, it has to come from them. It's not 

going to be the responsibility of anybody else. If they want to succeed it comes from 

within and they have to believe that they are worthy and that they are going to make it in 

this world __ and that's why I keep pushing them. 



APPENDIX G: Examples of Categorized Interview Analyses 

Name of Teacher 
Level To(!ics Rider Zentner 

1 Categorical I "Well, I teach fourth grade, "I have three RSP that means 
Demographic but I'm also a certified they are in the Resource Specialist 
Information bilingual specialist" Program." 

2 
A Literature on "Now, I read somewhere _ "Why not let Black boys develop 

African American _ I don't know how true it is that camaraderie and sense of self 
Males __ but this journal article that they [some researchers] say is 

said that a lot of Black so important for them." 
females are not getting 
married and having families 
because most of the Black 
males are in jail." 

B Pervasive Subject "Some of them have drug- "Well, some of them [parents], 
Across Teachers· addicted family members or you can just say what's on your 
Students' Parents a brother or sister in jail." mind __ but others __ it's like 
and Family Life 
(One of Two 

you're walking on egg shells." 

Identified 
Subjects) 

Green 

"As far as the other 
assessments, we do have a 
critical thinking test that we 
give them in fourth grade; 
otherwise it's the MAT 
(Metropolitan Achievement 
Test) scores." 

"It's [instant gratification] a 
problem for all kids, but I 
think it's more serious for 
Black boys. And I think 
I'm right __ just look at the 
studies and their criminal 
records as compared with 
other groups." 

"I think the parents should 
send them __ well, I mean 
the child should come to 
school every day with the 
parent's expectations on 
their back. " 

tv 
W o 



APPENDIX G: Exam 

Level 

C 

Topics 

Contradictory 
Statements of the 
Same Genre 

"It [home visits] really 
created a bond between all 
of the parents and myself 
and I know that I can call 
them anytime I need to and 
they will back me up one 
hundred percent." 

"Some of the [African 
American parents] try to 
come on to you as if they are 
trying to intimidate the 
teacher which I think 
society has made them do 
thi " s. 

"Well, I should tell you that I do 
concentrate heavily when certain 
holidays come around for the 
different ethnic groups I have in 
here. I think it's so important. So 
if I have a lot of students from a 
particular culture and a particular 
holiday pertains to them __ well I 
spend a lot of time on that." 

"You probably noticed that some 
of the Asian children don't talk 
much in class. I went through this 
last year too. You have to get in 
their face, practically, and try to get 
them to talk to you .... After all, I 
mean they have to be able to talk in 
English. This is an American 
school and English is spoken here. 
They just have to get over this 
shyness." 

"See, I'm looking at the 
students who are in front of 
me. See, academically, 
these children are low. I 
know that if I don't give 
them enough explanations or 
if I go through the lesson 
too fast they are not going 
to get it." 

"These kids are smart. They 
are not dumb. They are 
shrewd and very clever. So 
you see __ that tells me that 
they have the capability of 
coming up with solutions 
and figuring out just about 
anything I give them." 

N 
~ ..... 



APPENDIX G Examples of Categorized!!!terview Analyses--Continued 
Name of Teacher 

Level Topics Rider Zentner Green 
D Theoretical "Well, the Blacks are sort of "Well, it's not rnrel coUld put him "Yes, parents also nave to 

E 

F 

Assumptions getting glossed over __ or [Petey] at any true grade level. But support their kids in the 
Related to lost along the way and so for him, being able to follow a list, achievement of the 
Schooling we know that these children and as I said, or even going home educational goals in every 

Teacher-Specific 
Themes 
(S or more 
instances of topic 
in data) 

Pedagogical 
Practices and 
Principles I 
Personal Beliefs 

don't have as much cultural and getting used to sitting for ten way. In order for that child 
pride as some of the children minutes straight on a timer is some to grab on and hold those 
from other cultures." kind of progress towards an goals dear, you have to 

eventual goal of being able to settle nurture them. Parents have 
down so he can learn." to push school __ I mean _ 

_ then the child will want to 

Self-Esteem 
"I just want to see these kids 
improve __ even if it's just 
a little bit. I want them to be 
able to look at you and say, 
'I have self-worth and I'm 
an important person.' " 

"I really feel that they should 
be at a stage by the time they 
are in fourth grade __ they 
should be able to take more 
pride in their work ... I'm 
a real writing person and I 
think grammar is so 
important" 

Literacy I Language 
Development 
"If English is your primary 
language all along, you should be 
at a dam different point than 
somebody whose primary 
language is Cambodian and who 
only speaks Cambodian 106 hours 
of the day." 

"Unless I really need to, I usually 
don't bother contacting the parents. 
I figure they are very busy just like 
the rest of us." 

see them [educational goals] 
come true." 

Value of Education 
"And it really bothers me. It 
shouldn't be them [African 
American males] that I am 
having to convince of the 
value of a good education." 

"Well, in the case of African 
American boys, if you are 
the teacher you'd better be 
sure that you are in charge 
because if you're not, 
they're going to run allover 
you." 

.-- Some passages are appIicaoleto more than one category. IV 
VJ 
IV 



233 

APPENDIX H: Observation Analysis 
Level la Sensitizing Concepts 

1. Admonishing 

2. Affmning (declaring positively, up-holding) 

3. Answering student question 

4. Appointing (identifying student by name/table) 

5. Appreciating (thinking/feeling favorably about) 

6. Awarding (giving, based on merit) 

7. Conftrnling (approving of, verifying) 

8. Conveying significance 

9. Correcting 

10. Criticizing (finding fault) 

11. Cueing (signaling that something is about to happen) 

12. Eliciting recall 

13. Encouraging 

14. Establishing set ("setting the stage," inttoductory focusing) 

15. Extinguishing (putting an end to) 

16. Giving ambiguous directions 

17. Giving an opinion 

18. Giving a conditional warning/prompt 

19. Giving direct directions 

20. Giving direct warning 

21. Giving indirect directions 

22. Giving indirect warning 

23. Giving infonnation (categorical) 

24. Giving negative directions (telling students what r.ot to do) 

25. Illustrating (giving an example) 

26. Imposing punishmer.t/negative sanctions 

27. Interrupting student \1lk/actions 

28. Justifying (giving "gIJod" reason for) 

29. Paraphrasing 
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APPENDIX H: Observation Analysis 
Level la Sensitizing Concepts--Continued 

30. Pointing out appropriate behaviors/models 

31. Praising 

32. Presenting/stating lesson content (academic talk) 

33. Probing (exploring for greater depth) 

34. Questioning as prompt (urging further action/talk) 

35. Questioning for response 

36. Questioning for understanding/clarification 

37. Questioning rhetorically (no answer expected) 

38. Re-directing 

39. Re-explaining/clarifying 

40. Reiterating (repeating, repeatedly) 

41. Reminding 

42. Repeating statement 

43. Responding (to student initiated behavior/talk) 

44. Restating and extending statement/concept 

45. Sanctioning discipline (implemented by others) 

46. Setting temporal guidelines 

47. Suggesting an explanation for the existence of phenomena 

48. Suggesting (assuming) another's beliefs 

49. Suggesting (assuming) another's knowledge 

50. Suggesting (assuming) another's lack of knowledge 

51. Suggesting (assuming) another's values 

52. Suggesting (assuming) the nature of another's experience 

53. Threatening 

54. Using humor 

55. Using sarcasm (ridiculing, taunting) 



Appendix I: 

CATEGORY 
CODE 

I 

II 

Observation Analysis 
Level Ib Definitive Concepts 

TEACHER BEHAVIORS 

Behaviors Which Iphibited Stu dept Ipitiatiops 

15 Extinguishing 

16 Giving arnbiguous directions 

18 Giving conditional warning/prompt 

20 Giving direct warning 

22 Giving indirect waming 

27 Interrupting student talkIactions 

38 Re-directing 

Didactic Behaviors ("teachip~ as tellipe") 

8 Conveying significance 

16 Giving ambiguous directions 

19 Giving direct directions 

21 Giving indirect directions 

23 Giving infonnation (categorical) 

25 Illustrating 

28 Justifying (giving "good" reason for) 

29 Paraphrasing 

32 Presenting/stating lesson content (academic talk) 

III Doematic Behaviors (opiniopated assertiops) 

17 Giving an opinion 

47 Suggesting (assuming) an explanation for the existence of 

phenomena 

48 Suggesting (assuming) another's beliefs 

49 Suggesting (assuming) another's knowledge 

50 Suggesting (assuming) another's lack of knowledge 

51 Suggesting (assuming) another's values 

52 Suggesting (assuming) the D:1ture of another's experience 
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Appendix I: Observation Analysis 
Level Ib Definitive Concepts--Continued 

CATEGORY 

IV Group Alertine Behaviors 

V 

4 Appointing (identifying students by name/table/group) 

11 Cueing (signaling that something is about to happen) 

12 Eliciting recall 

14 Establishing set ("setting the stage," introductory focusing) 

34 Questioning as prompt (urging further talk/interaction) 

41 Reminding 

46 Setting temporal guidelines 

Non-Confirmjne Behaviors 

1 Admonishing 

10 Criticizing (finding fault) 

20 Giving direct warning 

22 Giving indirect warning 

24 Giving negative directions (telling students what not to do) 

26 Imposing punishment/negative sanctions 

45 Sanctioning discipline (implemented by others) 

53 Threatening 

55 Using sarcasm (ridiculing, taunting) 

VI Positive Behavjors 

2 Affirming (declaring positively, up-holding) 

5 Appreciating (thinking/feeling favorably about) 

6 Awarding (giving, based on merit) 

7 Confinning (approving of, verifying) 

13 Encouraging 

30 Pointing-out appropriate behavior models 

31 Praising 

54 Using humor 
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CATEGORY 
CODE 

Observation Analysis 
Level Ib Definitive Concepts--Continued 

VII Questionjnl Behavjors 

33 Probing(exploring for greater depth) 

34 Questioning as prompt (urging further action/talk) 

35 Questioning for response 

36 Questioning for understanding/clarification 

37 Questioning, rhetorically (no answer expected) 

VIII Refocusjnl Behavjors 

38 Re-directing 

39 Re-explaining 

40 Reiterating (repeating, repeatedly) 

41 Reminding 

42 Repeating statement 

44 Re-stating and extending statement/concept 
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I X Recjprocatjnl Behaviors (durinl equivocal jntercbaole) 

3 Answering student question 

9 Correcting 

43 Responding to student-initiated behavior/talk 
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The Research in Teacher Education (RITE) Framework 

for Professional Development 

The RITE program was developed at the University of Texas, Austin under the 

direction of Dr. Gary A. Griffin (Hoffman & Edwards, 1986). It is based on the findings 

of three comprehensive investigations of the clinical components of teacher education at the 

preservice, induction, and inservice levels. The findings of the three studies were 

integrated in terms of their implications for effective clinical practices (Hoffman & 

Edwards, 1986). 

Defining Property: The program is defined by its relations with a school 

context (Griffin, 1986, p. 7). According to Griffin (1986), the "real-life contexts and the 

people in them give form and substance to clinical teacher education" (p. 7). Griffin's 

explains, "The teacher-context relationship is seen as a means by which the teacher learns 

about, from, in, and how to act upon the context" (p. 8). Schools and classrooms are the 

sites where clinical teacher education takes place. 

Features: 

1. The program is context-sensitive. Context as used in the RITE 

framework refers to cognizance of and attention to analyzing and interpreting the 

information provided by the environment. Griffin (1986) contends, "the teacher

context relationship suggested here is directed toward the teacher's understanding 

and acting upon situations in which teaching and learning occur" (p. 9). 

2. The program is purposeful and articulated. It is important for teachers 

to know what is expected and what the purposes of the program are. In Griffin's 
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words, "The RITE clinical teacher education framework requires that teacher 

education programs have explicit purposes, whether they be specific or general, and 

that these purposes be clearly articulated and widely understood" (p. 12). 

3. The program is participative and collaborative. Collaboration 

discourages practices and mind-sets associated with a "we-they" dichotomy. 

"Collaboration is related to ownership," states Griffm (p. 12). Ward (1986), one 

of the developers of the RITE project, cautions, "The RITE clinical teacher 

education framework views teachers as people to be worked with rather than as 

people to be worked on" (p. 73). 

4. The program is knowledge-based. Professional teacher development 

should include much of what we already know about effective teaching practices. 

However, as noted by Ward (1986), the knowledge base must extend beyond the 

process-product paradigm. Griffin (1986) defines what is meant by knowledge

based professional development as it applies to the RITE framework. 

Knowledge means more than a set of discrete facts, lists, prescriptions, 

'fmdings'. Knowledge here means a coherent set of such facts and other 

information that together allow us to make judgments, come to informed 

decisions, suggest desirable practices, and ask important questions. This 

knowledge is codified, is connected in its particulars, and is the resting 

place of concepts and constructs that make sense (p. 14). 

S. The program is ongoing. Typically, one-shot workshops have little 

effect on teaching practices. "The RITE framework requires that there be a strand 

of intention and activity that, over time and with concerted effort, guides a set of 

cumulative experiences aimed toward an articulated purpose" (Griffin, p. 17). 

6. The program is developmental. According to the RITE framework, 

developmental suggests an orderly progression toward advanced professional 
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status. Griffin (1986) submits that there are not only different stages of 

professional growth in teaching, there are also qualitative differences within these 

stages. 

7. The program is analytic and reflective. Teachers alone and together 

need time to reflect upon their teaching experiences and interactions with their 

students. Griffin (1986) points out that an effective clinical teacher education 

program should include opportunities for teachers to think about whatthey do in 

relation to their teaching. 

Summary: 

The RITE framework can not be implemented by administrative mandate. The 

RITE program supports the notion of the centrality of the teacher in the schooling process. 

Ziechner (1986) cautions, "The critical attributes of the RITE framework for clinical 

education of teachers are also critical ingredients in the process of its implementation" (p. 

106). Ultimately, this comprehensive program has the potential to change the way 

professional development is traditionally conceptualized and practiced. 
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Context: Joe, a sophomore at the local university, drives an express mail delivery truck. 

Joe missed his original appoinbnent to meet with Dr. Maxwell, the head of the Financial 

Aid for Minority Students Office, so he reschedued for this afternoon. Last night Joe 

worked the "swing" shift, overslept, and now he is late for his appointment with 

Dr. Maxwell. Joe notices that the door is open as he approaches the office and he 

hurriedly walks in. 

Joe: Yo, Doc! W-h-a-t it is my man! 

Dr. M. (Looks up at Joe over the rim of his "Granny" glasses.) Hello Joe. Please __ 

sit down. What can I do for you? 

Joe: Well __ like - you see Doc, last Friday the eagle flew, so I took my h-o-g on 

down the boo-Iee-vard. You see, my man. Well, me and my bro', Mr. Sweat _ 

_ now we slid on down, but the hawk kept doing us a job __ you understand, 

my man. See __ so me and Sweat decided to slip him, you understand. I mean 

we jammed. Next thing I know, I'm in the pigpen. You know what I'm 

saying? The p-i-g-p-e-n, for no reason. Anyway, that's how come I was 

slipping and missing and didn't get the sheets [financial aid application fOnDS] to 

you, my brothef. 

Dr. M: I see. Well, the deadline has passed and we have more applicants than we have 

money. Do you have a job? 

Joe: Say __ Iook-a-here, my man. I'm digging a part-time thing, but I can't hardly 

get over on that. 
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Dr. M: Well, I don't know what to tell you. Perhaps, you can submit your paperwork 

and get on the waiting list. 

Joe: That's cool __ but you see, my man, no cash - no class. I'm down with 

whatever you can do for me, my brother. 

Dr. M: We'll let you know if any funds become available. Now, if you'll excuse me, I 

have another appointment. 

Joe: All right brother. Thank you, my man. Later. (Joe leaves.) 

(Mr. Blakely's office is directly across the hall from Dr. Maxwell's. Mr. B's door was 

open and he overheard Dr. M's conversation with Joe. Mr. B walks over to Dr. M's 

office.) 

Mr.B: 

Dr.M: 

Mr.B: 

Dr.M: 

Say, what was that all about? 

I just wish to goodness they'd speak English. 

Can you believe it? It's incredible. 

I know. I can't understand how they get admitted in the frrst place. Damned 

affIrmative action! 

Mr. B: "Yo!" "Yo!" 

(The two men laugh and Mr. B. returns to his office.) 
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The format and scenario for the written presentation of this 

assignment are up to you. The guidelines below may assist you in 

compiling data suitable for our analyses. 

1. Observe a lesson in a regular classroom. (It may be useful to get 

a list of students' names and a seating chart from the teacher before 

you visit.) 

2. Record as much as you can about what is going on, i.e., your 

general impressions. You might want to audio tape the lesson and 

use it to fill in the gaps or to recall things that you may have missed 

in your notes. 

3. Reconstruct the lesson in written form, i.e., transcribe it. 

4. Re-read your written account and select one student for this 

analysis. Select a child whose race and/or ethnicity is different from 

yours. 

5. Re-read the case. Now prepare to write, i.e., think aboutlreflect 

on, your case. Try to capture what the lesson was like for this child 

and this teacher. What did each experience? Where there any 

criticallkey events that caught your attention in the lesson? How did 

this child relate to the teacher's instruction/management style? Did 

the lesson raise any questions in your mind that were left 

unanswered, e.g., pedagogical, interpersonal, theoretical, etc.? Did 

the student's ethnicity/race affect his/her experience of the lesson? 

Put yourself in the teacher's shoes, how would you have carried out 

this lesson? 

6. Now, write your case. 



"STEP·BY ·STEP·BY ·STEP" 
Submitted by 
Mendi Weaver 

I am doing my administrative internship at Mountain View Elementary School. 
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Last week one of our teachers, Mrs. Rider, was telling me about how hard it is to teach 

some arithmetic skills to her students. She said that she has to do every thing step-by-step

by-step with her children. The students are having trouble learning how to do two-digit 

multiplication exercises and she asked if I had any suggestions. I told her that I was taking 

this class and I described our mid-tenn assignment to her. I said that I would like to come 

in and observe her teach a lesson and then we could sit down and talk about it and at the 

same time I would be able to collect data for my case assignment 

I taped the lesson so that we could actually re-visit certain parts of it as needed for 

our critique. Anyway, here is just a part of what happened when I observed a math lesson 

on Wednesday morning and a summary of our follow-up conversation. 

Observation Transcript: 
NOTE: The teacher has just asked Lyle to help her with a multiplication exercise 

on the chalkboard. Lyle said that 6 x 8 was 48. Then Mrs. R asked him what they 

should do about it. So what you are reading is exactly what happened. 

Example on chalkboard: 18 

~ 

Lyle: Put down the 8 and carry the 4 (i.e., the 6 in the multiplier times the 8 in 

the multiplicand equals 48). 

T: That's correct. What's the next step, Lyle? 

Lyle: You take the 6 and the 1. 

T: You multiply the 6 times the 1. 

Lyle: Yeah, yeah. 

T: OK, Lyle, you get to pick someone else to do the next step. 



Lyle: 

T: 

Jesus: 

T: 

Jesus: 

T: 

Beth: 

Jesus: 

OK, Jesus, what do we do next? 

6 x 1 is 6. 

A-n-d? 

You put the one. 

N-o, think about, Jesus. 

No, can I help him? 
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T: OK, Jesus, pick someone to come up to the chalkboard and help you. 

(Jesus iooks around room for a person to calIon.) 

Steven: Jesus, pick me, pick me. (Steven was standing up, waving his right 

arm as he was calling to Jesus.) 

T: All right - class, please don't yell out. Don't say anything. Let me help 

him with this. All these people are saying things to him and he's getting 

confused. OK __ all right, we've established that 6 x 8 is 48. We put 

down the 8 and we carry the 4. (T writes the 8 in the product and the 4 

above the 1 in the multiplicand.) Then we multiplied 6 x 1 to get 6 __ 

but we still didn't do anything with the 4 that we carried. So now, 

Jesus, think about it - what do we do next? 

Jesus: Do we times (i.e., meaning multiply) it? 

Steven: No, can I do it? 

T: OK, Steven, help him out, what do we do? 

Steven: You plus the 6 and the 4. 

T: Good. Now, how much is that? 

Steven: 24. (Steven multiplied 6 x 4 instead of adding 6 + 4.) 

T: Come on now, Steven. You just told us that we add the 6 and the 4. 

Think - use your head. Six plus four is not 24. 

Steven: I said 6 times 4 __ I mean __ and then the 10. 

T: All right, Steven, what are you talking about? 

Steven: I mean __ we times (meaning multiply) the 6 and ... 

T: Never mind, Steven. (T writes the 10 to the left of the 8 in the flrst line 

of the product.) OK, let's have Brad. 

Steven: No, I'm not finished. Wait a minut'!. I got it. I got it. 

T: No, you had your tum. Now let's have Brad. 

Steven: Miss Rider, Miss Rider, don't I suppose to pick somebody? 
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T: No, you had enough time on your turn, Steven. Let's have someone 

else. 

Steven: 

T: 

Steven: 

T: 

Brad: 

T: 
Jenny: 

T: 

Jenny: 

T: 
Martha: 

T: 

Well, can I pick somebody? 

OK, Steven, calion someone quickly. Let's not waste time. 

Brad. 

OK, Brad. Brad what is the next step, please? 

Put down the 4 and carry the 2. 

Good for you Brad - very good. OK - Jenny. 

You bring down the five. 

Good, Jenny. OK - now let's finish this problem. (T enters the 5 to 

the left of the 4 in the tens column in second row of the sub-product, 

then she draws line and puts a plus sign to the left of the 54.) All right. 

Jennifer, call on someone. 

Martha. 

Martha, what do we do now? 

Add? (She said "add" very hesitantly.) 

Right. OK, come on up here and add this, Martha. (Martha goes up to 

the chalkboard and does the addition correctly.) 

Post-ObselVation Conyersation: 

We sat down after school and I shared my observations with the teacher. First, we 

talked about the lesson. I told Mrs. Rider that one thing I noticed was that all of the kids 

kept calling out and talking out of turn and that it was hard for the others to concentrate on 

what she was trying to teach. I recommended having several children come up to the 

chalkboard and letting each child do a complete exercise rather than having each person just 

do one step of a problem. I think that's part of the problem. Some of them get lost 

because of all of the different kids coming and going up to the chalkboard to work on the 

same problem. It's confusing. 

Mrs. Rider said that would take too much time. She said the children can't handle a 

lot of things at one time - like a bunch of them doing problems on the chalkboard at the 

same time. According to Mrs. Rider, you can't have anything ambiguous. Their activities 

really have to "cut to the quick." She said she has to be very specific with whatever they 

are doing, so it's easier to just do it with the whole class when she has everyone's 

attention. I also told her that the children were very focused on the process skills of 



multiplication and I wondered if they really understood what all the steps meant. Mrs. 

Rider said that a lot of them still do not know their multiplication tables and that they get 

mixed-up sometimes by adding when they should be multiplying or vice-versa. 
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So then I suggested that she break the problems down for the students and maybe 

that would eliminate some of the confusion. I showed her what I meant. 

Example: 18 

x3.6 
48 6 x 8 =48 

60 6x1O=6O 

240 30 x 8 = 240 

±3.00 30 x 10 = 300 

Mrs. Rider thought that this was a good idea and said she would try it. 

Then we talked about Steven, the African American male that I selected for my class 

assignment. Mrs. Rider told me that Steven was being raised by his mother. She said he 

has a real nice mom but that they have no idea where the father is. She said that he misses 

a lot of school and that there are a lot of gaps in his learning. Mrs. Rider told me that she 

had to get on the phone to his mother and tell her that Steven was absent from school too 

much. Anyway, she said his biggest problem is that he talks too much. 

He did talk out-of-turn during the observation and he was standing up during most 

of the lesson. He got mixed up once but otherwise, he seemed to understand everything. 

Mrs. Rider said that's what she meant by saying that her kids can't have anything 

ambiguous because they get confused and mixed-up easily. 

She asked if I had any thoughts about how to help Steven. I recommended some 

sort of contingency management or behavior modification plan. Perhaps she could give 

Steven some tokens and tell him that each time he talks out-of-tum, she will take one away. 

His goal might be to accumulate a certain number of tokens by the end of the week for 

some kind of reward or special privilege. Mrs. Rider said a week might be too long for 

him. Again, she reminded me that she really has to do things concretely and in small steps. 

She said a daily token system might work because then he could be rewarded for his little 

successes. As his teacher, she probably knows what's best for him. I thanked her for 

allowing me to visit. She really seemed to appreciate my ideas. In summary, I think I 

would say that I observed a typical lesson, not unlike the other lessons in classrooms 
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throughout our school. As for Steven, he seemed to experience the lesson just about like 

all of the other kids. If they can reduce the number of times he talks-out-of-tum in the 

lessons and if Steven continues to come to school regularly, everything will work out. It 

did take a long time for the class to get through the multiplication exercise and when it was 

over, I'm not sure that most of them understood what the teacher was trying to get across. 

Finally, I would like to note that on one thing we, Mrs. Rider and I, did agree - you really 

do have to go step-by-step-by-step with her class. 
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Setting: Like most beginning teachers, Josh Greenbaum was an eager, caring, and 

dedicated kindergarten teacher. In fact, one of his outstanding strengths was his 

willingness to always give a child the "benefit of the doubt," that is, up to a point. Here's 

what happened one day when Josh was reading a story to his P.S. #2(1) kindergartners: 

Context: The class was seated in a circle on the floor. Everyone was very quiet and 

seated on the rug with their hands in their laps, that is, everyone except Leon. Mr. 

Greenbaum started to read the classic children's story, Caps for Sale by ~ 

Slobodkina (1940). 

Mr.G: "One day a peddler who sold caps became very tired after walking through 

the town all day yelling, 'Caps! Caps! Caps for sale, 50 cents a cap!' 

Apparently, no one wanted a hat that day, so the tired peddler walked out of the town until 

he came to a grassy knoll with lots of large shade trees. Now, the peddler had a peculiar 

way of carrying his wares. He kept his caps stacked one on top of the other on his head, 

with his very own brown hat on the bottom. He decided that it would be nice to have a nap 

before trying to sell more caps. So the peddler sat down beside a large old oak tree with a 

huge trunk, leaned his head back very carefully, so as not to disturb all of the caps that 

were piled upon his head, and closed his eyes. 

"After the peddler fell asleep some monkeys that were in the llpper branches of the 

tree took all of the caps from the peddler's head except the peddler's very own brown hat. 

When the peddler awoke, hefelt the top of his headfor his caps and discovered that they 

were missing. The peddler stood ll{J and looked all around himfor the hats on the ground. 



250 

Then he looked up in the tree branches and he saw that upon every monkey's head was one 

of his blue, yellow, green, purple, or orange caps. The peddler looked up at the monkeys 

and demanded that they give the caps back to him. He started shaking his finger at them 

and yelling, 'You monkeys, you give me back my caps!' Now, because they are 

very fond of imitating, the monkeys shook their fingers back at the peddler and said, 'Tst, 

Tst, Tst, Tst' -but they did not give back the caps." 

Mr. Greenbaum stopped telling the story, looked over at Leon and noticed that he 

was playing with a ball of string, singing to himself, and spinning around on his back with 

his legs raised high above his head. Mr. Greenbaum asked Leon to sit up, pay attention, 

and be quiet Leon stopped singing, but otherwise continued entertaining himself with the 

string and the spinning exercise. Then Mr. Greenbaum continued his story and told the 

children to participate by shaking their fingers and saying the monkey's part of the 

dialogue: 

Mr. G: "The peddler stomped his right foot at the monkeys and said, 'You 

monkeys, you give me back my caps!' But the monkeys, who 

were very very fond of pretending, just shook their fingers back at the 

peddler and said . .. " 

Class: "Tst! Tst! Tst! Tst!" 

Mr. G: "Then the peddler stomped his leftfoot at the monkeys . ... " 

The story continued in this manner with the teacher and the students enacting the 

peddler's and the monkey;.;' behaviors. 
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Mr. G: "Finally, the peddler was very mad and very desperate. He had done all 

that he could think of and the monkeys still would not give the caps back 

to him. So the peddler started to jump up and down with both feet 

saying . .. " 

Mr. Greenbaum is interrupted by Leon's voice. 

Leon: (He's standing up now and pointing towards the book that Mr. G is 

reading as he exclaims) "You m f ----- ------

monkeys, give that man his G_ _ d __ caps back!" 

Mr. G (In a very stern voice) "That's it, Leon. I'm calling your mother. Go to 

the office, right now!" 

Leon spent the rest of the morning kindergarten session in the principal's office. At 

lunch time, Mr. Greenbaum placed a call to Leon's mother, Mrs. Calhoun. 

Mr.G: "Mrs. Calhoun, I'm sorry to disturb you at your job, but I really have to 

talk to you about Leon." 

Mrs. C: "Yes, what's that child done now?" 

Mr. G: "Well, I'm sorry to report that this morning-for no apparent reason __ 1 

was reading a story 10 lhe class __ and __ suddenly Leon blurted out __ 

He just started using profane language." 

Mrs. C: "Say, what? Leon knows he don't be using no bad words in school." 



* 

* 
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Mr. G: "Well, I thought I should let you krww because we just don't allow that 

kind of language in school. I thought perhaps you could help me with 

this." 

Mrs. C: "Well, I sure will. You just wait till he gets home. I'll take care of him." 

Mr. G: "Well, I thought per/zaps __ if you could talk to him." 

Mrs. C: "Listen here, Mr. Greenbaum, the next time he does it, you have my 

permission to smack him right in the mouth. That'll put a stop to it. 

Don't you worry, I'm going to take care of him when I get off work. 

Now you just let me krww if he causes you anymore trouble." 

Mr.G: "Uh-well-uh -thankyouverymuch." 

All names are pseUdonyms. 

This is a modified version of a true story which was told to me by a fellow 

graduate student who was reminiscing about his first years of teaching. 
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