
 

 

 

 

 

ñCAN WE TALK?ò: 

CULTIVATING RACIAL LITERACY  

THROUGH INQUIRY WITH TEACHER CANDIDATES  

 

 

 

 

by 

 

Chanelle E. Wilson-Poe 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An education leadership portfolio submitted to the Faculty of the University of 

Delaware in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Doctor of 

Education in Educational Leadership 

 

 

 

Spring 2018 

 

 

 

© 2018 Chanelle E. Wilson-Poe 

All Rights Reserved 

  



 

 

 

 

 

ñCAN WE TALK?ò: 

CULTIVATING RACIAL LITERACY  

THROUGH INQUIRY WITH TEACHER CANDIDATES  

 

by 

 

Chanelle E. Wilson-Poe 

 

 

 

 

 

Approved:  ____________________________________________________________ 

Chrystalla Mouza, Ed.D. 

Interim Director of the School of Education 

 

 

 

Approved:  ____________________________________________________________ 

Carol Vukelich, Ph.D. 

Dean of the College of Education and Human Development 

 

 

Approved:  ____________________________________________________________ 

Ann L. Ardis, Ph.D. 

Senior Vice Provost for Graduate and Professional Education  



 I certify that I have read this education leadership portfolio and that in 

my opinion it meets the academic and professional standard required by 

the University as an education leadership portfolio for the degree of 

Doctor of Education. 

 

Signed: __________________________________________________________ 

Rosalie Rolon Dow, Ph.D. 

Professor in charge of education leadership portfolio 

 

 

 

 I certify that I have read this education leadership portfolio and that in 

my opinion it meets the academic and professional standard required by 

the University as an education leadership portfolio for the degree of 

Doctor of Education. 

 

Signed: __________________________________________________________ 

Elizabeth Soslau, Ph.D. 

Professor in charge of education leadership portfolio committee 

 

 

 

 I certify that I have read this education leadership portfolio and that in 

my opinion it meets the academic and professional standard required by 

the University as an education leadership portfolio for the degree of 

Doctor of Education. 

 

Signed: __________________________________________________________ 

Stephanie Kotch-Jester, Ed.D. 

Member of education leadership portfolio committee 

 

 

 

 I certify that I have read this education leadership portfolio and that in 

my opinion it meets the academic and professional standard required by 

the University as an education leadership portfolio for the degree of 

Doctor of Education. 

 

Signed: __________________________________________________________ 

Donna Jorgensen, Ed.D. 

Member of education leadership portfolio committee 



iv 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS  

Philippians 4:13 ï I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.  

 

Justin Poe ï I am eternally grateful for the encouragement you have provided me 

throughout this process. You have been here, every step of the way, motivating me to 

keep going. Thank you for supporting me and reminding me to remain focused on the 

task at hand, and my end goal. 

 

Dr. Belinda Wilson ï Thank you for being the best role model, mother, and inspiration 

I needed to succeed, thus far, in life. You have taught me to be determined, 

perseverant, and to believe in myself, and that is one of the greatest lessons I have 

learned.  Thank you for supporting me in all my endeavors, and I hope this makes you 

proud. 

 

Benjamin Tabourne ï Thank you for always encouraging me to be socio-politically 

conscious, to examine systems, and to explore my curiosity. I hope this study would 

make you proud, taking so many of the conversations we had when I was growing up 

and helping others to understand all the hidden messages about race in this world.  

 

Danelle ï You have no idea how your unwavering support and unconditional love 

have helped me to go on. Thank you for being my friend, my confidant, president of 

my Fan Club, and best of all, a great big sister. 

 

Charis ï Even though you are no longer here, you are still inspiring me to pursue my 

dreams with every fiber of my being, and to love and enjoy life along the way.  Thank 

you for the wonderful lessons you taught me.  

 

Juana, Christine, &  Jaleesa ï Thank you for the pep talks and the calls to check-in on 

my productivity. You have no idea how much your support helped me to be writing 

this today.  

 

My ELP Committee ï This ELP would not have been possible without your continued 

support, insightful advice, and gentle guidance. Thank you for believing in my work, 

and my ideas, even when I did not. Words cannot truly express my gratitude to each of 

you, but I will try, briefly:  

 



v 

¶ Dr. Rosalie Rolon Dow: Thank you for taking an interest in my passion and 

helping me find the language to engage in race work.  

¶ Dr. Elizabeth Soslau: Thank you for being a constant pillar of strength and 

motivation; from personal to professional, your leadership has helped me in 

ways youôll never know.  

¶ Dr. Donna Jorgensen: Thank you for continuing to support me on my 

professional journey from a quiet education student to the self-confident 

facilitator I am now. 

¶ Dr. Stephanie Kotch-Jester: Thank you for always being available to provide 

an encouraging word, even as you were enduring your own trials.   

Dr. Heather Curl ï Thank you for the timely advice on formatting; I look forward to 

working together, and sharing our work, for many years to come.  

 

Virginia Redmond ï Your expert support, at just the right time, taught me so much 

and helped me to produce a near perfect document. 

 

Finally, to the Apple Store Genius who retrieved my documents, last summer, after 

my hard drive crashed. This ELP would not have been completed without your 

expertise. 



vi 

TABLE OF CONTENTS  

LIST OF TABLES ....................................................................................................... vii  

LIST OF FIGURES ..................................................................................................... viii  
ABSTRACT .................................................................................................................. ix 

 

Chapter 

1 INTRODUCTION .............................................................................................. 1 

2 PROBLEM ADDRESSED ................................................................................. 5 

3 IMPROVEMENT STRATEGIES .................................................................... 27 

4 IMPROVEMENT STRATEGIES RESULTS ................................................. 54 

5 REFLECTION ON IMPROVEMENT EFFORT ........................................... 126 

6 REFLECTIONS ON LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT ............................... 136 

REFERENCES ........................................................................................................... 142 

 

Appendix 

A ORIGINAL ELP PROPOSAL ....................................................................... 153 
B EVALUATION PLAN  ................................................................................... 179 

C WHITE PAPER .............................................................................................. 200 
D PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT PLAN ................................................. 223 
E INQUIRY NOTEBOOK ................................................................................ 233 
F EXECUTIVE SUMMARY ............................................................................ 316 

G POSITIONALITY PAPER ............................................................................ 324 
H IRB DOCUMENTS ........................................................................................ 332 

I HUMAN SUBJECTS PROTOCOL ............................................................... 334 
J FUNDING ...................................................................................................... 344 

K RAW DATA ................................................................................................... 360 



vii  

LIST OF TABLES  

Table 1 UD Student Demographics ï Seniors ...................................................... 13 

Table 2 JES Staff Demographics .......................................................................... 17 

Table 3 JES Student Demographics ..................................................................... 18 

Table 4 JES Other Student Demographics ........................................................... 18 

Table 5 Participant Background Information ....................................................... 37 

Table 6 Intervention Timeline .............................................................................. 43 

Table 7 Research Questions in Relation to Interview Questio ............................. 45 

Table 8 Code Mapping: Three Iterations of Analysis .......................................... 46 

Table 9 Inquiry Session Coding Frequency ......................................................... 49 

Table 10 Exit Interview Coding Frequency ........................................................... 50 

Table 11 Coding Dictionary ................................................................................... 51 



viii  

LIST OF FIGURES 

Figure 1 Theory of Action. .................................................................................... 31 

 



ix 

ABSTRACT 

Educators who teach in schools that predominantly serve students of color, 

from low socio-economic backgrounds, and from inner cities neighborhoods require 

learning experiences that allow them to understand their own ethnic and racial 

identity, potential prejudices, and implicit biases in order to more clearly view their 

students, their classroom interactions, and even studentsô families from different 

perspectives. This Education Leadership Portfolio (ELP) explores the journey of 

teacher candidates through participation in race-inquiry focused pre-professional 

development (PPD). 

Acknowledging the importance of understanding race, and its implications in 

classrooms, is a foundational building block for teacher candidates who serve in 

majority-minority, urban public schools. Teacher candidates, who engaged in race 

inquiry and critical reflection developed increased racial literacy skills to: inquire 

about race, recognize race, and reflect on race. Guided experience in using the inquiry 

method helped teacher candidates to distinguish issues, explore various methods of 

examination and investigation, and this was paired with collaborative construction of 

meaning, in inquiry group meetings through critical reflection. 

This qualitative study supported participants through a semester-long inquiry 

process, where they investigated self-discovered areas of inquiry from a racial lens. 

Through inquiry-based approaches, teacher candidates participated in a series of 

inquiry group sessions to acknowledge race, make sense of their own racial identity, 

and examine the racial dynamics of their student teaching experience. 



x 

Upon experiencing the race inquiry group sessions, teacher candidates 

discussed powerful new understandings on their thoughts, actions, and beliefs about 

racial identity, racial consciousness, the role of race in schools, and race in broader 

society. The careful development of this PPD created the opportunity to set teacher 

candidates on a trajectory to become racially and equity literate. The focus on the 

improvement of racial literacy skills helped teacher candidates pay attention to race-

based inequities and more equitable practice in education. Teacher candidates came 

away from this experience reporting: an understanding that race matters, an increased 

race and bias awareness, and a recognition that race intersects with social context, 

curriculum and school systems, and studentsô home lives. 

This study examined the usefulness of race inquiry intervention to develop 

recommendations for the Elementary Teacher Education clinical experience program, 

at the University of Delaware. The recommendations are to formally incorporate race 

inquiry groups into the structure of student teaching, guided by a trained facilitator, 

and organized to support teacher candidates during the first and second semester of 

clinical experience. Race inquiry work will be beneficial to all teacher candidates, but 

it is especially necessary for those serving in majority-minority, urban public schools. 

Critical race inquiry created the possibility for teacher candidates to talk about race 

and make sense of an issue that is often overlooked in ways that will shape their 

teaching practice beyond student teaching.
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Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION  

The College of Education and Human Development at the University of 

Delaware is committed to preparing highly qualified professional educators to become 

leaders in the education field, capable of meeting the needs of all students, and 

prepared with the appropriate knowledge and strategies to effectively instruct students 

in todayôs schools. The undergraduate programs offered are diverse, ranging from 

early childhood education up to secondary education, with specializations in math, 

English, social studies, foreign language, and science; all preservice teachers are 

expected to ñembody three qualitiesò needed to advance themselves professionally and 

advance the field of education: ñknowledge and skills, leadership, and a commitment 

to equityò (University of Delaware, 2015, p.3). As a graduate student, in the Doctor of 

Education in Educational Leadership program, I am charged with the responsibility to 

ñgather and utilize information effectively in decision-making and problem-solving 

related to organizational improvementò (ñEd.D. in Educational Leadership,ò 2013). I 

have taken on the role of an external inquiry facilitator in order to help improve 

University of Delaware pre-service teachersô mental preparedness for working in 

urban schools, endeavoring to inform their understanding of the role of race in these 

educational settings. At the University of Delaware, though teacher candidates 

participate in numerous hours of field experience as a requirement for teacher 

certification ï some in urban school settings ï their education coursework does not 

provide a solid foundation in understanding the historical, social, economic, and 
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psychological forces at play that work to create the complexities present in urban 

classrooms (Darling-Hammond, 2006a; Grant, 1995). In the particular context that 

served as the locale for this study, teacher candidatesô ill-preparedness became evident 

in clinical field instructorsô observations, administrator anecdotes, and in studentsô 

reflections on their practice (E. Soslau, personal communication, June 8, 2016). 

Teacher educators, who draw on critical race theory, have discussed, that preservice 

teachers can benefit from pre-professional experiences that teach them how to address 

implicit assumptions and biases, promote positive racial identity, and create classroom 

spaces that respect and value differences (Cochran-Smith, 1997; Michael, 2014). 

Teacher candidates require strategic support in working in urban school contexts that 

serve students of color from low socioeconomic (SE) backgrounds, and these 

educational environments are often unfamiliar to teacher candidates. However, 

novices can be guided to teach some of the most unique and resilient students in ways 

that transcend racial and SE differences (Banks et al., 2005). 

Educators who teach in schools that predominantly serve students of color, 

from low socio-economic background and inner cities, require pre-professional 

learning experiences that allow them to develop racial literacy skills, including 

understanding their own ethnic and racial identity, potential prejudices, and implicit 

biases. These skills help educators more clearly view their students, their classroom 

interactions, and even studentsô families from different perspectives (Darling-

Hammond, 2006b; Ladson-Billings, 2001; Tatum, 2003). Teacher candidates who 

engage in critical inquiry (Cochran-Smith, 1997; Michael, 2015) and reflection 

(Howard, 2003) in their urban classrooms may develop racial literacy skills 

(Stevenson, 2014; Twine, 2004) as a result of their involvement in work that supports 
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the building of racial literacy. Acknowledging the importance of understanding race 

and its implications in classrooms (Howard, 2006; Michael, 2014) is seen as a 

foundational building block for teacher candidates (Buchanan, 2015) who serve in 

urban schools. When educators do not have racial literacy skills, it can be detrimental 

to teachers and students, in that avoidance of racial conflict can lead psychological 

stress and lowered academic achievement among students (Stevenson, 2014). Racial 

literacy skills are especially necessary in majority-minority public urban schools 

because race is an ever-present force that must be acknowledged. 

General Approach to Addressing the Problem 

Pre-professional development will be used to teach pre-service teachers how to 

address implicit assumptions and biases, promote positive racial identity, and create 

classroom spaces that respect and value racial differences between the predominantly 

White teacher and candidates and their students of color. Guided experience in using 

the inquiry method can help teacher candidates to distinguish issues regarding racial 

dynamics and explore various methods of examination and investigation. Pairing this 

racial exploration with inquiry group meetings and critical reflection can support 

collaborative construction of meaning (Garrison, Cleveland-Innes, & Shing Fung, 

2010). Through inquiry-based approaches, teacher candidates will participate in 

inquiry groups to acknowledge race, make sense of their own racial identity, and 

examine the racial dynamics of their student teaching experience. This project is 

necessary, as the findings will examine the usefulness of critical inquiry intervention 

to develop recommendations for the Elementary Teacher Education clinical 

experience structure, at the University of Delaware. The particular candidates who 

participate in this study may feel an increased proficiency in the racial literacy skills of 
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inquiring about race, recognizing the impact of race, and reflecting on race dynamics, 

in an education setting.  

Organization of ELP 

This portfolio is organized into six chapters and appendices. Chapter 1 briefly 

introduces the reader to the problem area, and the general approach taken to address 

the problem. Chapter 2 provides specific background information on: 1) the national 

landscape regarding race in education; 2) the teacher preparation program and teacher 

candidates, at the University of Delaware; and 3) the study site context. Further, the 

problem addressed at Jackson Elementary School is described, in detail, along with a 

review of the information presented in the ELP proposal. Chapter 3 describes the 

improvement strategies utilized, including rationale, local data, and literature-informed 

steps taken to address the problem. Chapter 4 presents the results of the improvement 

initiative and takes the reader on a journey of the participantsô experiences. Chapter 5 

discusses my reflections on improvement strategy results, and Chapter 6 offers a 

reflection on my personal and professional leadership development. Finally, the 

appendices include my original proposal and 10 artifacts that address my inquiry focus 

and data collected to examine the impact of the improvement initiative. 
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Chapter 2   

PROBLEM ADDRESSED 

This chapter provides background information on what motivated the 

investigation of the problem explored in this study. It begins by framing the problem 

on a national scale, and then explores the local organizational context, followed by 

situating the local organization within the broader social context. Then, detailed 

information is provided on the studyôs placement site, which is further impacted by the 

local organization. Finally, the problem, introduced in Chapter 1 is succinctly restated, 

followed by the explicit proposed solution, improvement goal, and my role within the 

organization. 

Framing the Problem 

Placement data from the University of Delawareôs Office of Clinical Studies 

shows elementary teacher education (ETE) students are placed in school districts with 

majority African American and Hispanic/LatinX student population, for field 

experiences, methods, and some for clinical practice. With this in mind, pre-service 

teachers cannot continue to be subjected to a White-focused ñmonocultural 

curriculumò (Nieto & Rolon, 2007) ï this does not prepare them to interact with-, 

teach-, or teach about- students from cultural backgrounds (Emdin, 2016), other than 

their own. For White teachers who teach in urban contexts, it is important for the focus 

of their learning to explicitly include learning experiences that foster the building of 

cultural and racial consciousness, cultural proficiency, and sociopolitical sensitivity 
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(Banks et al., 2005; Cochran-Smith, 1997; Cruz et al., 2014; Futrell & Witty, 1997; 

Ladson-Billi ngs, 2001; Tatum, 2003).  

In teacher preparation, a set of racial literacy skills is essential because if 

teachers do not have this knowledge, the quality of education provided to minoritized 

students is compromised, as their racial identity, and racialized experiences, come into 

the classroom with them. Additionally, the ways that a teacher interacts with race, 

verbally, mentally, and subconsciously are manifested in their interactions with 

students, choice of instructional materials, educational decision-making, and 

expectations of students. If teachers are not taught to be aware of the biases that are 

rooted in understandings of race they may hold, they will not be able to act against 

them. The only way to engage in anti-racist classroom practices, is to first recognize 

that race and racism are problems present in modern-day schools (Pollock, 2008a).      

Majority-minority urban classroom settings are distinctive, but they are often 

characterized by a set of challenges that are perpetuated by media, stereotypes, 

common knowledge, and even education informational texts (Marx, 2006). There are 

unique characteristics that describe urban areas, and urban schools, in contrast to 

suburban environments; Bartell (2005) reports these as: 

¶ Unsatisfactory academic achievement 

¶ Political conflict 

¶ Inexperienced teaching staff 

¶ Turnover of administrators 

¶ Low expectations and lack of demanding curriculum 

¶ Lack of instructional coherence 

¶ High student mobility 
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¶ Poor facilities in unsafe neighborhoods 

¶ Racial, ethnic, and cultural mismatch of teachers and students (p. 

94) 

 

For the purposes of this paper, the term urban is used to refer to densely 

populated inner-cities, often populated by people from African, Latin, Asian, 

Caribbean descent, and other ethnic backgrounds that do not identify as White, with 

residents from socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds. The fundamental 

difference between under-resourced public urban schools and their  suburban and/or 

well-resourced urban school counterparts is that there are systematic structures 

(Kuykendall, 2004) in place that could impede student progress and success, affecting 

their opportunities and outcomes (Pollock, 2008b). It is important to widen the 

perspective of pre-service teachers so that they enter these settings with concrete 

information and tools (Pollock, 2008b), rather than falling back on implicit biases and 

assumptions (Grant, 1997).  

Classic views of urban schools come from a deficit perspective (Emdin, 2016; 

Hilliard III, 1997), which can contribute to passive racist practices (Marx, 2006) in 

classrooms, exhibited as micro-aggressions (Michael, 2015), which can contribute to 

student and teacher racial stress (Stevenson, 2014). Reinforced through common 

discourse around urban education, the narrative is propagated that urban students are 

low-performing and low-achieving; anecdotes paint student academic motivation as an 

issue and behavior problems as an expectation. Family structures are believed to be 

broken: parents uncaring, and studentsô family lives a distraction from their academic 

work. Throughout history, people of color have been portrayed as lacking, in more 

ways than one (Hilliard III , 1997), which contributes to a perception that they are 

inferior. Though some of these experiences are valid, and a reality for some students, 
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the deficit way of thinking consistently places the victim at fault, rather than 

recognizing the influences of a larger system that contributes to this way of life 

(Kuykendall, 2004). Less well-resourced urban classrooms are places that face more 

challenges than suburban schools, and this has a foundation in economic and political 

forces that shape the environment (Wilson, 2011). 

Issues prevalent today in urban public schools have historical roots in policies 

enacted from the early 1900ôs to the mid-20th century (Neckerman, 2007). In the years 

immediately following the Great Depression, there was an influx of African 

Americans from the South to the North in hopes of escaping Jim Crow segregation 

laws and finding freedom and opportunity (Anyon, 1997). The reality of the situation 

in many cities across America was that ñthe decline in both taxable urban property and 

property valuesò influenced the affluent to move out of industrial cities and to 

suburbia (Anyon, 1997, p. 58), as well as the in-migration of the Black southerners.  

Tax breaks and federal regulations imposed on businesses forced them to expand the 

space they would need to operate machinery, which encouraged businesses and 

factories to also move outside of the city to rural areas. Redlining and FHA loans 

acted as a catalyst for ñwhite flightò out of urban neighborhoods and contributed to the 

ghettoization of urban cities. Federal ñpolicy fostered the creation of black ghettos in 

Americaôs cities, and hastened the deterioration of city homesò (Anyon, 1997, p. 63). 

Finally, the deindustrialization of most cities transformed economies from 

manufacturing to those ñfueled by finance, services, and technology;ò this changed the 

climate of potential employment for urban residents, excluding a great portion of them 

(Wilson, 2011).   
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When urban cities were transformed into ghettos primarily for African 

American people (Wilson, 2011), the quality of schooling for these children decreased 

drastically. The most important facet of ghettoization that affected schools was that the 

residential and industrial tax base had eroded and the quality of education offered to 

students became subpar. Ironically, they would need excellent schooling to access the 

evolving employment market in urban areas. This legacy has continued through the 

years to present day school issues where public policies continue to discriminate 

against urban districts that serve socio-economically disadvantaged students. Further 

impacting an almost dire situation is the focus on accountability in education which 

has served to increase the use of standardized tests, ushering in a basic skills 

curriculum that further alienates and underprepares students of color for higher 

education and lucrative career paths (Darling-Hammond, 2010).  

The diversity gap between the average teacher and students of color is wide ï 

the National Center for Educational Statistics reports that over 40% of students are 

non-White (U.S. Department of Education, 2015), but only 17% of teachers are of 

color (U.S. Department of Education, 2015)ï this disparity potentially has an impact 

on education (Banks et al., 2005; Bartell, 2005). This racial, ethnic, and cultural 

mismatch of teachers and students (Bartell, 2005) is likely to hold implications for 

urban classrooms (Banks et al., 2005; Cochran-Smith, 1997). Negative stereotypes are 

at risk for being perpetuated due to the racial background of some White teachers, 

which is often synonymous with inexperience with minoritized groups ï for some 

teachers, difference is seen as a deficit, rather than an asset, and this mindset can be 

changed (Cochran-Smith, 1997). White teachers have generally enjoyed a privilege 

(McIntosh, 1988) that protects them from actively confronting the need to engage in 
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personal racial work (Howard, 2006), contributing to their lack of racial literacy 

(Stevenson, 2014). Where this is a privilege, in one respect, in another, the U.S. 

system of White supremacy creates a disservice in that White teachers are not afforded 

the opportunity to develop their own positive racial identity (Tatum, 1997). Thus, this 

lack of experience with recognizing, acknowledging, and grappling with racial 

inequities, present in the education system, puts White teachers at risk of 

(un)knowingly perpetuating the racial status quo, in education, mirrored in societal 

racial injustices. 

The deficit view, popularized in media and even in teacher preparation 

programs (Ladson-Billings, 2001), can contribute to passive racist classroom practices 

(Pollock, 2008b) in that teachers of urban students come to educational settings with 

preconceived notions of their students, and their lives (Emdin, 2016).  Marx (2006) 

writes that ñthe beliefs teachers and preservice teachers have about their students make 

their way into the classroom even when teachers themselves are unconscious é of 

their thoughtsò (p.22). This is evidenced through microaggressions that are 

subconsciously shown in teacher actions, and subconsciously transmitted to studentsô 

psyche (Solorzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 2000). ñRacial microaggressions refer to the racial 

indignities, slights, mistreatment, or offenses that people of color may face on a 

recurrent or consistent basis.ò (Torres-Harding, Andrade, & Romero Diaz, 2012, p. 

153). Microaggressions can contribute to student and teacher stress, which can impact 

student academic success (Stevenson, 2014). Operating in the understanding that the 

American teaching force is dominated by a predominantly White racial group, the 

opportunity for future educators to be guided through a racial awakening process is 
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essential (Cruz et. al, 2014) to better prepare teachers for service in urban classrooms 

(Cochran-Smith, 1997; Edmin, 2016; Futrell & Witty, 1997; Nieto & Rolon, 1997).    

As mentioned above, the teaching force in America consists predominantly of 

White females, from a middle class income background, a glaring contrast to the 

demographics of urban student populations. One cannot assume that all people of 

color have similar experiences (Emdin, 2016), but the reality exists that minoritized 

students of color who come from disadvantaged backgrounds are more likely to be 

taught by a middle class, White female (Tatum, 2003). This depicts a serious 

difference in background and perspective on life, which could potentially impact the 

cultural and racial climate in a classroom (Banks et al., 2005). Teachers from the 

dominant racial background are not often afforded the critical moments where they 

must grapple with another personôs experiences and then use the knowledge gained to 

effect change (Ladson-Billings, 2001). Similarly, teachers from the dominant racial 

background are also less likely to be skilled in navigating racial contexts and 

conversations (Cruz et al., 2014; Ladson-Billings, 2001; Pollock, 2008b) or in the 

ñdevelopment of racial negotiation skillsò (Stevenson, 2014, pp. 26).   

Organizational Context 

School of Education Context  

Founded in 1743, the University of Delaware has progressed from a small 

private academy for White males to one that offers an education to diverse groups of 

students, from various ethnic, gender, religious, socioeconomic, national, and 

international backgrounds. However, the main campus enrollment is still 

predominantly White, with over 70% of undergraduate students identifying as such 
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(OEI, 2016). Within the College of Education and Human Development, which houses 

the Elementary Teacher Education program, White students makeup 82.3% of the 

undergraduate population (OEI, 2016). The mission of the Elementary teacher 

preparation programs, offered by the University of Delaware, is to prepare pre-service 

teachers ñto meet the challenges of educating todayôs diverse student populationò 

(ñElementary Teacher Educationò, 2013).  

One component of the conceptual framework applied to all teacher preparation 

in the Elementary Teacher Education program states that ñcandidates will have an 

understanding of the diverse studentsô learning needs and backgrounds, a recognition 

and understanding that equity and equality are not the same, and the compassion to 

modify teaching and leadership practices to respond to the needs of diverse learners 

and their families, teachers, and administratorsò (University of Delaware, School of 

Education Undergraduate Advisement Handbook, 2015, p.4). The university expresses 

an interest in developing teacher candidates who are conscious of inequalities in the 

education system that will impact their studentsô lives and learning, no matter where 

they decide to teach. However, this skill set needed to enact an anti-racist learning 

environment (Pollock, 2008b) will be especially necessary for teacher candidates 

entering the urban education field (Banks et al., 2005), as they will have to navigate a 

schooling environment that, oftentimes, may present more learning opportunities and 

challenges because it is completely unfamiliar to teacher candidates that have attended 

mostly White homogenous, suburban and private schools.  

Seniors in the School of Educationôs Elementary Teacher Education Program 

The pre-service teacher population demographic, at the University of 

Delaware, creates a unique complexity when considering its commitment to preparing 
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teachers to be racially literate. The College of Education and Human Developmentôs, 

School of Educationôs, Elementary Teacher Education program students, are 

predominantly White and female, as evidenced in the following Table 1.  

Table 1 UD Student Demographics ï Seniors 

University of Delaware 

College of Education and Human Development  

School of Education 

 

Student Demographics - Seniors 

 White Black Hispanic Asian American 

Indian 

Other Total 

Elementary 

Teacher 

Education 

Female 246 2 13 2 1 7 271 

Male 15 1 0 0 0 0 16 

Total 261 3 13 2 1 7 287 

           

 (OEI, 2016) 

These numbers show a striking contrast between the number of White female 

and male students enrolled, opposed to the other ethnic groups represented.  Seniors 

who do not identify as White make up about 10% of the Elementary Teacher 

Education program student population, in contrast to the remaining 90% of students 

who identify as White. Gender representation is also a factor to note when considering 

whom the university is preparing to go out in the community and serve. Women 

represent almost 100% of the population, against a mere .06% male population. These 

statistics are more dire than national averages, and they do not reflect the populations 

of the growing diversity in classrooms where teachers will instruct. Ultimately, this 

creates a mismatch between the between the racial backgrounds of teacher candidates 

and the racial backgrounds of students (Banks et al, 2005). 
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Elementary Teacher Education Student Teaching, at University of Delaware 

The organization of student teaching is an important element to understand for 

the structure of this study. Student teaching is completed after early field experiences, 

during freshman year, and an observational placement and methods field experience, 

during junior year. In senior year, student teachers complete two full semesters of 

clinical practice, Student Teaching I (STI) and Student Teaching II (STII); together, 

these serve as a capstone field experience, where teacher candidates participate in 

intensive in-school experiences, as a requirement of teacher certification for the state 

of Delaware. Teacher candidates are expected to participate in all school related 

activities, during the school day, at least four days a week, for 12 weeks.  

During student teaching, teacher candidates may also be enrolled in up to 12 

additional credit hours, to satisfy degree requirements. Each teacher candidate must be 

enrolled in EDUC 400, which is the Student Teaching fieldwork. The participants for 

this study were enrolled in a special section of EDUC 400, offered online, which was 

an equity focused pilot for the Elementary Teacher Education program. Within this 

special section, teacher candidates completed coursework focused on equity in 

education, and Race Inquiry Group discussions were an additional benefit to support 

the knowledge teacher candidates were exposed to in their online EDUC 400 section. 

The online section of EDUC 400 guided teacher candidates through modules that 

would support their thinking about core equitable concepts. The topics covered were:  

1. What is Equity Literacy? 

2. Teaching Diverse Students and Knowing Ourselves 

3. Racist Terms of Endearment 

4. Inclusion and Equity 
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5. White Privilege and Microaggressions 

6. Core and Flex: Identity Development 

Through these modules, teacher candidates participated in a series of activities 

that introduced them to equity literate practices, self-introspection regarding their own 

biases, case study analysis, a face-to-face equity literacy panel, with parents, teachers, 

school administrators, researchers, and community leaders, and a selection of 

readings, along with mandatory online discussions posts reflecting on their learning. 

Organizational Context Situated in the Broader Social Context 

Reflecting on the universityôs commitment to equity and instilling an 

understanding of culture and diversity, the University of Delawareôs teacher 

preparation program studentsô demographic category memberships show a true need 

to sufficiently prepare teacher candidates to enter urban classrooms (Banks et al., 

2005; Darling-Hammond, 2006b). The homogeneity of the preservice teacher 

candidate base can impact student learning, (Banks et al., 2005) in that the ethnic 

representation may not be diverse enough to allow for various perspectives to be 

present in classroom and clinical practice settings. Although coursework may expose 

students to diverse points of view, without the proper training, students may fall into 

unproductive conversation where stereotypical assumptions are reinforced (Marx, 

2006; Michael, 2015), superficial understandings prevail (Banks et al., 2005), and 

shallow analyses are made to seem deep (Pollock, 2008a). Students who are Education 

majors are presented with a variety of field experiences, in classrooms with students 

from diverse cultural, linguistic, and socioeconomic backgrounds; however, for those 

who find themselves pursuing urban schools as their professional specialization, or 

even just as a stopping point during their assigned clinical placement, they need 
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additional support (Darling-Hammond, 2006a; Tatum, 2003) because it is the 

responsibility of the teacher to be prepared to teach the children in their classroom, 

including the students of color.  

In classrooms where White teachers educate students of color, without any 

racial education for themselves, they may adopt a colorblind perspective, which is 

detrimental to their students of color (Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Michael, 2015; Wise, 

2010). A teacher cannot fully educate a child without recognizing the negative racial 

experiences that students face as a result of racial group membership (Emdin, 2016). A 

positive racial identity for student and teacher is essential (Michael, 2015). Some 

teachers believe that the school provided curriculum and schooling practices present a 

neutral ground for all students to succeed through meritocracy, and this is grossly 

inaccurate.  

Another perspective that teachers may subconsciously inherit is viewing their 

students from a deficit lens, because their general previous experiences have taught 

them that students of color, are generally poor, come from broken families, struggle in 

school, and exhibit behavior problems. The students served by teacher candidates of 

University of Delaware, are diverse, and though there are surrounding urban 

communities and schools, this does not guarantee that teacher candidates experience 

meaningful educational field placements to expand their understandings. White 

teacher candidates, from the University of Delaware, have largely been educated in de 

facto segregated, mostly White schools, so a racially diverse urban field placement 

will present learning opportunities for them regarding race and racial dynamics. 

Without explicit attention to the teachable moments that racially diverse education 
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settings afford, teacher candidates may struggle throughout and complete the 

placement unprepared to address racial equity issues.  

Study Placement Site Context 

The placement site for this ELP, is Jackson Elementary School, in Delaware. 

The ethnic group demographics of the staff present a unique difference from national 

averages, where the teacher of color, to White teacher, ratio is almost 50/50 percent. 

This presents the opportunity for teacher candidates to possibly learn from, and 

intimately engage with, teachers of color, while simultaneously teaching students of 

color.  Being that this staff demographic does not mirror national teacher demographic 

averages, the larger ratio of teachers of color will afford teacher candidates an 

additional factor of exploring race and race dynamics; they may also encounter a 

different perspective of teaching in an urban placement, under the tutelage of 

educators of color.  

Table 2 JES Staff Demographics 

Jackson Elementary School 

Staff Demographics 

African American 44.6% 

American Indian 0.0% 

Asian 0.0% 

Hispanic/Latino 3.6% 

White 51.8% 

 

The student ethnic breakdown is characteristic of majority-minority inner-city 

public schools, that serve low-income students, where students of color makeup 
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almost 100 percent of the student population, and White students, less than three 

percent. The students in this school are bussed in to this location from other 

neighborhoods in Delaware, and very few of the students live within walking distance.   

Table 3 JES Student Demographics 

Jackson Elementary School 

Student Demographics 

African American 78.5% 

American Indian 0.7% 

Asian 0.2% 

Hispanic/Latino 13.5% 

White 2.9% 

Multi -Racial 4.1% 

Jackson Elementary School has a majority percentage of students who fall 

below the poverty line and qualify for free/reduced lunch. The English Language 

learner population is low, less than 10 percent, and the students who require Special 

Education services total less than 20 percent, at the time of this writing.  

Table 4 JES Other Student Demographics 

 

Jackson Elementary School 

Other Student Demographics 

English Language Learner 5.1% 

Low Income 81.2% 

Special Education 19.6% 
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Study Site Stakeholder Influence 

In December, prior to the start of the intervention, I held a meeting at the study 

site to develop a better understanding of the research site and to gain insights from 

school-based stakeholders (teachers, teacher aides, and administrators), into possible 

focus area for inquiry. The meeting attendees had the opportunity to share their 

institutional knowledge regarding previous UD teacher candidatesô strengths, areas of 

struggle, and possible biases or stereotypes that require disruption. This meeting 

conversation was organized using a semi-structured protocol (see Appendix B-a). This 

informational group meeting helped to provide necessary context to the study and 

experiential background information from key school-based stakeholders, at Jackson 

Elementary School. Many elements of the conversation provided contextual examples 

of the empirical research, presented above on majority-minority, public urban 

education, and provided a basis from which to begin exposing teacher candidates. The 

meeting attendees highlighted the following themes as important areas for teacher 

candidates to explore as they learned at this urban clinical practice site.   

Overarching Themes from a Lens of Racial Literacy 

¶ Classroom Management through De-Escalation Tactics and 

Trauma-Informed Care 

¶ Building a Learning Community and Getting to Know Students 

Authentically 

¶ Positive Identity Development - Individual Reflection on Implicit 

Bias, Assumptions, and Fears about Urban Areas 

 

The perspective and insight that Jackson personnel were able to provide 

strengthened the foundation of this study by allowing the voices of school 
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administration and professionals to be included in the planning stage. The information 

gathered helped to direct teacher candidate inquiry in areas that the school-based 

stakeholders believed to be opportunities for growth, based on previous experiences 

with other teacher candidates. The teacher candidates were introduced to these three 

areas during the first inquiry meeting and were encouraged to choose a focus for 

inquiry that would support their knowledge construction.  

Problem Statement 

Racial literacy is characterized as a set of skills, knowledge, and beliefs that 

can be learned, practiced, and developed through structured learning opportunities 

(Gorski & Swalell, 2015; Marx, 2006; Michael, 2014; Stevenson, 2014; Twine, 2004). 

Review of the University of Delawareôs Elementary Teacher Education program 

course sequence and curriculum shows that it does not systematically provide 

coursework for all teacher candidates that address these skills; therefore, it is likely 

that teacher candidates may have limited racial literacy skills and dispositions 

(Buchanan, 2015; Cochran-Smith, 1997; Ladson-Billings, 2001; Pollock, 2008a). 

Teacher candidates are required to take only one course that explicitly uses the word 

ñdiversityò in its title; however, from personal experience teaching this survey course, 

the range of topics that must be covered, limits deep exploration of conversations on 

race. This is a problem as review of field placement data from the Office of Clinical 

Studies shows that the Elementary Teacher Education program is increasingly placing 

predominantly White teacher candidates in urban contexts, which generally serve 

communities of color.  

The problem explored in this ELP is the limited racial literacy skills of teacher 

candidates, as a result of limited programmatic opportunities to develop racial literacy 
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skills. Novice teachers, entering urban placements, can benefit from professional 

development that affords them purposeful occasions to examine their racial identity 

and take a critical inventory of their biases, assumptions, and notions of who their 

students are and what it means to be a White educator who serves communities of 

color (Emdin, 2016).  Teachersô backgrounds have an impact on their classroom 

decision-making and expectations (Gilliam et. al, 2016), substantiating the need for 

this work, and it is the responsibility of effective teacher preparation programs to 

guide students through critical reflection of their understandings, attitudes, and beliefs 

about race (Buchanan, 2015; Howard, 2003).  

Proposed Solution 

The proposed solution to this problem was a pre-professional development 

series that helped candidates acknowledge race, make sense of their own racial 

identity, and examine the racial dynamics of their student teaching experience, through 

inquiry based approaches. The pre-professional development was delivered through 

teacher candidate inquiry group sessions that ran concurrently with their placement in 

an urban elementary school. These meetings were interspersed throughout the 

semester, convening at least five times, and facilitated by myself, as the inquiry group 

facilitator. 

Allowing teacher candidates the space to collaboratively construct the meaning 

and implications of race in urban schools draws on constructivist-based instructional 

approaches that seek to allow learners an active role in developing their 

understandings (Kumar, 2006). Inquiry groups were chosen as a form of professional 

development because ñinquiry has successfully been used to support teachers in 

shifting their practice using theory and reflectionò (Michael, 2014, p. 8). Inquiry also 
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allows participants the freedom to choose how they reflect on their practice ï 

additionally, inquiry is specifically named as a skill for teacher candidates to practice 

in the School of Educationôs Conceptual Framework for Professional Education. 

Further, this space will also be used to explore skills that may contribute to teacher 

candidatesô increased preparedness to navigate the unique work that takes place in 

urban classrooms and to consider intersecting forces of race, class, societal structures, 

and education policies that impact teaching and learning. The racial literacy skills that 

will be encouraged are teacher candidatesô ability to inquire about race through asking 

questions, recognize the role of race through observations, and reflect on race to 

influence and build understanding.  

Improvement Goal 

The goal of the pre-professional development series is to engage pre-service 

teachers in inquiry groups that help them better understand, question, and explore the 

racial dynamics of the urban classrooms they are in and that help them use this racial 

literacy process as a tool for navigating racial encounters throughout their career. In 

this way, the pre-service teachers can grow in their racial literacy skills and develop 

racially literate practices that can be useful in perpetuity.  The University of Delaware 

currently operates under practices that expose teacher candidates to urban areas and 

classrooms, but does not adequately or systematically engage them in meaningful 

learning experiences that strategically prepare them for successful urban teaching 

contexts, where the consideration of racial dynamics is necessary.  Considering the 

complexities that exist in urban school environments, preservice teachers require 

deliberate learning experiences that take research based suggestions and translate them 

into practical classroom application (Buchanan, 2015). Teacher candidates need 
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assistance in teaching in unfamiliar territory ï some have enough initiative to seek it 

on their own, while others are not even aware that they require specific support (Cruz 

& Ellerbrock, 2014). In order to effect organizational change, my goal is to utilize 

literature and context-based needs assessment data to develop pre-professional 

development experiences, through inquiry group sessions, to engage teacher 

candidates in critical inquiry of their racial identity and the role of race in urban 

schooling.  

Research Questions 

Two research questions guided this study: 

1. How did the race inquiry group function as a space for teacher candidates 

to talk about and learn from racial encounters and race dynamics as they 

completed an urban student teaching placement, serving students of 

color? 

2. What did teacher candidates learn as a result of participating in a race 

inquiry group within an urban student teaching placement serving 

students of color? 

Organizational Role 

My specific role in this project 

I have taken on the role of an external inquiry facilitator in order to help 

improve pre-service teachersô orientation for working in urban schools, endeavoring to 

advance their preparedness for working with the unique populations that exist in urban 

classrooms, leading them through various learning experiences that can impact their 

cultural awakening process. As a full-time graduate student, at the University of 

Delaware, I sought to gain the necessary information to positively impact the 

educational experiences of under-served, misrepresented, and minoritized students in 
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urban schools. I also served as an adjunct instructor, for the School of Education. 

Shortly after the start of this study, I also accepted the responsibility to serve as the 

Clinical Field Instructor for half of the participants. In this capacity, I worked closely 

to support candidates to satisfactorily meet the requirements for teacher certification, 

through individual classroom observations, conferences about their developing 

practice, review of formal teacher practice performance assessments, and general 

support. This afforded me the opportunity to become more intimately knowledgeable 

with the development of some of the participantsô semester-long teaching practice.  

In the past, as a doctoral student and a former urban classroom practitioner, I 

have made it my priority to engage in study of pedagogies (Ladson-Billings, 1995), 

theories (Yosso, 2002), and ideologies (Bell, 2009; Loyens & Gijbels, 2008) that have 

been found to impact the academic achievement of urban student populations, notably 

socio-economically disadvantaged students, in geographically urban spaces.  

Why do I care? 

As an adjunct instructor, for the School of Education, and as a Clinical Field 

Instructor, at Jackson Elementary School, I am responsible for encouraging pre-

service teachers to meaningfully embrace diversity and equipping them with the tools 

and knowledge to create inclusive learning environments for their future students. In 

the past, I have served as a teaching apprentice for EDUC 459 ï Urban Schools in 

Urban Landscapes; the goals for this course included introducing candidates to the 

intersecting forces that shape education in the United States, exploring frameworks 

that prioritize issues that help candidates better understand urban spaces, and engaging 

candidates in critical reflection of challenges and successes in urban schools to prepare 

them for potential service in these landscapes.  
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Going forward, it is my goal to fuse my scholarly study with practical 

application to address the problem of a mismatched predominantly mono-racial 

teaching force with a more diverse student population. For the purposes of this 

Education leadership portfolio, this responsibility is shared among me, as the 

consultant and field instructor, school based administration, clinical educators, other 

university-based field instructors, and candidates enrolled at the University of 

Delaware, who volunteered for this study.  

My professional commitment 

This will contribute to my professional growth as it marks the first formal step 

in achieving my personal goals. Though I have a long way to go in this profession, I 

have dedicated my life to diversity, inclusion, and social justice. Learners of all 

backgrounds are preparing for careers in an increasingly global society and part of my 

responsibility in preparing P-12 students for life after graduation is exposing them to 

different ideas, life experiences, and perspectives ï this should begin with the 

preparation of future teachers entrusted with developing constructive and contributing 

citizens. I embarked on this journey in education with the goal to be an agent of 

positive social change through education, and Iôve concluded that pre-service teacher 

training is one avenue of effecting wide-scale transformation.    

Throughout my teacher practitioner and school leadership experiences, I have 

been left with the resounding thought that ñthere has got to be a better way,ò and I 

have made it my business to gain all the tools needed to make my passion a reality. 

Education is a fundamental pillar in the success of our nation, and I will effect positive 

change in the development of successful, constructive adults. Completing this 

Education leadership portfolio with the focus of preparing pre-service teachers to enter 
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urban classrooms from a more racially literate perspective will help me to be an 

effective leader in this nationôs educational community, endeavoring to support pre-

service teachers to guide under-served and under-privileged students to realize their 

potential and actualize their dreams. 

My ultimate goal 

In present literature, when researchers (Flanagan, & Schoffner, 2013; Jacobs, 

2010) discuss 21st century schooling, it is often in terms of improving instruction 

utilizing technology and building studentsô college and career readiness skills; 

however, the cultural proficiency of future teachers must be added to the conversation 

(Zhu & Zeichner, 2013). In a society of increasing diversity, my ultimate goal of 

instructing at the university level is to better prepare pre-service teachers to educate all 

students, through a restructuring of teacher preparation programs. P-12 students must 

be guided through the process of  navigating diverse social settings, constructing 

knowledge for themselves, and critically interacting with material (Delpit, 2006) ï this 

begins with properly preparing pre-service teachers (Darling-Hammond, 2006b). 
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Chapter 3 

IMPROVEMENT STRATEGIES  

Rationale 

The University of Delawareôs Conceptual Framework for Professional 

Education Programs asserts that teacher candidates will embody the trait of a 

ñcommitment to equityò and encourages candidates to engage in ñinquiry, reflection, 

learning and improvement of their practiceò (University of Delaware, 2015, p.3). 

Especially important for candidates working in an urban school, exploring a 

commitment to equity also involves understanding the impact of racial dynamics in 

the effort to create equitable learning environments and the development of knowledge 

and skills necessary to ñrecognize, respond to, and redress [inequitable schooling] 

conditionsò (Gorski & Swalwell, 2015, p. 1).  Deficit views of urban students and 

classrooms are often based in racial and socio-economic stereotypes, and this can lead 

to an unconscious bias toward students, which could ñattack [their] intellectual 

potential and motivationò (Michael, 2014, p. 1). Racially literate practices include the 

ability to recognize oneôs own racial identity, the racial identity of their students, and 

how racial dynamics affect the school setting (Michael, 2014; Stevenson, 2014; 

Twine, 2004).  

The systematic opportunity to engage teacher candidates in meaningful 

learning experiences about race, that strategically prepare them for urban teaching, can 

be offered through inquiry group sessions (Michael, 2014). Collaborative construction 

of meaning through inquiry, draws on constructivist-based instructional approaches 
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(Garrison et al, 2010), which supports principles of effective professional development 

(Guskey & Yoon, 2009), and provides teacher candidates the opportunity to impact 

positive social change (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009). The focus on the improvement 

of racially literate practices can support the positive impact of teacher candidates in 

their urban clinical practice environment, in that teacher candidatesô racial literacy 

may better prepare them to navigate the school setting with students who are 

overwhelmingly impacted by race.  

Educators who teach in schools that predominantly serve students of color, 

from low socio-economic backgrounds, and inner cities, require learning experiences 

that allow them to understand their own ethnic and racial identity, potential prejudices, 

and implicit biases, in order to more clearly view their students, their classroom 

interactions, and even studentsô families from different perspectives (Darling-

Hammond, 2006; Ladson-Billings, 2001; Tatum, 2003). Teacher candidates who 

engage in critical inquiry (Cochran-Smith, 1997; Michael, 2014) and reflection 

(Howard, 2003), in their urban classrooms, may develop racial literacy (Stevenson, 

2014; Twine, 2004) as a result of their involvement in race inquiry work. 

Acknowledging the importance of understanding race and its implications in 

classrooms (Howard, 2006; Michael, 2014) is seen as a foundational building block 

for teacher candidates who serve in urban schools (Buchanan, 2015). The purpose of 

this project was to explore whether students who participated in inquiry group pre-

professional development (PPD) demonstrated any shift in practice that supported the 

building of racial literacy skills.  

Guided experience in using the inquiry method helped teacher candidates to 

distinguish issues, explore various methods of examination and investigation, paired 
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with collaborative construction of meaning in inquiry group meetings and critical 

reflection (Garrison et al., 2010).   For this project, critical inquiry was 

operationalized, heavily, from the work of Cochran-Smith and Lytle (2009) and 

extended by Michaelôs (2014) focus, explicitly, on race.  

This inquiry community is structured to foster deep intellectual discourse about 

critical issues [around race] and thus [becomes a space] where the uncertainties and 

questions intrinsic to [understanding race] can be seen (not hidden) and can function 

as grist for new insights and new ways to theorize [the role of race in schools]. 

(Cochran-Smith,  2009, p.37)  

Critical race inquiry (Cochran-Smith, 2009; Michael, 2014) serves as the 

vehicle to engage pre-service teachers in conversations about how to address implicit 

assumptions and biases, promote positive racial identity, and create classroom spaces 

that acknowledge the impact of race. Each meeting allowed teacher candidates the 

opportunity to share their work, engage in productive conversations about race, and 

work collaboratively to construct meaning about race in the urban school environment. 

This project is necessary, as the findings examined the usefulness of critical race 

inquiry intervention to develop recommendations for the Elementary Teacher 

Education clinical experience structure, at the University of Delaware. Inquiry group 

participation was offered as pre-professional development to encourage teacher 

candidates to develop the racial literacy skills of inquiry, recognition, and reflection. 

Theory of Action 

The figure below illustrates the theory of action that evolved during this study. 

Recognizing the limited scope of thorough exploration, the focus for this ELP is the 

development of racial literacy skills, in pre-service teacher candidates, at the 
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University of Delaware. However, these skills are being highlighted under the premise 

that equity literacy in education sets the context for the importance of building racial 

literacy skills. The decision to focus on the development of racial literacy skills, rather 

than equity literacy skills, was deliberate. Inequitable practices, often, stem from 

inequities that are rooted in racism and racial discrimination. In order to prevent 

superficial understandings, teacher candidates must engage in honest dialogue that 

explores depths below the tip of the proverbial iceberg. Starting inquiry with a focus 

on equity may not get a person to a better understanding of race, but starting with a 

focus on race will help teacher candidates to better understand equity. This is an 

important note because as teacher candidates began to engage in the building of, or 

reinforcing of racial literacy skills, the theme of equity was ever-present. Within the 

urban clinical practice site, it was essential to provide structured guidance for teacher 

candidates to improve limited racial literacy skills.  
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 . Theory of Action. 

 Race Inquiry Group Cycle 

This began with participation in the race inquiry group which led students 

through the cycle to ask, investigate, create, discuss, and reflect on an issue involving 

race (Bruce & Bishop, 2002). The race inquiry groups served as the pre-professional 

development (PPD) and were implemented as a series of inquiry group sessions, led 

by an inquiry facilitator. After time for observation and involvement in the placement 

site, teacher candidates were encouraged to distinguish an area of investigation under 

three central themes, generated from a school-based stakeholder brainstorming 
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session: 1) classroom management through de-escalation tactics and trauma-informed 

care; 2) building a learning community and getting to know students authentically; and 

3) positive identity development ï individual reflection on implicit bias, assumptions, 

and fears about urban areas.  

Teacher candidates were then guided to focus on issues related to race and 

equity matters in their urban school placement and ask a question, achieving the first 

step of the inquiry cycle. The second step of the cycle moved teacher candidates 

forward to investigate their question through data collection. This required teacher 

candidates to create customized ways of documenting their investigation. During this 

period, teacher candidates brought this information back to the inquiry group meetings 

to discuss their data and reflect on what they were noticing, and/or their findings. 

Sometimes, this required teacher candidates to develop deeper questions regarding 

their focus for inquiry, and go back to a different step of the inquiry cycle.  

Individual Process 

The inquiry group cycle encouraged teacher candidates to engage in individual 

processes that developed racial literacy skills, and engagement in the site helped 

teacher candidates to practice these skills. The racial literacy skills that were focused 

on within this project were: inquiring about race (Michael, 2014), recognizing race 

(Stevenson, 2014), and reflecting on race (Howard, 2003). 

Inquiring about Race: Inquiring about race is a racial literacy skill that allows 

teacher candidates to begin grappling with the understanding that they have to begin 

questioning the status quo regarding the silence around race, in schools (Michael, 

2014), that have very real implications for minoritized students. In addition to 

realizing that racism has subconsciously infiltrated the thoughts and opinions of many 
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Americans, a teacher candidate must also begin to explore how race has impacted the 

lives of people in urban areas. Often, the majority of urban residents are characterized 

as economically and educationally disadvantaged people, unemployed, or 

underemployed, struggling to support families. This is the unfortunate truth for many 

inhabitants in the inner city, but teacher candidates must do more than recognize a 

personôs situation. True engagement comes from working to understand how urban 

cities were developed, and the economic, historical, judicial, and political forces that 

created the circumstances in which their students and families must survive. The 

recognition of power structures at play can help to begin the conversation of how 

racism has a serious impact on 21st century education in urban schools, and 

continuous inquiry and questioning can expand the perspectives of teacher candidates. 

Recognizing Race: So often for people who are members of the dominant 

White racial group, it is easy to ignore racism as an obstacle of the past that has been 

overcome. Participation in inquiry can guide teacher candidates through the mental 

process of introspection where they develop the skill of recognizing the role of race at 

play, in their lives, their upbringing, their environment, their current and past school 

experiences, and their worldview. Though this process is not linear and candidates will 

find themselves at different stages of race consciousness, the racial literacy skill of 

recognition is a necessary step in helping teacher candidates productively navigate 

environments that present racial dynamics that require attention (Horsford, 2014; 

Stevenson, 2016). Teacher candidates may begin to consider how their background, 

and the United Statesô racialized history, influence their beliefs about urban areas, 

urban schools, and urban students. This experience can also help with recognizing 

their racial lens, which might include their unconscious biases and assumptions. 
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Critical Reflection: Critical reflection is a main component of a teacher 

candidateôs racial awakening process and an essential racial literacy skill. Each person 

travels the journey to racial literacy differently, and again, this is not a linear process; 

however without the capacity to engage in critical thought processes that take what a 

candidate is questioning and recognizing, regarding race, to develop new 

understandings, they will not be able to move through the potential phases of 

awareness, acknowledgement, acceptance, and action ï this type of personal 

development takes time and requires deep reflection on the part of the individual 

seeking change. Preservice teachers cannot be forced into racial competence, but the 

seed can be planted to provoke the thought to examine their own beliefs, ideas, and 

implicit biases. This personal reflection can be similar to, and different from, the 

reflection that may take place during the inquiry group cycle. The reflection in the 

group cycle is a public sharing of a teacher candidateôs personal reflection, generally 

regarding their inquiry focus, and allows room for feedback from peers and the 

facilitator. Personal critical reflection, however, may not always be shared, but this 

does not mean that teacher candidates are not making sense of their inquiries and 

recognitions.  

New Understandings 

Upon experiencing the inquiry group sessions, it was expected that teacher 

candidates would be encouraged to engage in individual mental processes to practice 

the racial literacy skills to inquire, recognize, and reflect on race and race dynamics. 

This led to learning that created new understandings for candidates that included: 

racial identity, racial consciousness, race in school, racial interactions, and race in 
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broader society. Each of the new understandings are described below, and examples 

from the data are presented in Chapter 4.  

Racial Identity: This category explains moments when participants are 

discussing experiences when they were forced to explore their own personal racial 

identity, and/or situations where they were guided to understand their studentsô racial 

identities. Racial identity is operationalized as oneôs ascribed membership in a racial 

group that impacts their world perspective, choices in life, search for self, and 

potentially, the way otherôs may make judgments about them.  

Racial Consciousness: This category explains moments when participants are 

discussing experiences where they articulate being aware that race was factor in a 

situation. For some participants, race was a peripheral element of their education and 

life experiences. Developing consciousness around race helps teacher candidates 

better engage in race inquiry group meetings. 

Race in Schools: This category explains moments when participants are 

specifically discussing the role of race in school buildings, classrooms, teacher 

decision-making and thought processes, in curriculum and instructional resources, in 

conversations between students, and/or interactions between clinical educators and 

students, teacher candidates and students.  

Race in Broader Society: This category captures moments when participants 

articulate taking their learning about race and recognizing its role or influence in 

situations outside of their placement school. Often, for participants, these experiences 

included elements that incorporate the role of race in social inequities.  

The new understandings did not serve as an endpoint and may have prompted 

teacher candidates to revisit the practice of using racial literacy skills to continue their 
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learning, or begin a new learning cycle through race inquiry. This non-linear process 

of learning through inquiry could improve teacher candidatesô racial literacy skills and 

lead to further attention to race-based inequities and more equitable practices in 

education.  

Research Questions 

Two research questions guided this study; 

1. How did the race inquiry group function as a space for teacher candidates 

to talk about and learn from racial encounters and race dynamics as they 

completed an urban student teaching placement, serving students of 

color? 

2. What did teacher candidates learn as a result of participating in a race 

inquiry group within an urban student teaching placement, serving 

students of color? 

Design and Methods 

Sample 

The participants were nine teacher candidates from the University of 

Delawareôs Elementary Teacher Education program, placed at Jackson Elementary 

School, for their clinical practice experience. Eight teacher candidates identified as 

White women, one teacher candidate identified as an African-American woman; with 

ages ranging between 19-22 years. The teacher candidate participants were recruited 

as a convenience sample because of their placement at an urban school, with a high 

population of students of color, from low-income backgrounds. Table 5 provides 

background information on the teacher candidate participants, followed by a brief 

profile for each candidate. 
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Table 5 Participant Background Information 

Participant  Gender Self-

Identified 

Race and/or 

Ethnicity 

Certification 

Seeking 

Student 

Teaching 

Level 

Grade 

Level 

Clinical 

Educator 

Race 

Clinical 

Educator 

Gender 

Astha Female African-

American 

K-6/Special 

Education 

STI Third 

Grade 

1. White 

2. White 

1. Female 

2. Female 
Belinda Female White/Italian 

and Polish 

K-6/Middle 

Social 

Studies 

STII Third 

Grade 

1. White 

2. White 

1. Female 

2. Female 

Charisma Female White K-6/Middle 

School 

English 

STII Third 

Grade 

1. Black 

2. White 

1. Female 

2. Female 

Giselle Female White K-6/Special 

Education 

STI Fourth 

Grade 

1. Black 

2. Black 

1. Female 

2. Female 
Jannette Female White/Jewish K-6/Middle 

School 

English 

STII Fifth 

Grade 

1. Black 

2. White 

1. Female 

2. Female 

Malehna Female White/Jewish K-6/Special 

Education 

STI Fourth 

Grade 

1. Black 

2. Black 

1. Female 

2. Female 
Marisol  Female White K-6/Special 

Education 

STI Third 

Grade 

1. White 

2. White 

1. Female 

2. Female 
Rebecca Female White/Jewish K-6/Middle 

School 

English 

STII Third 

Grade 

1. Black 

2. White 

1. Female 

2. Female 

Sethu Female White/Irish K-6/Middle 

School 

English 

STII Third 

Grade 

1. White 

2. White 

1. Female 

2. Female 

 

 

Participant Profiles 

ASTHA 

Astha identifies as an African-American woman who grew up in a 

predominantly White neighborhood. Coming from a middle-class background, Astha 

reported that, growing up, she had mostly White female friends, because of academic 

tracking. Astha is currently in the first phase of the student teaching internship 

experience, and she is pursuing dual certification in Elementary Education and Special 

Education. In her inner-city school placement, she had two White clinical educators 
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(CE) to learn under. Astha holds a leadership role in a historically Black sorority and 

exudes self-confidence as a minority in the inquiry group.  

 

BELINDA 

Belinda is a White woman, with Polish and Italian ethnic roots. Belinda had 

limited experiences with people of color, until she reached college. Though she was 

raised in an upper-middle class neighborhood, Belinda considered her familyôs income 

to be closer to middle-class, with neither of her parents holding a Bachelorôs degree. 

Belinda is an Elementary Education and History/Social Studies dual major. At the 

completion of this study, Belinda completed her full undergraduate experience, and 

she was looking for full-time teaching employment. She had two White clinical 

educators during her placement, and outside of teaching, Belinda also coached sports. 

CHARISMA 

Charisma is a White woman, in her second semester of student teaching. She is 

fairly private about her family background and doesnôt often reference her experiences 

growing up, but this does not seem purposeful. She seems more excited about being a 

participant in race inquiry groups and takes an active role in her learning. Charisma 

mainly focuses on sharing experiences and observations from her placement 

classroom and using the inquiry group sessions to gain feedback from peers, sharing 

her own thinking, and developing new understandings. Charisma graduated at the 

conclusion of the race inquiry experience and was on the job market, looking for full-

time teaching employment. Charisma was seeking certification in Elementary 

Education, with a specialization in Social Studies.  

GISELLE 
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Giselle is in her first semester of the year-long student teaching internship 

experience. She self identifies as White, and describes her K-12 schools as being 

ñmostly White.ò She reports that there were a few African-American students in her 

schools, and that everyone was ñfriends with each other,ò even though in hindsight, 

she realizes that they were separated from each other, in classes. Giselle was generally 

quiet in the inquiry groups, and usually spoke toward the conclusion of meetings, or 

with some prompting. Giselle verbally expressed her recognition of being the minority 

in her classroom. Race was not a topic that she had much experience with discussing. 

She had two African-American clinical educators for her placement.  

JANNETTE 

Jannette is a White student teacher, from New England, graduating at the 

conclusion of the semester and hoping to gain employment near her hometown. 

Jannette expressed an initial interest in understanding, discussing, and exploring racial 

elements in school settings. Jannette was a regular contributor to inquiry group 

discussions and engaged in her own prior research, which helped to build her 

background knowledge. She was quick to offer practical suggestions to her peers and 

share resources with them, such as articles, or books, that would deepen their 

engagement with race. Jannette takes pride in her Jewish identity and used her heritage 

as a way to build relationships with students. Jannette had an African-American and a 

White clinical educator. Jannete was pursuing certification in Elementary Education 

and English. 

MALEHNA  

Malehna is a student teacher in her first stretch of the two-semester clinical 

experience program. She identifies as White and described the schoolôs predominant 
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student of color population as being new to her. With two Black clinical educators and 

a majority of students of color, Malehna was a minority in her learning environment. 

She was not overly talkative during inquiry group sessions, but she when did speak, 

she shared experiences and observations from her classroom and tried to make sense 

of them, in relation to what her peers were contributing to the conversation.  

MARISOL 

Marisol is a White student teacher in the first half of her student teaching 

experience. Growing up, she explains that though her community was fairly diverse, in 

her Advanced Placement track, in high school, she rarely ñintermingledò with people 

who were non-White. Marisol describers her upbringing as coming from ña really 

good home,ò and ña really good family.ò Marisol had one White clinical educator. At 

the start of the placement, Marisol was concerned with being able to connect with her 

students, considering the differing backgrounds that they came from. Marisol was 

majoring in Elementary Education and Special Education. 

REBECCA 

Rebecca identifies as Jewish, and she comes from a family with experience in 

social justice action. She is not a stranger to the ideology of embracing others, stating 

that she ñactively taughtò that everyone is equal. Bringing this mindset to the inquiry 

groups, Rebecca was a vocal participant, willing to challenge herself and be 

vulnerable with her biases, shortcomings, and desires for growth. Even with some 

background knowledge in conversations around race and poverty, Rebecca admits that 

this experience was the first time where she was the minority, and that helped her to 

wonder about the perspectives of people of color. Rebecca had one African-American 

clinical educator, and as a graduating senior, she looked forward to serving in a non-
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profit community service organization, in urban schools, upon graduation. Elementary 

Education and English were Rebeccaôs academic majors.  

SETHU 

Sethu is a proud Irish woman who will begin her graduate studies, immediately 

following graduation, at the conclusion of the semester. Sethu attended predominantly 

White schools, and completed classes in the Advanced Placement track, which further 

segregated her from students of non-White backgrounds. Sethu shares that she comes 

from a family that she considers mildly racist, but she does not think this has affected 

her deeply. Sethu is pursuing Elementary Education, with a specialization in English. 

In this placement, she has two White clinical educators.   

 

Data Collection Procedures 

Data were gathered from a variety of sources. Teacher candidates participated 

in PPD, through inquiry group sessions, over the course of 10 weeks, meeting five 

times. A full Professional Development Plan can be viewed in Appendix D.  

Teacher candidates also participated in on-going student teaching coursework, 

in EDUC400, that may have supplemented their understandings of critical issues 

regarding race in urban classrooms. I had access to their online discussion post 

responses that were completed as requirements of the teacher candidate associated 

coursework.  Inquiry group sessions with teacher candidates were recorded and 

transcribed. Informal exchanges between inquiry group members and the inquiry 

group facilitator, such as personal exchanges, email correspondence, or written and 

verbal feedback during the inquiry process was included as data. Inquiry group 

members were encouraged to use an Inquiry Notebook as they progressed through the 
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inquiry cycle ï this notebook could serve as a place to compile all of their individual 

data collection in a central location, in addition to its potential utility as a place to 

track their thoughts, analyses, and discoveries, over time. Data was also collected 

through the transcriptions of teacher candidate exit interviews. Interviews were 

conducted after the last inquiry group session. 

The data available for review included transcribed inquiry group sessions, 

semi-structured exit interviews, and document analysis. Documents reviewed included 

teacher candidate reflections, inquiry notebooks, written participant-facilitator 

communication, and online discussion post responses that were completed as 

requirements of the teacher candidate associated coursework.  Data was collected 

following the timeline below, in Table 6 
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Table 6 Intervention Timeline 

Date  Event Topic Next Steps 

February 

6th  

Teacher Candidate 

Orientation 

 

Teacher Candidate 

Equity Orientation, 

Recruitment, Informed 

Consent, 

Introduction to Project,  

Take observations 

based on three areas 

for inquiry 

February 

23rd  

1st Inquiry Group 

Session 

Introduction to Inquiry 

Cycle, 

Review of Inquiry 

Notebook, 

Teacher Candidate 

Observations Sharing, 

Discuss Developing 

Inquiry Questions 

Choose a focus for 

inquiry 

Communicate with 

Inquiry Facilitator 

Narrow down an 

inquiry question 

March 

14th  

2nd Inquiry Group 

Session 

Discuss Data Collection,  

Teacher Candidate 

General Sharing 

Collect data 

Track observations 

and reflections 

April 12 th  3rd Inquiry Group 

Session 

Discuss Data Analysis 

Teacher Candidate 

General Sharing 

Collect data 

Reflect on data 

collect 

Develop conclusions 

May 2nd  4th Inquiry Group 

Session 

Discuss Data Analysis 

and Conclusions 

Teacher Candidate 

General Sharing 

Reflect on 

experience in 

preparation for exit 

interviews 

Bring Inquiry 

Notebook 

May 3rd ï 

9th  

Individual Exit 

Interviews 

Followed semi-structured 

interview protocol 

 

 

Instruments 

Semi-Structured Interview Protocol Development 

The semi-structured interview served as an exit interview where each 

participant had the opportunity to reflect on their participation throughout the inquiry 
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groups and share their experience, individually. The majority of data collection took 

place in a group setting, and though all participants were encouraged to share, the 

limitations of timed group sessions may have impeded on participant contribution. The 

inquiry facilitator administered this protocol (Appendix A-b), within two weeks after 

the conclusion of the inquiry group intervention term. Teacher candidates and the 

inquiry facilitator met privately, and the interview was recorded, transcribed, and 

coded.  

The semi-structured interview was based generally around the race inquiry 

protocol of Ali Michael (2014). Michael (2014) conducted race inquiry groups with 

in-service teachers for one year, in several school districts, and her work served as a 

primary influence for this ELP. Michaelôs (2014) original questions were adapted to 

match the accessibility and expectations for pre-service teacher participants. 

Additional questions were added to meaningfully engage participants in their 

educational preparedness for doing race inquiry work, their individual process and 

experience throughout the inquiry group term, and how their participation impacted 

their thoughts about race in schools, currently and moving forward. Participants were 

also asked to explicitly reference the inquiry facilitatorôs role in the inquiry group 

process. Teacher candidate responses to that specific question served to inform future 

inquiry group replication and implementation. Through semi-structured exit 

interviews, teacher candidates were provided the opportunity to share their personal 

stories to add voice to the picture being created around their involvement in race 

inquiry work. The table below shows the relationship between the interview protocol 

and research questions.  
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Table 7 Research Questions in Relation to Interview Questio 

Research Questions in Relation to Interview Questions 

Research Question 

Interview Question 

How did the RIG function as a space for processing racial 

encounters and race dynamics during the completion of 

an urban student teaching placement, serving students of 

color? 

Q2, Q3, Q5, Q6, Q7, 

Q8 

What did teacher candidates learn a result of participating 

in a race inquiry group within an urban student teaching 

placement serving students of color? 

Q1, Q2, Q3, Q4, Q6, 

Q8 

 

Data Analysis Methods 

The data gathered in this project was analyzed as appropriate for the type of 

data collected and based on the research questions. I developed case studies and 

conducted a cross case and within case analysis by applying an open coding process 

and using a constant comparison approach. Dedoose online analysis program was used 

to support the coding process. In qualitative work, data collection and data analysis, do 

not typically follow a linear process because constant comparison and revisions of 

coding scheme, for this study, led to the development of concepts throughout the 

analysis process (Lichtman, 2010). Below, I have included the research question, in 

addition to describing analysis methods used to answer that question.     

RQ 1: How did the Race Inquiry Group function as a space for teacher 

candidates to talk about and learn from racial encounters and race 

dynamics as they completed an urban student teaching placement, 

serving students of color? 
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The coding of raw data was conducted through a series of data review. A 

coding unit was decided to be a meaningful cluster of words that expressed an idea. 

Themes were developed by noting patterns in ideas expressed from participants in the 

transcripts. As themes developed, I made notes of them within the data and on a 

separate sheet of paper. After a few iterations, I began to look for ways to group the 

codes that developed from the data ï this process is depicted in Table 8.  

Table 8 Code Mapping: Three Iterations of Analysis 

 

Code Mapping: Three Iterations of Analysis (to be read from the bottom up) 

 

CODE MAPPING FOR INQUIRY GROUPS  

(Research Questions 1 and 2) 

RQ1: Space to Process Racial Encounters 

and Racial Dynamics 

 

RQ2: Learning Outcomes as a Result of 

Race Inquiry Group Participation 

(THIRD ITERATION: APPLICATION TO DATA SET)  

Race Matters: 

Critical Inquiry in Teacher Preparation for Urban Teaching Service 

(SECOND ITERATION: PATTERN VARIABLES)  

 Inquiring about Race Recognizing Race Critical Reflection on Race 

1A. Asking Questions 

1A. Reading About Race 

 

1B. Data Collection 

1B. Data Analysis 

1C. Building Relationships 

1C. Climate 

 

1D. Race and Curriculum 

1D. Pupils Initiating Race 

Talk 

 

2A. Racial Literacy  

2A. TC Racial Dissonance 

2A. TC Verbalizing 

Complexities of Race 

 

2B. Equity Literacy 

(FIRST ITERATION: INITIAL AXIAL CODES/SURFACE CONTENT 

ANALYSIS)  

1A. Discussing race 

1A. Ideas about inquiry 

1A. Home life and school 

1A. Awareness 

 

1B. Data collection 

1B. Data analysis 

1C. Building relationships 

1C. Classroom management 

1C. Teacher student 

communication 

1C. Behavior expectations 

1C. Classroom respect 

1C. Aggression 

2A. Understanding race 

2A. Racial conflict ï 

inaction and addressing 

racial conflict 

2A. Importance of race 

2A. Institutional racism 

2A. White privilege 
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1B. Commenting about 

inquiry groups 

 

 

1C. Teaching style mismatch 

 

1D. Race and curriculum 

1D. Low academic 

expectations 

1D. Classroom academic 

activities 

1D. Race generalizations 

1D. Productive 

conversations about race  

1D. Black vernacular 

1D. Broaching racial topics 

 

2A. Personal racial identity 

2A. Productive race 

conversations 

2A. Reflecting on race 

2A. Engagement with race 

2A. Intra-group 

discrimination (Internalized 

racism) 

2A. Ill -preparedness 

 

2B. Social Justice  

2B. Implicit bias 

2B. Verbalizing confidence 

2B. Verbalizing discomfort 

2B. Long-term effects 

2B. Discussing class 
DATA DATA DATA DATA 

 

In Table 8, the process begins with the exploration of data to uncover initial 

axial codes that categorize surface content. In the second iteration, the coded data is 

further analyzed to develop deeper patterns. It became apparent that the groups being 

formulated were aligned with my practical outcomes. The practical outcomes of this 

study were for teacher candidates to inquire about race, recognize race, and critically 

reflect on race, during their placement at the research site and throughout the 

intervention term. In the third iteration, the overall concept that race matters created a 

big picture view of an overarching understanding developed by candidates, through 

participation in critical inquiry during their urban teaching service, as part of their 

teacher preparation. Finally, all of the codes were connected to the aligned research 

questions of the study, organized by the numbers one or two, i.e. 1A, 1B, 2A, 2B.   

Once I could not develop new codes from the data, I went back into the data to 

create frequency charts (see Table 9 and Table 10), specific to individual participants. 

This frequency chart helped to understand how often, and in what ways, participants 
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were contributing during inquiry sessions. It also helped to document the patterns that 

individual participants created throughout the term. The coding frequency charts, 

additionally, added to the data on how/if participantsô contributions and participation 

changed over time. The frequency charts created documents that supported the 

development of participant individual case narratives. Finally, a coding scheme chart 

was developing linking research, to codes, with definitions, and a single example in 

Table 11.   
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Table 9 Inquiry Session Coding Frequency 

Inquiring About Race                    Recognizing Race Critical Reflection on Race 

 

A
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g
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R
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R
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lk 
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c
e 

T
C

 V
e
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a
liz
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g

 

C
o

m
p
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x
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s
 o

f 

R
a

c
e 

Astha 4 1 4 2 7 3  3 1 5 4 2 

Belinda 2 1 2 1 8 8 1 2 1 6 4 2 

Charisma 8 1 3 3 16 15 4 10  12 5 5 

Giselle 2 1 3 3 7 3   2 9   

Jannette 7 1 2 1 13 10 4 5   3 1 

Malehna 1   1 4 8 3   3 1 1 

Marisol  5   2 9 9    1 1  

Rebecca 6   1 13 18 5 3  9 6 3 

Sethu 5   1 3 1 3 1 1 4 1 3 

Contextualized Examples 

Astha     BEV H   H  H  

Belinda H    TS4 H4 A Bev  H H   

Charisma     BEV TS4 H 

L 

H3 A Bev H    TS  

Giselle     TS2 H3       

Jannette     BEV TS H A  H H    

Malehna     BEV2  TS5 H4 A5       

Marisol      TS5 H TS2 H2        

Rebecca     TS3 L9 A L H   H   

Sethu     TS        

H ï Home life and School  BEV ï Black English Vernacular  TS ï Teacher Style Mismatch  A ï Aggression  L ï Long-term Effects 
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Table 10 Exit Interview Coding Frequency  
 

Inquiring About Race  Recognizing Race Critical Reflection on Race 
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c
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Astha 4 1 3 3 5 6 4 4 6 3 2 

Belinda 17 3 13 1 20 7 8 6 10 10 4 

Charisma 5 2 8 4 2 8 10 3 16 5 12 

Giselle 5 6 12 2 10 3 6 5 8 0 6 

Jannette 3 5 4 1 11 4 7 8 5 4 7 

Malehna 3 0 8 2 6 5 8 5 11 3 4 

Marisol  4 0 9 2 5 10 6 4 9 1 3 

Rebecca 6 0 8 2 17 18 8 4 19 12 10 

Sethu  1 2 2 9 10 6 2 9 15 4 

Contextualized Examples 

Astha       TSC CM   SES  

Belinda    H SES SES H  SES   SES  

Charisma      Beh Beh  H   

Giselle      H TSC CR CM 

A2 

    

Jannette       SES     

Malehna BEV   A   CAA BEV 

SES A2 

    

Marisol      TSC       

Rebecca   H  SES3 H CM H2 TSM  SES SES SES 

Sethu SES      H2 Beh2 SES  SES SES2  

H ï Home life and School     BEV ï Black English Vernacular   TS ï Teacher Style Mismatch    A ï Aggression SES ï Socio-economic Status 

CM ï Classroom Management Beh ï Behavior Expectations TSC ï Teacher Student Communication CAA ï Classroom Academic Activities 
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Table 11 Coding Dictionary 
In

q
u

ir
in

g
 A

b
o
u

t 
R

a
c
e 

Literature  Code Definition Data Example  

 

Cochran-

Smith, 

1997; 

Michael, 

2014 

Inquiring 

about Race 

Teacher candidates engaging in 

discussion that verbalizes their 

questions about race, racial 

interactions, or witnessing 

encounters where they think that 

race is a factor.  

I feel like after this whole experience, maybe I think 

about race more in a sense of, "I wonder why this is 

happening, if it has to do with race.ò 

Do you think that they like, have you noticed that 

they're like mistrusting or don't like white people from 

that time period or in that civil rights movement 

period or like now as well? 

Asking 

questions  

TCs are specifically asking 

questions that revolve around 

race. 

She's white. So I don't know if that has anything to do 

with it, but it concerns me because I don't want to be 

that way. 

It's the same thing, too, the same discussion when a 

black student versus ... An African American student 

versus an African student, how they interact, even 

though they're the same color. It's the insult, you're 

from Africa. It's not an insult, but why do they think 

that?   

Data 

collection 

TCs are asking questions about 

how to collect data to answer the 

question they wish to explore 

throughout the semester. Or, TCs 

are discussing their individual 

data collection process and 

sharing with the group to gain 

feedback from peers and 

facilitator. 

 

What are the racial dynamics in establishing direct 

classroom teacher-student communication? How 

would I go about researching or observing that?  
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Table 11 (contôd) 

Coding Dictionary 
R

e
c
o

g
n

iz
in

g
 R

a
c
e

 

Literature  Code Definition  Sub-topics Data Example  

Buchanan, 

2015; 

Darling-

Hammond, 

2006; 

Gorski & 

Swalwell, 

2012; Marx, 

2013; 

Michael, 

2014; 

Stevenson, 

2014; 

Twine, 

2004; 

Recognizing 

Race 

The codes below 

capture different 

ways that TCs 

discuss their 

recognition of 

race, during 

inquiry groups. 

 I know she made the remark to me that she thinks they don't listen to 

her as well because she's white and the other clinical educator is 

black and she thinks that's why they don't listen to her. I have other 

opinions of why they don't listen to her. 

 

Building 

relationships 

TCs discussed the 

ways they 

experienced, or 

observed, race 

playing a role in 

relationships, 

within the 

classroom. 

Teacher student 

communication 

And the biggest thing that I realized, and not only this is like a race 

issue, as much as it is all children, is that relationships are 

everything. And I've noticed that I don't necessarily know if my 

classroom management has gotten, has changed as much this time, 

as more of my relationships have developed, the more it all works 

out. And how taking time to go and ask them how their day is every 

day, and being there to greet them in the morning, ask that. 

 

Climate This code 

encompasses all 

the elements that 

influence 

classroom climate 

and the learning 

environment. 

Classroom 

management 

Something I notice between my two clinical educators, one of my 

clinical educators has like classroom management goals [Black], 

she's amazing. My other teacher [White}, instructionally she's really 

good but classroom management she has some issues.  

 

Classroom 

academic activities 

Even when I'm teaching the math, I'm like, this is boring. 

Her classroom is just boring, so they don't like coming because they 

don't like her. 

And I think that in terms of equity, I don't know how to describe it. 

The curriculum, why can't they do fun things? Why can't they do fun 

things and engage with learning? And why is it like this, this, this, 

this? 

 

Classroom respect So the thing is in my classroom is my clinical educator will scream 

at them all the time. She'll start the morning off like that she'll end 

the day like that. She'll send kids out of the classroom all the time. 

One thing she told me once is that she feels like she has to because 

that's the only way they'll listen because that's what they get at home. 

But it concerns me that that's the way she thinks about it because I 
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feel like if you build the relationships and you get to know the 

students, like what they're going through you won't have to scream at 

them. They'll have respect for you, you'll have respect for them. I 

don't understand why she thinks that's the way it has to be. 

 

Behavior 

expectations 

so that thing that I'd like to investigate further is how to build 

relationships with kids and make lasting relationships with kids. And 

seize opportunities, anyway that I can to build and strengthen those 

relationships in order to maintain that behavioral standard that I 

want. 

Race and 

curriculum 

These codes 

capture the ways 

that TCs 

explicitly 

discussed the 

intersection, 

presence, or lack 

of presence in the 

curriculum and 

classroom 

learning 

experiences. 

Classroom 

academic activities 

But I asked, too, I was like, "Can I do a number talks with that," and 

she was like, "I wish, but I got yelled at when I tried." She was like, 

"You have to follow word for word exactly what this textbook is 

asking," but it's so boringésometimes I wonder if almost that is 

race-related. I feel like the quality of instruction, I don't 

 

Low academic 

expectations 

And the idea is that it's just love writing. Don't work on it, just love 

to write. And they're based around ... Yeah. They're based around 

urban areas. The intent is to get kids who are not good writers to 

enjoy writing. But, then I was reading about these two African 

American teachers who were discussing how racist this practice was 

because they were saying first of all, our kids don't need you to 

convince them that they like writing. If you see anything that you 

write on their own, you'll see that they know how to write, they 

know how to put a pen on a piece of paper. But it's racist because it's 

implying that they are not ready for difficult content, they're not 

ready to perfect their writing, they just need to learn how to write.  

 

Pupils 

initiating 

race talk 

These codes 

capture the ways 

that TCs observed 

their students 

initiating and 

discussing issues 

of race. 

Intra-group 

discrimination 

Broaching racial 

topics 

I had never like witnessed that before because usually people like I 

would think within the same race like would ... I don't know. I didn't 

realize there were different skin tones within the same race. 

But other students would be like, I know "I know you're light 

skinned; its fine" and I'm like ... I would never come up, I would 

never spark conversation about it, but it was just like "Okay."  
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Table 11 (contôd) 

 

Coding Dictionary 
C

ri
ti
c
a

l 
R

e
fl
e

c
ti
o

n
 o

n
 R

a
c
e 

Literature  Code Definition  Sub-topics Data Example  
Howard, 

2006; Gorski 

& Swalwell, 

2012; Marx, 

2013; 

Stevenson, 

2014; Twine, 

2004 

 

Racial literacy 

 

TCs were thinking 

more deeply about what 

they had observed, 

witnessed, or 

experienced and were 

bringing it to the group 

to make sense of the 

new, or renewed, 

information, regarding 

race.  

These codes also 

capture moments where 

TCs are using a racial 

lens to view a situation, 

explore information, or 

comment on an 

occurrence. 

Lack of skill 

to recast 

I heard something yesterday and I heard it again 

today, it was between two black students and the 

one told the other student, he was like "You look 

like you're from Africa." And I wanted to address 

it but I was like "That's not an insult but you said it 

as an insult." I said "Let's treat each other with 

respect." That's all I said in the moment because I 

was like "I don't know." I didn't want to be like 

"That's not a nice thing to say." Because that 

wouldn't be true either. And then this morning they 

were like "Stop it, but you're Puerto Rican looking 

so." 

Attempts to 

recast 

I really liked the one Elizabeth shared at our last 

inquiry group where she was just like, "Have them 

talk about their feelings, like what does that word 

mean to them. Where is that coming from?" Then 

so I feel more comfortable ... Now I have 

something to say, because before it'd be like, 

"That's not nice." That doesn't do anything and it 

sounds bad.  

 

Attempts to 

resolve 

I think just keeping my composure was a big piece 

of it, especially with the one student. If I reacted he 

would have known that using that word would 

have got a reaction out of it every time. Then it 

would have become more frequent, I felt like. So 

just keeping my composure and either trying to 

anticipate the situation or try to figure out what's 

Teacher 

candidatesô 

TCs discusses 

experiences where what 

they observe, hear, or 

experience contradicts 

 I had never like witnessed that before because 

usually people like I would think within the same 

race like would ... I don't know. I didn't realize 
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racial 

dissonance 

 

what they know, 

thought they knew, or 

heard about race, or 

people within a racial 

group. 

there were different skin tones within the same 

race. 

Yeah, it's like being white is not an issue until you 

do something they don't like. 

TCs 

verbalizing 

complexities 

of race 

 

TC verbalize the 

various and complex 

ways that race can 

manifest in classroom 

conversations, 

classroom activities and 

curriculum, outside 

social interactions, and 

society, as a whole. 

 And then today, not today it was yesterday, the 

kids were on computer free time and I saw some of 

the girls were on a site where they were doing 

makeup and hair and I noticed all of their 

characters were white. And there was a bar for skin 

color too and I didn't comment on it with them but 

they were changing everything else, eye color, hair 

color. And I thought that was interesting. Because 

I'm white so it makes me sad that some young girls 

feel that way. Especially this young and it's kind of 

upsetting to me. 

Equity 

literacy 

 

  But it's like a system, they're stuck in a system. 

And I guess that was something I wasn't really 

aware before. But then me working with some of 

these kids, especially those kids that are, they need 

more, they need to be stimulated more, and they're 

not getting it more. Because they don't have the 

opportunity to get it. 

 And I know I was talking to one of my 

students and he was saying how his mom wants to 

choice school him somewhere else, because he 

would get a better education and get to do more. 

And I looked up the school after the fact, and it 

was like an AFBO. And you know, schools like 

AFBO, they get to do those things. And I don't 

think it's fair that a school like this doesn't. 

And I think that in terms of equity, I don't know 

how to describe it. The curriculum, why can't they 

do fun things? Why can't they do fun things and 

engage with learning? And why is it like this, this, 

this, this? 
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RQ 2: What did teacher candidates learn as a result of participating in a race inquiry group 

within an urban student teaching placement serving students of color?  

Data was reviewed to distinguish how teacher candidates applied the racial literacy 

skills of inquiring, recognizing and reflecting on race. These led to groups of new 

understandings that were shared across participant experiences: racial identity, racial 

consciousness, race in schools, and race in broader society. Each of the categories was 

described within the explanation of the studyôs Theory of Action (Figure 1); examples from 

data are provided in Chapter 4. Another focus for analysis of the RQ2 was to distinguish any 

shift in thinking, words, or actions demonstrated or reported by teacher candidates, 

throughout the inquiry cycle process. 
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Chapter 4 

IMPROVEMENT STRATEGIES RESULTS  

The interactions I had with teacher candidates throughout their clinical practice 

semester led to the impact and outcomes of the critical race inquiry group project. The 

unique opportunity I was afforded to develop, implement, and analyze this improvement 

initiative provides a look into an often overlooked facet of teacher preparation programs that 

require attention. When teacher candidates are practicing in urban school settings that serve 

students and families who fall victim to historical social and educational inequities, an 

understanding of the context and role of race is essential.  

This chapter introduces case studies of selected teacher candidates to the reader.  In 

Chapter 3, the reader was briefly introduced to each of the participants. I purposefully 

selected five of the nine teacher candidate participants because they best illustrated various 

ways, and range of levels, that different novice teachers engaged in inquiry and how they 

constructed meaning from the experience. I chose case studies to present research findings 

because they allow for full and detailed descriptions of participant experiences, including 

their new understandings. Each case study is organized to highlight the teacher candidatesô 

experience throughout the semester. Information is provided on each participantôs 

background and their new understandings about race that were influenced by their 

engagement in the inquiry process. I end each case study with a summary of the teacher 

candidateôs individual takeaways.  

After the presentation of individual case studies, a cross case analysis is included. 

The cross case analysis highlights connections and distinctions between the teacher 

candidate participant experiences, in relation to the new understandings of the study and 

their individual inquiry process, with consideration of racial literacy skills. Further, I 
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included a reflection on the inquiry group experiences, from my perspective, as the Inquiry 

Facilitator.  

Individual Case Studies 

ASTHA 

Background on Candidate 

Astha identifies as an African-American woman, who grew up in a predominantly 

White neighborhood. In reflecting on her Implicit Bias Test results, she was surprised that it 

reported her to have an ñautomatic preference for white people over black people,ò as she 

identifies completely as African-American. Coming from a self-reported middle-class 

background, Astha reported that she had a friend group that consisted, mostly, of White 

girls, as a result of being tracked in higher academic classes where Black students were 

underrepresented. When she entered college, she explains how quickly ñoppositeò her social 

network became when she found a group of other African-American women to associate 

with. Describing this as ñnice,ò Astha is also an active member of a historically Black 

sorority, and discovered her ñwokenessò as an African-American student, on campus. Being 

ñwokeò is a commonly accepted, colloquial term for social consciousness, generally in 

regards to current race-related issues. However, she was back in familiar territory, as the 

only African- American participant, in the race inquiry group.  

The learning environments that her clinical educators (CEôs) allowed her to 

experience were very different. One CE managed a calm, structured classroom, and rarely 

raised her voice ï the other CE was a former military service woman and structured her 

classroom management around principles that might be more readily observed in a military 

style boot camp.  

My clinical educator is white and the students respond to her very well, and 

she also doesn't ever yell. Like she only yells when it's like a danger, or like 
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she's really disappointed in them, you know? But for a really reasonable 

reason, not just like, "Get your pencils out!" You know, like some teachers 

yell for everything. 

 

Astha describes the two completely different classrooms that she observed and 

participated in, both led by White female, CEs as ñdefinitely interesting to see.ò 

During clinical practice orientation, at the start of the semester, Astha expressed her 

curiosity regarding how her students would perceive her, racially, sharing that ñpeople 

assume that I am Latino or Hispanic, due to my looks.ò  Visually, it is important to note, that 

Astha might be considered racially ambiguous ï she is a lighter-skinned woman who might 

easily be perceived to be of Latin descent, or bi-racial makeup. She systematically explored 

this area as the focus for her inquiry project.  

Engagement in the Inquiry Process 

Astha portrayed a general self-confidence in her racial identity as an African-

American woman, despite being a minority in the inquiry group. Though she did not speak 

much during the first session, Astha did not have to be coaxed to speak out. She chimed in 

on her peersô discussions of their beginning of the semester observations, and was not 

visibly hesitant to discuss her own area of inquiry. 

 In the second inquiry group meeting, instead of speaking in response to her 

peers, Astha introduced an area of racial dissonance, regarding intra-group discrimination 

between light-skinned and dark-skinned African Americans. Colorism is a persistent issue 

within communities of color, including Black people (Hunter, 2007). In a moment of 

vulnerability ï she expressed her annoyance with the racial divide, and not wanting to 

further perpetuate that. This was prompted by the question she was considering exploring as 

her inquiry focus, which was based in recognition of skin tone.  

The question that I had from the last time was how does my identity as a 

lighter-skinned black teacher perceived by my students? Identity as black 

people, and my Latino/Latina students? And I am kind of hating this question 

now.  
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When probed further about her emotions toward her initial question, she responded, 

ñI hate the whole light skin/dark skin controversy.ò This topic was a new area for her White 

race inquiry group peers, as many of them had no idea why people, within the same racial 

group, would discriminate against each other. Even though Astha voiced frustration 

regarding the light-skinned/dark-skinned issue within the African-American community, I 

encouraged her to continue with this area for inquiry because it was a focus that originated 

within her classroom, initiated by her students. It was also in alignment with her wondering 

from the beginning of the semester. I explained that it was a perfect opportunity for her to 

further engage her students in an area they cared about, and it also presented the occasion 

for her to explore the issue from the perspective of action, rather than something that was 

divisive ï in other words, she could take ownership of the issue and positively impact the 

narrative, if she so chose. She took my advice.    

Asthaôs participation in the race inquiry groups changed over time.  In the first 

session, she spoke infrequently and attributed this to the need to óread the group.ô ñAt the 

beginning, I think I definitely had to like kind of figure out where everyone else's mindset 

was. Kind of had to like read people to see kind of where they came from and their 

principles.ò In the three times she did speak, throughout the first hour long meeting, once 

was to discuss her focus for inquiry ï how her students perceived her racial identity, and the 

other two contributions were to comment on other participantsô noticing of racial issues, in 

terms of language and inter-group discrimination. Her peers were discussing the ways that 

students use Black English Vernacular in the classroom and ways to respond to that ï Astha 

was clear in the language standard that she set for how students communicate with her. She 

expected her students to use Edited American English (G. Ladson-Billings, personal 

communication, Nov 2, 2017) in conversation with her, or during formal academic 

conversations, and she supported the studentsô use of Black English Vernacular when they 
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spoke, informally, with each other. Astha was the only student in the first inquiry group to 

discuss exerting her authority more with her students, rather than feeling discomfort. 

 I've actually made it very clear from day one if they speak to me incorrectly 

with grammar I correct them right on the spot. I'm not sure how productive it 

has been. I guess I've shown higher expectations for their language, like 

speaking to me, because my clinical educator does allow it in the classroom 

even though she doesn't speak like that.  

 

Asthaôs words show a sense of agency in her interaction with students, though she 

notes the possibility of ineffectiveness, instead of abstractly discussing standards and 

expectations, she provides an example of her actions. 

Further, during the first inquiry session, while the other inquiry group members 

pointed out their observations of Black students within the same racial category, insulting 

each otherôs looks, Astha confirmed the presence of complexion issues, i.e. light-skinned 

being better than dark-skinned, even on their current college campus. She extended the 

conversation by introducing the importance of addressing racial issues with students at a 

young age, so as to combat the lessons they may be learning, socially, about hierarchy in 

skin color.  

In contrast to her peers, Astha spent less time speculating about her students as racial 

beings, from an outsiderôs perspective, and more time in how she and her students might 

build relationships, in recognition of their racial identities.  Where Asthaôs peers focused 

their observations on what students said about race, new exposures to the role of race in the 

classroom, or different ways that their students were different from them, including race, 

Asthaôs lens was from an insiderôs perspective. She noticed that her racial identity was of 

interest to her students ï when she first arrived, her students of LatinX descent inquired 

about her ethnic background and whether she spoke Spanish ï she informed them that she 

was African-American.  

And when I announced that I think over the two weeks that we've been here, 

with some students they've started to look up to me more, listen to me more, 



 

59 

 

or like be more intact with me, like make more connections. And with other 

students, it's almost like, ôYou're not the same kind of black as me, so I'm not 

listening to you.ô 

 

This difference in response of her students struck a core with Astha, and further 

impacted her decision to focus her inquiry on this area. Accordingly, during subsequent 

inquiry sessions, Astha spoke about her system for better understanding her question, in 

terms of data collection and analysis ï she was one of just two students who engaged in a 

more formal inquiry process. Her formal process included explicit data collection, analysis 

of results, and verbal reporting of her findings.   

In the individual exit interviews, Astha reports developing comfort throughout the 

semester,  

I wasn't sure exactly like what I could say or how comfortable the other girls 

would be with me talking about race, especially as an African American, the 

only one in the room, so I think it got more open as it went on, and I felt 

pretty comfortable. I felt like they felt pretty comfortable too.  

 

She displays more comfort by beginning to ask questions of her peers, and 

encouraging them to view their classroom observations from a racial lens. She goes on 

further, to begin explaining complexities of race, by beginning to make sense of race for her 

peers, self-selecting to speak on behalf of African-American students.  

I guess back to your point, a big thing in the Black community is respect. You 

know? A lot of fights start off with disrespect, and after they get offended, 

that's when they get the most mad. They get called out when they're the most 

mad. But with your clinical educator, how she says, "I still love you, but blah 

blah blah," It's still showing respect. So does your CE approach it that way? 

Or does she just go straight at them? 

 

In this way, she provides some knowledge for the group, and begins to push their 

thinking by using a questioning technique. Her insider commentary helped to push the 

conversation along when, as the IG facilitator, I tried to refrain from speaking and allow the 

TC participants to construct knowledge together. The general comfort in the room that 
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Astha describes seemed mutual ï when she asked questions of her peers, they responded 

immediately and other students chimed in. Astha did not articulate feeling as if her role as 

the only African-American teacher candidate, in the group, was a burden, but that could be a 

feeling that she has just become accustomed to, as a result of consistently learning in a 

predominantly White classroom spaces.   

Discussing race with students 

In the third inquiry group session, Astha was first to discuss initiating an explicit 

whole group conversation with her students about race.  

So I actually did a real activity with them, and I have been like breakdown 

individually. The question was what race do you think Miss Astha is and 

why? And so like visual or how I talk, that kind of thing. That's really, just 

saying they're fine, they're really cute.   

 

But afterwards we sat down, like in a circle. We talked about what everyone 

thought that I was and then at the end I told them what I was. And then I 

asked them to take a minute and think about, does it matter like what I am? 

 

As part of her data collection, Astha had her 3rd grade students journal about their 

perception of her racial identity, and then engaged in a reflective discussion about this, with 

them. This is significant because Astha was the one to initiate this conversation with her 

students, rather than it being a reactive situation. For her peers, the ways that they engaged 

in explicit conversations with students about race, was one-on-one, in small groups, student-

, or Clinical Educator (CE)-initiated. This seems important to note because this choice 

demonstrates a willingness and confidence, on Asthaôs part, to tackle an open and guided 

conversation about race ï her peers would have deemed this a scary undertaking. 

In the fourth inquiry group, Astha was more vocal than she had been all semester. 

She initiated topics in conversations, discussed the relationships she had built with students, 

responded to her peers, and continued to ask questions to push her peersô thinking. In 

reflecting on her own participation, Astha described developing increasing comfort 
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throughout the semester; however, at the end, she noted was more free.  In her private, exit 

interview she discussed our last inquiry group meeting.  

Particularly the last conversation we had when ... I'd kind of wanted to say 

this all along, you know, about how all of the other students had been coming 

up to me, giving me hugs, all that stuff. I think it had something to do with the 

fact that I am African American. And I think they [her peer teacher 

candidates] were still ... they're all like, "Yeah, like we under, you know, we 

understood." So, I think they ... I don't think they were offended by it, I think 

they kind of understood.  

 

Astha is seemingly attributing her racial identity as a positive factor that attracted African 

American students to her, regardless of whether they were in her class, or not. From my 

observations of her classroom, though she functioned as a well-performing rising teacher, 

she uses her race as a factor in explaining her ability to build connections with the children 

around her. This may have been influenced by her own schooling experience:   

And I've thinking back to my own personal experience, I went to primarily 

white school and there were very few African-American teachers, but I 

remember distinctively my third grade teacher was African-American, loved 

her. It was a person to look up to that I knew was like me, that I could relate 

to more. 

 

Though Asthaôs placement site was not a predominantly White school, and though the 

school teaching staff was closer to 50/50 percentage of teachers of color and White teachers, 

perhaps Asthaôs racial identity did impact the studentsô willingness to connect with her. She 

certainly believed it to be so.  

In Asthaôs formal inquiry, she found that her students reported her race to be 

something that did not impact their perspective of her ñthey said like everyone is created 

equally. There were a lot of like God created us equal. Like we're all human.ò Nonetheless, 

she did note that once word spread that she was African-American, there were different 

ways that students began to interact with her: 

I noticed a lot of kids randomly hugging me in the hallways, I don't know if it 

was like, that figure to look up to maybe. Especially a lot of Môs students 
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come to me and hug me in the morning, and I'm like "I don't know you, but 

good morning." That kind of thing.  

 

Astha did not comment on the studentsô interactions with her White teacher candidate peers, 

but it was clear that she attributed some degree of her positive interactions with students, in 

school, to her racial identity. Supported by her past experiences in elementary school, Astha 

concluded that though her students expressed the basic knowledge that people should not be 

treated differently because of the color of their skin, their actions showed that they had a 

more automatic sense of rapport, based on their similar racial identities.  

Asthaôs Takeaways 

In her final reflection on participation in inquiry groups, Astha discusses the 

importance of having explicit conversations about race with school-aged children 

(Buchanan, 2015), of all racial backgrounds.  

I think it's like a necessity, sometimes ... Especially when there are schools 

like this, and it's a strong majority of one race, instead of the other, and its 

not like very diverse, you know? Especially in schools too, where they're all 

White, or majority White. I think it's just important so they can get to ... 

understand the races, too, because if they're all together, like all the same 

race in one school, they will never understand other races, or like even think 

you have the other races, so it's really important. Or they might just, like in 

this school, for example, they might only see their White teachers, and 

always think of like White as an upper figure, instead of like their peers. 

 

Astha, firstly, expresses her belief that students need deliberate exposure to other racial 

groups, especially when they are learning in racially homogenous environments. She also 

recognizes that her students may perceive White people to be in more positions of authority, 

as it relates to their consistent view of teachers in power. This may influence a mindset that 

each racial group is not equal, in students, and she points out how the traditional schooling 

system can perpetuate perceptions of racial hierarchies (Horsford, 2014). 

And, maybe asking them like what they think other schools are like? 

Depending on ... because sometimes you might have ... they like go, "We're 

all Black in here. The other all-White schools have everything." Yeah. But 
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sometimes they don't, because I think these students are like privileged to 

have Chromebooks, and all of the nice technologies they do have, but it 

would be interesting to see like what they think that academic gap is, without 

actually calling it a gap. 

 

She also notices that her students may take on mindsets of inferiority, or the 

perspective that they are under-served and under-resourced, believing that White students 

have more than they do, when at times, this isnôt the case. This type of conversation moves 

students away from simply discussing race, to introducing them to the topic of larger issues 

of educational system inequities (Gorski, 2014; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995).  

Further, she highlights the importance of exposing students to information about 

other cultures,  

In terms of like discovering other races, like a monthly series, or something, 

where they talk about controversy, and the history of other races. Especially 

if students have never heard of it, because I have this student in my class who 

just moved from Afghanistan, and they're all like "This little Spanish girl," 

and I'm like, "She's not Hispanic." Like they don't understand the differences, 

and they're young, and I think it's important now to like embed this in them 

and help them understand. 

 

Astha explains her studentsô lack of exposure to cultures that are outside of their general 

community, and she views this as an important area for students to be versed in. 

Intersection of race and equity 

Asthaôs demonstration of racial literacy is nuanced. She believes that students should 

be led to discuss systemic inequities, including race, and the role of schools (Gorski, 2014; 

Yosso, 2002), exemplified when she suggests, ñasking students like how they perceive 

themselves, and where they think their future will be, based on like where they are now, 

what kind of school they're in.ò But she extends beyond what is a normal expectation, in 

that she also thinks itôs important to have students understand that they arenôt as 

traditionally under-resourced as they may believe, explaining ñsometimes they don't 

[understand that they are] privileged to have Chromebooks, and all of the nice technologies 



 

64 

 

they do have.ò Asthaôs conversation about race and equity is two-sided, and she believes 

that students should experience a rounded view of their situations, rather than ascribing to 

the common belief that they are under-served and under-resourced. This is an interesting 

point of discussion because Astha seems to suggest that students should be allowed the 

space to participate in conversations where they can empower themselves, and look at the 

advantages they are privy to, in spite of trying situations, rather than pitying themselves. 

Astha played an important role in the inquiry group, as the sole student teacher of color; she 

was able to bring another perspective to the table that was different from her self-identified 

White peers. Additionally, as a Black woman, her racial identity impacted the ways that she 

and I communicated, as a participant and researcher. There were certain understandings that 

seemed to come naturally between the two of us which, in hindsight, limited the depth of 

our conversation. Astha actually had the shortest exit interview of all the inquiry 

participants. One element that made our interactions flow naturally, but also limited our 

discussions were our shared understandings. For example, in discussing her transition from 

a primarily White friend group, in high school, to a Black social circle, on her college 

campus, she states, ñI definitely discovered like my wokeness, in like five minutes, you know, 

in college, when it came to that point.ò An issue here was that I completely understood what 

she meant because I had gone through the same transition, in my own life, so I did not probe 

further. There were other instances where we had a mutual understanding of a topic, so 

internally, it felt redundant to further discuss the point. This was a benefit to our participant-

researcher relationship, but it did limit the data I could reference for the purposes of this 

paper, because I did not follow up on these exchanges to have her explain her thinking, 

explicitly.  

When asked about what resonated most with her regarding the inquiry process, 

Astha reports the systematic collection of data as her biggest takeaway.  

Like the collection of data, probably. That was a really interesting topic of 

conversation, and then like asking my students to actually write down what 
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they thought I was. And why, and like the follow-up discussion I had with 

them afterwards.  

 

As the student teacher with the most experience with noticing and, potentially, 

discussing race, just as a result of growing up in a racial minority group, Astha reports her 

biggest learning to do less with race and more with the practice of engaging in formal 

inquiry. Though her project did focus on race, she was more vocal in discussing the 

processes of inquiry, rather than any new understandings about race. However, from the 

researcherôs perspective, though Astha claims to have learned most about inquiry, as a 

practice, which is important, her project regarding race was deeply personal and seemed to 

explore how her students might accept her as a Black woman.  

Given that Astha grew up among White people, and was raised in a middle-class 

household, she and I discussed the socio-economic difference between her students and 

herself. She agreed that this ability to be within the group based on appearance, but outside 

of the group, based in other identity characteristics (i.e. socioeconomic status) and 

background experiences, seemed to create a distinction between her and her students. In 

different words than it has been described up to this point, Astha seemed to be exploring 

how she could belong in this space filled with students who looked like her, but acted very 

differently than she did. Her inquiry around skin color helped her to understand that she 

could still connect with her students, even though she did not understand, fully, what it 

meant to grow up in an inner-city environment. Her willingness to be open, honest, and 

authentic with her students, seemed to promote the possibility of positive interactions.   

BELINDA  

Background on Candidate  

Belinda is a White woman, who identifies as ñmostly Italianò ï of fairer skin, she 

humorously describes herself as ñthe Whitest person at Christmas dinner.ò She hails from 

the mid-west and a ñvery conservativeò community; her move to the East coast was 



 

66 

 

described as a ñculture shock,ò when she encountered more ethnic diversity than she was 

accustomed to. Belinda had very few close interactions with people of color, until her 

collegiate experiences. Raised in an upper-middle class neighborhood, though neither of her 

parents graduated from a 4-year college, she considered her family to be on the lower end of 

financial status in her neighborhood.  

She describes her schooling populations as fairly homogenous, ñ80 percent white, 20 

percent Asian. We had very few African-American students that I graduated with. There 

were some, but not a lot.ò It wasnôt until college that Belinda experienced an actual 

connection with a person of color,  

My sophomore year roommate; she was Black. She was very involved with 

all the sorority clubs and everything, so, I remember talking to her and her 

friends a lot, and to be honest, that was the first time I was really friends with 

somebody that was African-American. So I feel like I was very sheltered from 

the culture. 

 

Her former practicum experiences were primarily in schools that served students of 

color ï for this reason, earlier into the semester, she expressed dissatisfaction with being 

placed in another urban school district, as she had specifically requested a placement serving 

a different student ethnic population. ñAll my placements have all been challenging, and I've 

never been in that nice, all the kids are little perfect angels school.ò Belinda did not provide 

further detail about what she considered to be a ónice school, filled with perfect angel 

children,ô but from her conversation, I inferred that she was referencing her idea of a 

suburban school, with mainly a White student population. At the start of the semester, 

Belinda wrote about her previous placements and cited these experiences ñwith low-income 

urban populationsò as having prepared her for the population at the research site. When 

given the opportunity to ask questions about the racial dynamics of the placement school, 

she had no questions.  

The results of Belindaôs Implicit Bias Test were that she had a ñstrong automatic 

preference to White people over Black people,ò and she reports ñunfortunatelyò not being 
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surprised by scoring in this category. Her rationale was based in a discussion of the 

psychology of race, and her understanding that ñpeople are more likely to identify positive 

traits with people that look like them.ò  She accepted, but did not celebrate, her bias, and set 

the goal to be ñmore consciousò of it.  

Engagement in the Inquiry Process 

Grappling with differences 

Belindaôs inquiry did not focus, explicitly, on race ï she was, however, explicitly 

vocal about recognizing that her students were different from her ï in terms of race and 

upbringing, and this was often paired with her discussion of poverty. It seemed as if she was 

using discussions of poverty as a code to describe Black or LatinX experiences. Belinda 

focused heavily on the impact that studentsô home life had on their schooling experiences 

and classroom behaviors.  

I guess this area, this inner city, like I'm thinking about how the kidsô lives 

influence their expectations and their behaviors in general. Some of the stuff 

that these kids have gone through is insane, and it's crazy and nobody should 

have to go through it especially a child. 

 

Though Belinda often discussed her students from the perspective of others: being different 

from her in racial category, socioeconomic status, region, and personal life experiences, this 

seemed to encourage her to work at building relationships with students and really getting to 

know them as people.  ñI feel like their experiences are definitely something I personally 

can't relate to, because I'm white. And I think it really was enlightening in some ways, to see 

the difference, because I've always had more of an outsider perspective.ò As Belinda 

mentioned, she never interacted closely with African-American people before attending 

college, on the East Coast, so she seemed to want to take this opportunity to understand her 

students and their experiences.  
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All of my students are African-American, and my last school was probably 

about 50-50. My methods [classroom] was all African-Americans. I feel like 

being here longer though, I got to é have more of an idea of what is actually 

going on.   

Her background as a sports coach fueled her desire to make connections with 

students, and this is also an area that she regards as a professional strength. What 

complicated this goal for her, during the semester, was that she struggled to find common 

ground with her students, on which to base their teacher-students relationships. Because she 

regarded her studentsô full life context as so different from hers, she began the semester with 

the inquiry question, ñHow do kidsô lives, outside of school, influence their in-school 

behavior?ò From the start, in Belindaôs contributions to the conversation, I noticed that she 

often conflated race and poverty in this placement site. Though her inquiry question did not 

explicitly include race ï it seemed natural to Belinda to associate a financially impoverished 

upbringing, with blackness, being that all of her students were African-American. ñBut also 

just all these kids are mostly low-income, poverty levelé And with a lot of them being poor, 

I mean like that affects their life.ò She was implicitly conflating poverty with race, 

throughout the semester, but I decided not to force her to separate these two constructs.  

In private communication about her inquiry question, I encouraged Belinda to 

separate race from socio-economic status, and in her responses, the two would always come 

back together. I wanted Belinda to separate race from socio-economic status because I felt 

that her assumptions about students of color were based in a stereotype that most people of 

color are poor. So, even though teacher candidates were explicitly encouraged to focus on 

race, it seemed that in choosing a question about poverty, she felt that she was focusing on 

race. We had a limited time frame, and I did not want to force Belinda to think from my 

own perspective; plus, she supported her thinking with anecdotes from her familyôs history. 

She shared an experience about her immigrant grandparents and the harsh treatment they 

experienced for having darker skin, and being poor, in their early United States 

neighborhood.  Belinda reported being interested in ñhow race plays a role in 
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socioeconomic status,ò and how that further impacted a studentôs behavior in the classroom. 

I felt as if further conversation about race and poverty being separated would hinder 

Belindaôs progress and hold up her process, so I supported her in her inquiry while 

providing resources that could help her to make the distinction (See Appendix B-b).  

Classroom climate and the potential influences 

Attempting to reconcile Belindaôs knowledge of her studentsô backgrounds and how 

different it was from her own was a consistent cycle for her, during the inquiry process. 

ñAnd I think when you teach in a school like this, kids have so many different experiences 

that I personally won't have.ò She goes on to describe the expectation, in her neighborhood 

that everyone go to, at least, a four-year college, and two-year colleges, were even seen as 

inferior, ñthat's where I kind of grew up so I'm interested in how their environment outside 

of the school influences their behavior in the school, like academics and expectations.ò It 

seems as if she is assuming that since her students experience such hardships, outside of 

school, that they have less motivation to do well in their classrooms.  

This influenced a deeper focus, during the semester, which was classroom climate. 

Belinda believed that her studentsô lives, outside of school, significantly impacted their 

behavior, in the classroom, and this mindset was supported by her primary clinical educator. 

And I know in my class, especially that's super relevant. I was even telling my 

CE about it before I came over here. And she was like this with her class for 

that, just because I have so many kids that are going through, I mean I'm 

sure we all know. But like going through some serious stuff and I'm noticing 

like it happens and like something will happen. And then like their behavior 

just skyrockets. 

 

Though I did not disagree with Belindaôs observations, I did not want her to come away 

from her inquiry with the belief that studentsô potentially negative home life experiences, as 

a result of living in a financially impoverished, inner-city, neighborhood, would predict 

negative behavior.  
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As Belinda spoke more about her studentsô home lives, it became apparent that she, 

in some way, wanted to create a classroom where her students were able to develop coping 

mechanisms, as a way to deal with their personal family issues. Halfway through the 

semester, I re-introduced Belinda to the topic of trauma-informed care that she was 

introduced to at the beginning of the semester, and she enthusiastically incorporated this 

work in her inquiry. She had discussed situations where her students couldnôt seem to 

engage in their schoolwork, or they were distractions to other students in the classroom.  

Thereôs one girl é sweetest girl ever, removed from her mom's house. Not 

living with her parents. Today she threw a chair in the morning, nobody 

prompted her. Nobody said anything to her - just threw a chair.  

 

Her focus switched from looking at the issues in her studentsô lives, and how that affected 

their behavior, in class, as the main focus of inquiry, to how she could play a role in 

encouraging students to manage their emotions. In other words, she stopped seeing the 

students and their reactions to their experiences, as the problem, and moved toward 

preparing them to more healthily channel their reactions to their experiences. This shift in 

Belindaôs way of looking at her studentsô situation may have been a result of her inquiry 

around trauma-informed care that encourages people to understand and respond to the issues 

that students face, rather than labeling children as the problem. Belinda was also provided a 

set of readings that countered the general stereotypes that are circulated about poor children 

of color, from academic perspectives (See Appendix B-b). It never seemed as if Belinda 

blamed her students for their negative behavior, but in understanding and accepting that 

some of her students experience significant trauma, she realized that a simple understanding 

was not enough, and the way she helped her students respond was equally as important.  

Though Belinda consistently expressed sympathy for her studentsô situations, she 

progressed from a feeling of helplessness and hopelessness, at the start of the semester, 

claiming, ñI don't like it, but I don't know what to do about it,ò to one where she felt she 

could make a difference, reporting,  
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I dealt with kids that were going through really bad stuff at home, and it's 

always been interesting to me to try to see how I can best help them. 

Especially when Iôm in situations that I have no [personal] experience with. 

With one student that she discusses having significant behavior issues, she tried ñbelly 

breathingò with him and was eager to share a change in how he managed his anger. She 

chose this student as a chief subject of her inquiry, knowing his background of quickly 

getting angry, during class ï ñI feel like I have a really solid relationship with this kid, by 

taking the time to get to know what he's going through a little bit more.ò Her confidence in 

helping students manage their emotions, through building individual relationships to fully 

assess their needs, seemed to gradually increase, over the semester, so that by the end of her 

student teaching experience, she was reaching out to more students, than one.  

In our final inquiry group session, Belinda discusses trying various techniques to 

reach her students, on a personal level. She discusses one situation, in particular, where she 

feels as if her approaches, arenôt being as readily received,  

But then I have another student that I am really trying to build a relationship 

with and it's just not going well. He's somebody that's dealt with a lot of 

trauma; his dad got shot a couple weeks ago, was in the ICU. His dad's alive, 

but I knew he was going through that, and I try to reach out to him, try to 

build that relationship so that he sees me as more of a trusting adult, but it's 

not flying. So it's been interesting to see how me being more mindful and 

more aware of what the kids are going through has worked with one kid for 

example, but isn't working with the other kid. 

 

I reminded Belinda that just because all of her students are not responding in the same way, 

it doesnôt mean that the student is not benefitting from her attempts. Though Belinda was 

disappointed by this less than successful example, she was not dissuaded from the mindset 

that building relationships was especially important in working with populations of students 

who experience family-related trauma, while growing up in financially impoverished 

homes.  

Belindaôs Takeaways 
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Toward the end of the semester, it seemed that Belindaôs emphasis was less on 

viewing her students as so different from her, and more as children who experienced a great 

deal of trauma, who also happened to be people of color. Similarly, she described what she 

considered to be her students beginning to see her outside of her Whiteness. At the 

beginning of the semester, she perceived them to be hesitant about accepting her because 

she was White ñI feel like some of my students, not all of them, but I feel like some of them 

definitely recognized my Whiteness, and they didn't respond to me as well because of it, 

right off the bat.ò  

However, toward the end, she describes a humorous exchange with students.  

One girl said, ñYou're light-skinned Black," and I was like, "You know, I'm 

white." And she's like, "No, you have to be light-skinned Black." I was like, 

"No, I'm not. You can think whatever you want, but I'm not."  

And then another girl was like, "No, she's White, because when you poke 

White people, they change colors." And then she started poking me. I kinda 

took it as a compliment, like, "Okay. If she wants to identify me as being like 

her, that means she probably accepts me. Even though I clearly don't look it 

whatsoever. 

 

Interestingly, this mindset of accepting a minimal shedding of her Whiteness contrasts with 

a heightening of her acceptance of her students as people of color. Discussing her incoming 

perspective of adopting color-blindness, Belinda states:  

I think it was one thing that you had said at the beginning about not seeing 

color. That was something a lot of teachers at my last school said, and I was 

like, "Oh, I should do that too, like I just treat everyone the same." And then I 

realized coming here that not seeing color was detrimental to the child, 

because I notice a lot of my students, being Black; they're Black, and they're 

proud that they're Black, and for me not to see color is wrong. And I feel like 

it's almost me putting my blinders on to something that I don't necessarily ... I 

don't know if I do it because I don't relate to it because I'm White. To me, I 

just didn't think anything of it before. But being here and doing the inquiry 

group, I realized, I need to see color. It's important; it's part of their identity. 

So for me not to see color is hurting them and not being fair to them. 
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In a complicated evolution of thought, as Belinda accepted her students as racial beings, and 

understood the significance of celebrating their race, rather than proclaiming color-blindness 

(Bonilla-Silva, 2006), she gained ground with her students. At the start of the semester, she 

focused on how different she and her students are, and how dissimilar their life experiences 

were, but by the conclusion of the semester, she celebrated their acceptance of her, as a 

ñlight-skinned Black,ò or óone of themô ï she was proud in that moment that her students 

included her in their group. Additionally, her consistent experiences with her students 

helped her make connections and build relationships with them, as evidenced in their 

acceptance of her, as a now, ñlight-skinned Black.ò She began to see her studentsô Blackness 

as a good thing, and doesnôt mind being associated with it, as well. 

Belinda also discussed, the moment where she realized that as a White person, she 

was in the minority, in the building. She mentally accepted this role and even developed 

comfort in it. Explaining that she had recently discussed this fact with a friend completing 

her student teaching at a primarily White school, who insisted that she could never be in the 

minority, Belinda realized that the teachers and students of color seemed more accepting 

than how her friend described her own placement. Reflecting on her field experiences, 

Belinda stated, ñI'm thankful I've had the student teaching placements that I have, because 

it's been like eye-opening for me to be like, I don't care. It's[race] not that big of a deal.ò 

She describes the change in her mindset that as she began noticing, discussing, and 

accepting race, the more she realized that it didnôt need to be something that she paid much 

attention to. Her conclusion seemed to be that she could become more comfortable in a 

setting that was not predominantly White.  

In discussing issues of race, at the conclusion of the semester, equity came up in 

conversation, and Belinda saw her role as a Social Studies major to be an area of 

responsibility for challenging traditional curriculum and the lack of discussion of race in 

historical classroom discussions (Ladson-Billings, 2003). The placement school adhered to a 

strict curriculum, and she noted this as an equity issue for her students.  
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But it's like a system; they're stuck in a system. And I guess that was 

something I wasn't really aware of before. But then me working with some of 

these kids, especially those kids that are, they need more, they need to be 

stimulated more, and they're not getting it here because they don't have the 

opportunity to get it. 

 

Her use of the word ósystemô shows that she was moving outside of an individual mindset 

and recognizing systemic influences in the classroom (Gorski & Swalwell, 2015). Her 

personal vow was to do things differently in her own classroom.  

I think that [race is] something that needs to be taught during Social Studies, 

and I know that's something, when I was doing an interview, with a school 

district, and she asked me how I would go about teaching. And I was like 

"Well, first of all, I can't just teach what's in the textbook because it's not 

accurate. 

 

Belindaôs statement about historical inaccuracies in textbooks can be seen as her recognition 

of curriculum biases and inequities, and it seems that she is unwilling to conform to the 

status quo (Pollock, 2008b). 

By the end of our inquiry group sessions, Belinda had changed from a person 

hesitant to acknowledge her students as people of color, to recognizing the importance of 

discussing race as a reality and necessity for classroom discussions (Buchanan, 2015). At 

the conclusion of the semester, she discusses her recognition of biases and inequities in this 

particular urban school (Gorski & Swalwell, 2015) and takes on the responsibility of 

responding to and redressing the issues that she has witnessed (Stevenson, 2014).  

Serving as Belindaôs clinical field instructor provided me another look into her 

experience at the placement school. At the start of inquiry, Belinda was unhappy with the 

placement, and had a negative attitude about being placed there; she attributed this to her 

consistent placement in urban schools and not being prepared to handle the challenges that 

her students brought with them to the classroom. When asked if Belinda would consider 

teaching in a school similar to her clinical experience site, Belinda smiles, responding, 

ñYeah. I changed my mind about that. Yeah. Just because I feel like I can handle myself.ò 
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By the conclusion of the semester, Belinda was anticipating being hired in a district similar 

to her placement site and was eager to begin making a difference in her classroom (Wiggins 

et al., 2007).  

CHARISMA  

Background on Candidate 

 

Charisma is a woman, who became interested, toward the conclusion of the study, in 

discovering ñwhat kind of whiteò she is. She did not share a great deal of personal 

information about her background, schooling, or upbringing, only that everyone in her 

family was White. During student teaching orientation, when given the opportunity to jot 

down questions about the placement, Charismaôs questions were: ñWhere can I find 

materials to teach about the history and contributions of racial and ethnic minorities? How 

do I approach teaching equity and social justice?ò In stark contrast to her peers who wrote 

about making connections with students and wonders about race, Charisma was explicit in 

wanting to know more about teaching about race, equity, and social justice. She 

demonstrated a desire to implement lessons that could encourage her students to recognize 

and reflect on race, in formal ways. Evidenced in the questions referenced above, her 

attention to practical application of racial literacy, before the semester had even started, was 

unique within the group.  

Charismaôs Implicit Bias test results indicated a ñstrong automatic preference for 

European Americans and a moderate preference for light skinned people over dark skinned 

people.ò She did not agree that her results were actually representative of her feelings, but 

she did express value in ñbeing aware of them.ò In writing about her feelings toward taking 

the Implicit Bias Test, Charisa shares,  

I was so petrified of answering wrong when really itôs how I feel about 

people and the way I treat others is the most important thing to me. I donôt 

have any European American students in my classroom, but I do have a 

range of skin tones. I think it will be interesting to keep this information in 
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the back of my mind and see if my implicit biases showing [sic] themselves in 

my practice. 

 

Charismaôs fear of the test results pointing out her bias showed a sensitivity to issues of 

race, the treatment of others, and how her implicit biases might manifest themselves in her 

classroom.  

 Racial identity 

 

Charismaôs thoughts on racial identity changed over the semester, and the 

conversation during inquiry sessions influenced this. She began by describing what she had 

learned informally about race, 

Sometimes I thought about like when you talk about race as almost like a 

negative thing to be White because or like that White people don't have their 

own issues, that's the base and then everything is off of that.  

 

Her statement shows two understandings about race: 1) that being White can be perceived as 

negative and 2) White people donôt have anything worth contributing to the conversation 

about race, because they may not personally experience racism. These are interesting, 

though common, perspectives. Often the conversations about race that include discussions 

of White people may highlight the oppression that people of color have faced at the hands of 

a system that uplifts White people to the top of the racial hierarchy. It is easy to internalize 

this as accepting oneôs Whiteness as being negative.  

However, Charisma doesnôt leave her thoughts at this point. She goes on to add what 

sheôs learned from inquiry group conversation, ñI think from inquiry just realizing that it's 

okay to talk about what your race is, and it's nothing to be ashamed of. Because if we're 

teaching everybody else not to be ashamed of ... It's okay.ò During sessions, there were 

times when I made explicit statements to the teacher candidates because there were ideas 

that they needed to hear. At the start of the semester, I told them that it was okay to talk 

about race because there was no way we could fathom moving forward if we didnôt get that 
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out of the way. And during another session, I shared my own perspective using the scenario 

that some people thought it was wrong to point out that a person was Black because deep 

down, maybe they had been conditioned to believe that being Black was a bad thing ï so, 

we donôt want a person to feel bad for being Black ï thus, we ignore it and pretend it 

doesnôt exist, and now that person is made to feel better, because we havenôt pointed out 

whatôs wrong with them. I shared this example with the teacher candidates because I wanted 

to disrupt the notion that adopting race neutral, or even colorblind language, was helpful to 

the conversation about race. By being blunt, I wanted teacher candidates to think deeply 

about their choices in conversations about race and where the ideas came from. Charisma 

came away with the mindset that acknowledging race was acceptable and could be 

encouraged.  

To further her thoughts in the excerpt above, Charisma discusses a normalization of 

Whiteness in stating that ñWhite people donôt have their own issues éand then everything is 

off of that.ò This statement centers White people in the conversation, and then creates the 

picture that people of color are the ones who really have to grapple with race ï this is untrue 

because everyone, raised in the United States, has been surrounded by racial dynamics at 

some point, so everyone is part of the racial issues. Fortunately, Charisma continued to 

discuss how a White person might navigate processing race and their role in it.  

I think during the online modules, even when we did the one about White 

privilege, as long as you realize that it exists and you don't take advantage of 

it, and that you teach that it is wrong, it's okay. Because sometimes I'm like ... 

I don't do it, but do I take advantage of my White privilege? I wrote in my 

thing [response post], like I've never even really thought about it before. I've 

heard the words but didn't really think about how it even applied to my life. 

 

In this sharing of her thoughts on White privilege, Charisma discusses her encounter with 

the realization that White privilege exists and wonders if she benefits from it. Though she 

speaks of not taking advantage of it, during our interview, I informed her that in some 
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instances she may not have the ability to reject White privilege, but she could use it to the 

benefit of others, including people of color.  

She seemed to change her own thinking in stating, ñIt's not feeling bad, because I 

didn't create that.ò Though this statement was in direct relation to her statements about 

White privilege, it could be extended to include what she was voicing about her thoughts 

about Whiteness. Charisma seemed to grappling with how to process guilt or shame 

regarding Whiteness, and her White privilege, while maintain openness toward the 

realization that a positive racial identity was possible.  

 

Engagement in the Inquiry Process 

 

Charisma was a vocal participant in the inquiry group sessions and did not seem 

hesitant to introduce topics, ask questions of the group, or verbalize her thoughts about 

different ideas with the other participants. When discussing beginning of semester 

observations about race, she was the first teacher candidate to introduce the idea of intra-

group discrimination to the inquiry discussion.  

I heard something yesterday and I heard it again today, it was between two 

black students and the one told the other student, he was like "You look like 

you're from Africa." And I wanted to address it, but I was like "That's not an 

insult but you said it as an insult." I said "Let's treat each other with 

respect." That's all I said in the moment because I was like "I don't know." é 

I didn't realize there were different skin tones within the same race. 

 

Interestingly, in her journal post about implicit biases, Charismaôs results showed a 

preference toward light-skinned people, and she wrote that she wanted to pay attention to 

this, as her students were all different shades. Her wording in her quote, above, could have 

meant that she didnôt realize there was discrimination attached to the shade of a personôs 

skin, within an ethnic group.  

During the second inquiry group session, when Charisma was having trouble 

narrowing down her focus for inquiry, she turned to the group for help and feedback, ñWhat 
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if we can't pick between two questions? Can we have the group help us pick?ò Her openness 

began a trend during this session where teacher candidates provided input to each other 

regarding their inquiry questions, data collection procedures, and even situations that they 

were figuring out within their classrooms. She also began encouraging other inquiry group 

members to use a racial lens when engaging in inquiry; as Malehna, another candidate, was 

discussing the frequency of fights between students in fourth grade,  

I think that would be something interesting to look at. Some of the fights are 

over issues with race, if somebody picks on them, or says, "You look like 

you're from Africa," and then we have to deck it out in the cafeteria. And 

then, it's kind of hard, because ... They don't want to hear, "No, don't fight," 

because they just attacked something so personal to them. And you 

understand why they're so upset, but at the same time, you can't fight people. 

  

Using an example from her classroom, Charisma brought the conversation back to the 

considering the role of race, when it could easily have turned into just an examination of 

fighting in fourth grade classrooms. Malehna, eventually adopted Charismaôs suggestions, 

and she used this area as her focus for inquiry.  

Charismaôs focus for inquiry  

Charisma demonstrated an investment in the race inquiry process, through 

systematic data collection and analysis. Her question for inquiry was, ñWhy do my students 

feel the need to call each other racist?ò She wanted to understand if their use of the word 

óracistô stemmed from a misunderstanding of the wordôs meaning, or some other place. Her 

data collection included documentation of race-related incidents involving studentsô use of 

the word óracistô, periodic journaling about the incidents including how they started, the 

studentsô and her own responses, and analysis of student motives in that situation. She 

uncovered information and investigated motives by having conversations with the students 

involved. Her analysis led her to the conclusion that 1) her students used the word to hit 

another personôs sensitive spot, 2) any conversation that was related to race, her students 
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categorized as óracist, and 3) one student used the word, particularly, as a way to distract 

others. The finding that she decided she would like to further explore was the second ï her 

studentsô limited understanding of the difference between racial categories and racism.  

But I think the one reason I'd like to focus on more is the idea that they think 

that saying anything to do with somebody's skin tone or skin color is racist. 

So doing it, because they're like "Don't hurt anybody's feelings, that's racist. 

Stop." If they're saying - I think something they said was that I was white, 

and they said "Oh, that's racist." I was like "No, it's not racist, I am white. 

It's okay.  

 

Confirming that her students had little formal background knowledge on conversations on 

race, though they engaged in discussion of it often, she recognized this as an area where her 

students needed to grow. If her students understood what it meant to be racist, they probably 

would be less likely to use the word. The offended student would probably take less offense 

to being called racist, because they would know what the word actually meant. There might 

be less arguments and altercations based in using the word, and education about race, 

racism, and race-related events would provide opportunities for students to learn more about 

a matter they should understand.  

Discussing race with students 

As the semester progressed, Charisma became more vocal about her desire to 

develop racial literacy skills. Her students consistently engaged in conversations about race 

that sometimes escalated into arguments, or physical altercations. She wanted to be able to 

respond appropriately, and productively, in those moments. She describes an attempt to 

respond to a race-fueled situation with her students,  

Most recently, one of my students called me over because she was upset and 

she was like, óso and soô called me white, and the student is black. And so I 

pulled him to the side and said okay, like what was the context around it. 

Like what happened?  
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And then we kind of talked about, like how did it make you feel? And then we 

talked about what can you say instead of something racist about someone 

else. How could we talk about it? And sort of like before I was like, that's not 

nice. I don't know. But now, like it's not like óitôs not nice,ô but óit doesn't 

really mean anythingô. And it's not really accurate. 

 

She attempted to have explicit conversations with individual students about race-fueled 

encounters, and through practice, developed more comfort in the area of responding to racial 

conflict within the classroom. During inquiry group meetings, I encouraged teacher 

candidates to step outside of their anxiety about talking about race, with students, and to 

confront situations head on. I suggested that teacher candidates use questions in their 

conversations with students to, first, better understand the situation, and then, to have the 

children actively engage through a process of thinking, rather than lecturing to them. I 

explicitly, and implicitly, modeled this technique during inquiry group sessions with the 

hope that teacher candidates might emulate the strategy. Charisma may have picked up on 

this practice and used it within her own classroom interactions. I also provided Charisma 

readings on engaging in conversations about race with elementary-aged students ï I can 

only hope that Charisma gained something from these texts. 

Throughout the semester, Charisma began to see the importance of talking about 

race (Buchanan, 2015; Polite & Saenger, 2005, Pollockb, 2008), but she simultaneously 

came to realize that her students needed a foundation through which to have these 

conversations.  

Like I shared in the inquiry group when we were talking about people 

immigrating before the 1820s, they're all from West Africa and they had no 

idea that it was the slave trade. I was like what? é Yeah, and then some of 

the suggestions that we get to have the conversations with students, they 

don't really have any background knowledge to absorb it. When we were 

talking about ... When asked the question about the Hispanics and the 

African Americans, like what's real black. Youôre [the inquiry facilitator] 

like, "You can talk about how they all come from Africa." I'm like, "Some of 

them don't know that they come from Africa." 
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Charisma saw opportunities for rich discussion about race, in discussing current and 

historical events. She assumed that her students of color would benefit from these 

conversations because from her perspective, they had many personal experiences with race. 

However, her efforts to constructively engage students in conversations about race were 

problematic because they needed more historical background knowledge. She describes a 

classroom experience where students have just read a story about the Statue of Liberty, 

 So we're looking at the chart right? That's at the end of the story, and talking 

about a time frame, and what country did they immigrate from. And it was 

like the 1420s, it had the UK and all these West African countries, and I was 

waiting for somebody to say it, them Iôm like theyôre not gonna say it. And 

she's [the CE] waiting, and she's just like "Why do you think that everybody 

is from the UK, or West Africa?" And they're just like "They probably came 

for a better life. That was in the text." And then someoneôs like ñreligious 

freedom?ò And she's like "No, West Africa!"  

 

And they're just sitting there, like they don't know, and I was like "Should I 

say it or no?" And I was leading it, and she was driving, and I was like "They 

don't know", and she's like "West Africa." And she was getting so irritated, 

and I was like, "They don't know, honestly don't know." And somebody was 

like "For a job?" And Iôm like, ñNot the kind of job that you think.ò And it 

took so long, and then she was like ñTell em - I can't take it, I'mma cry.ò 

She's like "They just don't." And it was so bad, and then I was just like ñIt 

was the slave trade," And they were like "Oh, oh." And then they were like 

"What were they trading for?" And I was like ... 

 

Charismaôs anecdote shows the limited knowledge her students have of race 

relations, within the United States, which can be inferred as impacting their understandings 

about race. Though her students talk about race and racism, frequently, likely because they 

experience racial encounters often, they are still ill-informed and ill-equipped to have 

productive conversations on the topic. Her students seem to have personal experiences with 

race that teach them that race is important, in their own lives, and in society, but they do not 

seem to understand how, or why, race is important, especially when it comes to history. This 

type of knowledge is largely missing from most formal education for K-12 students and 

beyond, so the expectation is not that her young students should be able to make these 
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discoveries on their own. Charismaôs anecdote, however, does highlight the need for further 

and deeper conversation in classrooms, about race, and its impact on society.  

Charisma expressed a desire to have explicit conversations about race with her 

students, though she still held some reservations,  

It's a little scary, especially being white, but then I'm also not scared to talk 

about it. Just from the experience I've had here, I know that if I wanted to 

talk to my students about it they wouldnôt be like, "Oh, she's white. She 

doesn't know," because I have that relationship with him. So, I feel like you 

have to build a relationship first, to make it a safe space where people feel 

comfortable talking about it because you couldn't just walk in on day one and 

start talking about it. They'd be like, "What are you doing? 

 

During inquiry group sessions, Charisma always came back to the idea of building 

relationships and students participating in conversations about race. Continuing with these 

ideas, she recognized that as a White teacher, teacher/student relationships were an essential 

basis to having conversations with her students of color about race.  

Racial Interactions 

 

Charisma was keenly interested in the topic of building relationships with students 

and revisited this idea throughout group meetings. In response to another teacher candidate, 

Marisol, sharing the disrespectful exchanges she witnessed between her students and her 

CE, and the disrespectful exchanges she experienced between her students and herself, 

Charisma attempts to help her frame her thinking,  

Does she have good relationships with them when they're not disrespecting 

her, or when they're not having exchanges, or do they not really have a 

relationship? é That's what I noticed when my kids do that with one of my 

clinical educators, the other one; itôs pretty clear they don't have a 

relationship with her. 

 

Charisma had one African-American and one White clinical educator (CE), and in our first 

inquiry group session, there was a sharp difference in her observations of their actions. She 
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believed there was a relationship between the CEôs teacher/student relationship, the CEôs 

actions, and their classroom management decisions.  

Charisma regarded her African-American CE as having ñclassroom management 

goals,ò while her White CE, though instructionally strong, struggled with classroom 

management. During an inquiry group session, Charisma discussed her White CE confiding 

that she believed the children did not respect her because she was White.  

I know she made the remark to me that she thinks they don't listen to her as 

well because she's white, and the other clinical educator is black, and she 

thinks that's why they don't listen to her. I have other opinions of why they 

don't listen to her. 

 

In the privacy of our group, Charisma disagreed with her CE, and attributed the clear 

disconnect between the students of color and their White teacher to be a lack of relationship 

between her White CE and the pupils.  

Because even if she wanted to argue that they didn't listen to her because 

sheôs White, I mean they listen to me; so, I'm White too. But then I have 

noticed that her class is much different when they're with my clinical 

educator that is Black than when they're with her. I think that really hurts her 

feelings. Which I get, I mean if they're better for somebody else than you. But 

I think the way she goes about it, and thinks about it, is a little bit 

concerning. 

 

Charisma recognized that her students did not share the same level of connection 

with, or respect for, their White teacher, as they did with their Black teacher, and this 

was evident in the ways they acted in the different classrooms. Her concern seemed 

to rest in the idea that her White CE was blaming the students for this issue, rather 

than working to solve the problem. As the semester continued, Charisma always 

returned to her burgeoning realization about the importance of building relationships 

with students, and she was open to receiving advice on the topic, by posing questions 

to the group and sharing observations from her classroom experiences. 
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Charisma began the semester by discussing the building of relationships between 

teachers and students, of similar and different racial groups, and how these relationships 

impacted classroom climate. She also grappled with her new exposure to the complexities of 

race. She paid attention to the ways her students initiated conversations about race with their 

classmates, or with her, and she brought these observations and experiences back to the 

inquiry group for discussion. Specifically, she was surprised to learn about within group 

discrimination and how easily the students used matters of race as a way to insult each 

other. 

 This morning they were like "Stop it, with your Puerto Rican looking self." 

é I'd heard things before between like different but never like the same race. 

Like it was the way he said it; he was hurling it as an insult. 

 

Charisma was vocal in her desire to better understand different elements of race, and the 

frequent occurrences of these types of student interactions fueled her area of focus for 

inquiry.  

Charismaôs Takeaways 

The relationship between race and equity  

When considering career opportunities, Charisma noted that her top two districts 

where she wanted to teach, had issues around race ï one where there was a noticeable ethnic 

divide between African-American and Caribbean students, and the other where a majority of 

the African-American students were housed in one classroom, or Special Education. In 

discussing how she wanted to continue to pursue racially literate and equitable actions, she 

was hesitant to choose the second school district, but she admitted that she felt a desire to do 

something, 

 I don't really know if I want to go to a district that's going to be like that." 

Then I was like, "But then if the only people there are people that are okay 

with it, how's it going to change? 
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Charisma had maintained an attitude of action, throughout the semester, and even though 

she still expressed hesitancy, she was beginning to take on the mindset of being an actual 

change agent.  

In her individual interview, when asked what she wished to further explore, in either 

of her new districts, she inquired about keeping the Inquiry Notebook to use to develop and 

facilitate her own inquiry groups,  

Okay, because I was thinking about eventually ... Like maybe not my first 

year I might not want to jump into it, but doing this [critical race inquiry 

groups] with some of the teachers at my school, wherever I go to might be a 

good way to start tackling some things. 

  

She recognized that consistent inquiry group sessions were a way to keep race talk at 

the forefront of the conversation in schools,  

Because like I said before we did this inquiry group, those kind of things 

trickle to the bottom. Like with everything else you have to worry about, 

unless you're actively talking about it and thinking about it, I feel like it's 

easy to let those things slip down. 

 

As a result of her own experiences, Charisma seemed to appreciate the systematized practice 

of engaging in race inquiry as a tool for active learning for teachers.  

By the conclusion of the semester-long inquiry work, it seemed as if Charisma was 

close to answering one of her own questions from the beginning of the semester, ñHow do I 

approach teaching equity and social justice?ò As a result of participation in this race 

inquiry group, Charisma recognized that race was a necessary topic of conversation in 

schools when teaching equity, even at the elementary level (Buchanan, 2015; Polite & 

Saenger, 2005); however, she identified a strong relationship with students as a pre-requisite 

to conversations about race, that can then move further to equity and social justice. She 

describes a classroom experience that resonated with her,  

Something I did with my kids, 'cause even on top of the race thing. The text 

that we were reading made it seem like the immigration process was 

enjoyable. And I was like "no." So I took them to the tour, and I finally talked 
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about how people were watching you from the minute you walked in, they 

were looking for all these different things and why were they looking for 

these things. Why would they want somebody with a disease come into the 

country, why would they want a criminal to come into the country.  

 

And all these things, and we saw it on like 10 different stops, just getting to 

take out lunch, they get detained. And we listened to some of the video clips 

of people talking about it, and I think that helped a lot, because just the text 

of the book makes it seem like they came here, gave them their passport and 

they let them in. And everybody smiled, and somebody took a selfie and 

entered the country. It was so sugar cookie, and I was like, "No." And so the 

kids were saying like, everyone is white. Yes, yes they are. 

 

In this instance, Charisma recognized the inaccurate representation of history, through the 

textbookôs omission of important information, and she responded to the situation through a 

redressing of the lesson, adding age-appropriate activities that would introduce her students 

to other perspectives of immigrants. This example of teaching for equity achieved a social 

justice stance, in that she refused to allow her students to learn half-truths. Charismaôs 

awareness of inequities within the curriculum, at her placement site, and inequitable school 

practices (Gorski & Swalwell, 2015), at her two potential districts, all tied to race, and the 

approach that she settled on in response to these situations was further exploration through 

inquiry groups that might help other teachers to recognize, respond to, and redress school 

inequities that students of color may face (Horsford, 2014; Stevenson, 2014).   

 

MALEHNA  

Background on Candidate 

Malehna identifies as White and described the schoolôs predominant student of color 

population as being new to her because she was a racial minority in her learning 

environment. Placed in 4th grade, at the beginning of the semester, she expressed a feeling 

of ill -preparedness with the placement site and wondered how she would be able to ñconnect 

[with] and relate to the students if I donôt understand how they feel and what they have.ò  
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Malehnaôs results of the Implicit Bias test shocked her, reporting a strong preference 

for White people over Black people. She journaled that ñthis was so surprising and truly 

upsetting to me. I was thinking I donôt have a lot of bias [sic] I appreciate all people and 

their differences.ò In direct alignment with this new knowledge, she viewed the results as ña 

reality check,ò and vowed to ñconstruct goals to change my bias and be aware of when I 

have implicit bias.ò Malehna explained that she had minimal interaction with people of 

color, prior to her student teaching experience, and one other field placement, during her 

undergraduate career. Though she had previously considered herself to be a neutral person, 

her results exposed her to the possibility that she, too, held biases.  

Engagement in the Inquiry Process 

Malehnaôs Focus for Race Inquiry 

When it came to matters of race, Malehna had a lot of questions: because the 

majority of people around her were people of color, and she had limited experience with 

interacting with people of color. Participating in a study where she was encouraged to focus 

on race, there were many possibilities opened for her to explore. She began by wanting to 

investigate race and language, or race and teacher expectations of students, but she ended 

up, at the suggestion of another inquiry group member, focusing on race and behavior 

issues, specifically student fighting and student aggression ï who they fought, why they 

fought, if there were inter-racial fights, or within races.  

Malehna struggled to dissociate race and poverty. She had no formal or explicit 

training in conversations about race, so it was easy to begin lumping the two ideas together, 

especially because a majority of her students were Black or LatinX, and they were also from 

financially disadvantaged backgrounds. She explains a situation with a student discussing 

fighting,  

My one student yesterday was like, "Oh, I'm going to fight her if she tells me 

something one more time." And I was like, "Why fight? There's no need. Just 
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calm down." And she was like, "No, my mom told me if someone bothers me, 

I go óboop boop boop boop boop boopô." And I was like, "All right. All right. 

Let's take a step back." And I'm wondering where does that come from? 

Where is that coming from at home, that they're saying this is what you're 

supposed to do? 

 

From the continued conversation, it was clear that Malehna struggled to understand if her 

students fought because it was something that people of color just do, or if that was in some 

way attached to what they were being taught at home in a neighborhood where frequent acts 

of violence occurred. And knowing the students come from financially impoverished 

backgrounds, she wondered is this just a norm of the neighborhood? 

During inquiry group meetings, I verbally challenged teacher candidates to look 

beyond race, or culture, as an explanation for why students exhibit the behaviors that they 

do. When it appeared that teacher candidates were reinforcing racial stereotypes, I posed 

questions to turn the conversation toward looking deeper at a situation, rather than accepting 

at face value that all students of color could be expected to act in one way, or another. This 

practice may have helped Malehna begin to think deeper about what she was seeing in her 

classroom. Malehnaôs observations over the remainder of the semester led her to the 

conclusions that her students fought out of defense of their reputation, character, or family, 

not simply because they were Black or LatinX.  

The fights I've seen are all out of defense, like something is said, and it comes 

with defending yourselfé They would never start a fight just to start a fight, 

it always comes after, even the littlest thing that you wouldn't think would 

bother you, but it bothers theméItôs usually about their familyé And that's 

what Iôve seen, but I've never seen students who are White involved in those 

fights.  

 

Though she never witnessed a White student in a fight, we discussed that there werenôt 

enough present to determine that they wouldnôt fight, if there were more White students. 

The fights were mainly between students of color, but these same students of color also 

represented a majority of the school population.  
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However, Malehna was clear in explaining that she wasnôt sure if race played a role 

in why her students of color were more likely to resort to fighting as a way of defending 

themselves,  

So I don't know if that is with race, like that is one way you want to defend 

yourself? I don't know, I don't know. I'd further study what that defensiveness 

comes from, and how to ... Like the comments they're defending against, are 

they racial, or cultural? Or just mean? 

 

In this situation, an internal struggle can be distinguished between what Malehna is 

witnessing, what might be the easy explanation of her students fighting, because they are 

black and brown, and looking for other reasons why her students of color fight. Her use of 

the words, ñI donôt know,ò signify a glimmer of hope that she isnôt just settling with the 

mindset that her students fight just because they are people of color.   

Malehna observed that a majority of the fights that occurred between students began 

because they felt disrespected, and sometimes those fights stemmed from students using 

racially discriminatory language toward each other. ñI think the personal identity thing is so 

important and making sure each student feels they have a positive personal and cultural 

identity from the beginning would avoid issues better than not doing that.ò She alluded to a 

potential solution to the problem that students felt racially disrespected, being that students 

need to be taught to find self-worth within themselves, rather than searching for external 

validation, because their peers, nor their teachers were giving that to them. Her recognition 

of ñpositive personal and cultural identity,ò could, likely include race, and this statement 

provided during her exit interview demonstrates her learning that attention to student racial 

identity is essential (Tatum, 2003). 

Racial interactions 

Malehna was moderately vocal in the inquiry group sessions and began to engage 

more in the discussions toward the conclusion of the study, compared to her peers who 
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spoke frequently. Her observations, from the beginning, had a tone of consistent newness, in 

that she was always sharing something different that she was introduced to through 

observation, or experience, and she struggled a great deal with constantly encountering ideas 

that were new to her. A main area of dissonance for her could be framed as a teaching style 

mismatch between her CE and Malehnaôs own ideals of good teaching, 

 I feel like my clinical educator has really low expectations for my students. 

And I'm not sure if that's because of race or anything but she'll give them a 

worksheet that's for first grade because she says they can't do anything 

higher than that. But I feel like they can. 

 

She believed her CE had low expectations for her students, and she wasnôt sure how 

to navigate this in a classroom where she was a welcome guest. Another point of contention 

for her was the teacher and student use of language,  

One thing that I have a hard time with is like language, or speech I guess. I 

don't know how to ... because my clinical educator will talk the same way [as 

the students], but all the time they're like "I ain't doin' that." And in my head 

I'm like "No, you are not doing that." But like, that's how they talk at home, 

that's how they talk here, that's how my clinical educator speaks, so I don't 

know like what's appropriate you know. 

 

Her clinical educator (CE) and students spoke in what some have titled Black English 

Vernacular (Fogel & Ehri, 2000), and at the outset, she struggled with understanding 

communication in non-Standard American English, and how that fit in the classroom. The 

communication between teacher and student was an additional concern,    

And it's the same as classroom management, like they'll [the CEs] scream at 

them [the students] this close to their face when I don't believe in that. You 

know, so I don't know how to match with her. I don't want to defy her when 

she's welcoming me. 

 

She attributed some of the ways her CE communicated with students to be a source of 

aggression for the students, and this largely impacted the classroom climate, which was 

tumultuous. Many afternoons after lunch, little instruction took place because of the 



 

92 

 

multiple fights that took place between students. ñIôve watched nine-year-olds, not even just 

at recess - during instruction - pounding each other.ò Conversely, when instruction did 

occur, as a result of the rigid curriculum and standardized test preparation, it was less than 

fulfilling,  

I was like, "Can I do a number talk with that," and she was like, "I wish, but I 

got yelled at when I tried." She was like, "You have to follow word for word 

exactly what this textbook is asking," but it's so boring.  

 

Malehna expressed frustration and boredom with the learning activities that were 

implemented because they were generally basic skills focused and lower- level worksheets. 

Malehna used the inquiry group sessions as a place to voice her frustrations, to listen 

to and learn from the experiences of her peers, and a place for her to make sense of all the 

dynamics around her, including, but not limited to race. Everything around her was brand 

new. In our final discussion, Malehna reflects,  

Well, I definitely think in the beginning it was difficult just to adjust and a lot 

of the teachers were Black too, and it was new to me. I just think, I don't 

know, it's like you feel like you're not fitting in. 

 

There were times that Malehna admitted to crying all the way home, or going out of her way 

to specifically distinguish positives in the morning, in order to look forward to entering the 

school building. This largely occurred during the beginning of the semester when she was 

still becoming acclimated to what it meant to serve in this type of urban school, that served 

students of color, from financially disadvantaged backgrounds, but also having two women 

of color as her mentor teachers. Malehna asked a lot of questions and listened intently to 

how her peers were grappling with issues within their classrooms.  

Malehnaôs Takeaways 

Discussing Race with Students 
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Malehna believed that discussing race is a necessity, no matter what ethnic 

demographic of students are being taught,  

I feel like even if I'm in a classroom that's mainly White children and a few 

African American students or a few Latin American students, I think that's 

[race is] super important to address too because the opposite. Even here, it's 

important to address too because it's mostly African American students, and I 

have no White students. I just think showing them that there are different 

people.  

 

In one semester with her students, Malehna witnessed how crucial it was to have 

conversations with students about race (Buchanan, 2015; Pollock, 2008b; Tatum, 1999), 

whether they are learning in racially heterogeneous, or homogenous environments.  

Malehna also realized that students needed to begin having conversations about race, 

earlier in their lives. She explains why it is necessary to discuss race with students,  

I think itôs important to teach é I also think it's something that you need to 

start young too. My kids are in fourth grade now, and they're like, "We hate 

Donald Trump. He's some White guy we hate." They have their own biases 

against White people, I feel like, now, or just low things about themselves 

sometimes that you can change, but it's so much more difficult when they 

already have these ideas in their head.  

 

In the example above, it isnôt clear that Malehnaôs students used the actual words, ñwe hate 

Donald Trump,ò but the quote does represent her summary of the conversation. She seems 

to be assuming that her students hate Donald Trump, simply because he is White, not as a 

result of what they may be sensing regarding adultsô feelings toward him, his racially 

divisive rhetoric, and racist practices. As 4th graders, Malehnaôs students probably do not 

have the political understanding to truly hate Donald Trump, but they can sense the 

perception that he is not well-liked, and thus they should not like him, either. His Whiteness 

as a problem, for them, is probably secondary to his overall low social approval, in their 

environment. However, Malehnaôs current perspective focuses solely on her students 

recognizing him as being a óbad White man,ô rather than the social implications that could 
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also be at play. Though she could articulate why it is important to discuss race with children, 

this example still shows limitations in what her current racial literacy skills allow her to see.     

Malehna experienced different interactions with her students where she could see 

that they were verbally expressing discriminatory language, or being impacted by external 

influences that affected their beliefs about their own self-worth, and even political and racial 

conversations (Pollock, 2008b). She goes on to discuss where she might go from her new 

space of awareness,  

I think just how you can address it so much, not even being aware, and now I 

am more aware, but just ways you can go about it [discussing race] with 

students especially. I still wouldn't know how to ... We talked about it in the 

beginning, talking, teaching race and bias to them. I'm not totally sure. I 

think I'd have to have my own classroom, start from the beginning with that. 

 

Malehna understands that discussing race is necessary, and a teacherôs own awareness of 

race is important (Howard, 2016; Horsford, 2014), but she still lacks specific skills in how 

to have those conversations with students (Buchanan, 2015; Stevenson, 2014). As a guest in 

her clinical practice experience, where she feels that she must support the CE and conform 

to her pre-set rules and expectations, Malehna suspected that beginning the process of 

having conversations about race might be easier in her own teaching space.  

During her exit interview, Malehna was vocal about a change in the way she thinks 

about race, in comparison to the start of the semester,  

I definitely think it's different. Now, I'm definitely much more aware too. I 

don't think I was ever aware. Well, actually when I took that stupid Implicit 

Bias test, and it said I strongly preferred white people, that was such a shock 

to me because I never thought that. I think now I'm just much more conscious 

of the implicit bias I have, or just like race in general, and racial issues. I 

knew they were a big problem, but I never really thought about it, or just 

didn't think I thought about it in a negative way, but I guess I ... Not 

negatively, but just didn't realize that it was so prominent.  

 

I think I'm much more aware. Even they [her students] were watching a show 

last week, in class, and it was just like they got a reward. So, they're 

watching a show, but there was one bad person in it, and it was a black 
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person, but it was so crazy that that's what she [the Black CE] was showing 

to them, but I don't even think she noticed that because I would never notice 

that if I wasn't not looking for it. I feel like I'm much more aware. 

 

Malehna has a newfound consciousness regarding race, and for a new student teacher, who 

rarely interacted with people of color before her placement in this urban school, this new 

learning is just the beginning of her journey (Gorski & Swalwell, 2015; Horsford, 2014). 

Her ability to pinpoint and discuss situations where she observed racial bias in the classroom 

is another accomplished feat. She was able to verbalize an experience that might add to a 

personôs implicit bias, whether they were White or Black. Her students viewing a film that 

had only one villain, who also happened to be Black, could have an impact on the studentsô 

own thoughts about Black people, or even their self-image, and Malehna returns to this idea 

in the following section. 

Racial influences outside of school 

Malehna discusses how her experiences during the inquiry group have begun to 

carry over into her life outside of the school building. 

 Because it's now coming to my mind all the time. I definitely, I guess it was - 

I do have implicit biases, but now I am totally noticing them. I would walk to 

[the community center]. I volunteer all the time. I go to the soup kitchen 

there. I do this preschool that's for kids experiencing homelessness. One time 

I even got stopped by the police. He was like, "You're doing a lot of things 

wrong." I'm like, "What am I doing?" He's like, "You're walking by yourself. 

You have a necklace on. You're carrying your phone."  

 

That to me ... He was basically was like, "You're setting yourself up to get 

things stolen or get hurt." That to me is like now I walk scared. I see 

someone, like óoh my God, they're going to take my necklace right off me or 

they're going to take my phone.ô Now I feel like I would see like ... I don't 

know if it was race, but I feel like I would see it more with people who were 

of color. If two men were walking past me with their pants low, I'd be scared. 

Now I'm seeing that I'm like, óNo, That's my students grown up or like people 

living their life.ô ... Society makes you feel scared when it shouldn't. That 

police officer didn't need to say anything to me because nothing was 

happening. 
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Malehnaôs new awareness began to show her the societal forces that showed her where her 

biases stemmed from, and different ways that external forces shape the way she thought 

about people of color (Gorski & Swalwell, 2015; Horsford, 2014; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 

1995). ñThat didn't start until here I think, so I don't know if it was like inquiry or just 

working here.ò However, she was able to combat these reinforced biases with prolonged 

exposure to a group of people that she, otherwise, would not have come into contact with 

(Gorski & Swalwell, 2015; Yosso, 2002). From her perspective, the police officer was 

operating from a place of casting stereotypes on the people of that community, but she was 

able to humanize them, as a result of her experiences. Where she states, ñthatôs my students 

grown up,ò she is seeing the people around her as more than just what society tells her they 

are.  

 Malehna was adamant about her ability to now be aware of the implicit 

biases she holds, ñrace in general, and racial issues;ò she was also able to verbalize different 

experiences where she could pinpoint where she and her students developed their racial 

understandings. For her, it was in that reflective moment where she was admonished by the 

police officer, and for her students, it was watching an age-appropriate film, in class, where 

the only villain was Black.  In our conversation, Malehna only discussed these two 

encounters, but one can imagine how many more she, and her students, have been 

bombarded with over the years. In equity literacy skills, the ñability to recognize biases and 

inequities, including subtle biases and inequities,ò is a foundational proficiency associated 

with equity literate educators, and Malehna articulated her developing mastery of this skill 

(Gorski & Swalwell, 2015, p. 1). This skill was tied to her ability to recognize and reflect on 

the role of race in the development, existence, and perpetuation of biases and inequities, 

demonstrating a crossover of skill development.    

SETHU 

Background on Candidate  
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Sethu attended predominantly White schools, and completed classes in the 

Advanced Placement track; this limited her interactions with students of non-White 

backgrounds. ñI know for me in my school district growing up, the majority of the teachers 

and the student body, was White, so we learned the White perspective.ò In her discussion of 

what, and how, she learned in school, Sethuôs statement is clear that she felt represented. 

Sethuôs Implicit Bias test results revealed a moderate preference for European Americans. 

This was ñeye openingò for her, and she attributed the results more toward ñsocietal 

conditioning than é personal attitudes towards and interactions with African-Americans.ò 

At the start of the semester, Sethu explains that her ñprevious placements have been mostly 

from the same racial backgroundò as herself, so she did not consider herself to be prepared 

to be in a space where she was a minority.  

Racial identity 

At the start of the semester, Sethuôs racial identity seemed to be rooted in her Irish 

heritage, and she did not hesitate to identify herself as White. However, her thoughts on her 

racial identity and what it meant to be White seemed to be understood in relation to her 

surroundings. Firstly, as a result of her experiences growing up, and being in college, Sethu 

had internalized ñwhiteness as simply the unexamined normò (Tatum, 2003, p. 93), ñMost of 

my classes growing up were predominately whiteé I think it's still that way. It's still very 

much the majority is white.ò  Sethu admitted that she had been educated from a ñWhite 

perspective,ò and this was evident in the ways she discussed how she wanted her students to 

think about race. When discussing some of her studentsô attitudes toward White people 

during a viewing of the film, Selma, she adds   

I don't think they decided that all White people are evil, but I see these seeds, 

and I don't want to encourage them to think that. I want them to be able to 

recognize that yes, of course these people were doing terrible things, and 

there are still people doing terrible things. I don't want to negate the fact that 

those things are happening, or happened, but I also don't want them to come 

away from that conversation with like this big generalization. 
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Her concerns focused on the ways her students could think about White people, positively, 

rather than negatively. Though she touched on current societal issues, and the importance of 

discussing them, her main concern was that students not come away with the generalization 

that ñall White people are evil.ò Her primary concern with the reputation of Whiteness as 

good, rather than the recognition that the film was meant to highlight the perseverance of 

African Americans who fought to surmount White supremacy, shows the perspective that 

the reputation of and good White people as normal, needed to be protected.  

Sethu openly discussed that her middle-class family carries some ideals that are not 

progressive,  

I have never considered myself racist, really, and actually my family is a 

little bit, and I was always the more mellow one, but I know that I did feel 

uncomfortable when I walked in on the first day, and I looked around the 

classroom, and I am the only white face, and it made me realize, I'm not 

necessarily as color blind as I think I am. 

 

Her language shows that she views being colorblind as a positive trait for herself, and it 

seems as if itôs something that she wants to get better at. Her use of the word ómellowô in 

contrast to her family members, shows that she makes some distinction between herself and 

them, and that she considers herself to be less aggressive, perhaps, or less vocal about her 

attitudes about race; potentially, she may disagree with some of her relativesô sentiments, 

altogether. This separation of her own beliefs from her families demonstrates Tatumôs 

(1997) concept of a White person being viewed as an individual, rather than being lumped 

into the racist pool with her family. Further, her ideas about what it meant to be White 

seemed to operate in a place of being racist, or not being racist.  

By the conclusion of the race inquiry group experience, Sethu seemed to add another 

layer to her understanding of Whiteness. When responding to the question of whether she 

had explored anything related to her racial identity, she discussed white privilege,  

I definitely learned that white privilege is very much real and I realized I was 

kind of one of the people that was kind of promoting it, by just denying that it 
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was there. Like, "Well, I really think that African Americans, if they work 

hard, can have the same ... " not realizing that there's still that stigma and 

that social barrier to it [race], and I think that kind of opened my eyes a little 

bit. Being here and through some of the readings that I've had to do that, no 

that's actually not the case, and that's really not fair.  

 

Her statement shows that her Whiteness wasnôt just understood in relation to the people 

around her, like her familyôs racism, or in defense of Whiteness, as in what do other people 

think about White people, in general, and then how does that influence how they think about 

me. Her discussion of White privilege shows some sense of responsibility regarding her 

Whiteness, her role in perpetuating White privilege, and how this impacts specifically 

African Americans. Sethu moved away from ñblam[ing] the victimò and to a place of 

ñdeepening awarenessò (Tatum, 2003, p. 106). Her recognition that a personôs opportunity 

could be impact by their racial category resonated deeply (Horsford, 2014). This topic was 

discussed over time during inquiry group sessions, though Sethu did not contribute to those 

particular dialogues; her connection between different ideas that weôd discussed during 

inquiry group sessions, however, was prevalent in her exit interview.  

 Engagement in the Inquiry Process 

Transformations 

At the beginning of the semester, Sethu seemed to have no problem engaging in a 

conversation about race, and staying focused on race at the forefront of her exploration. For 

a person who knowingly came from a background where racist ideals were expressed, who 

also reported little previous interaction with people of color, and one who recognized race as 

a taboo subject in her teacher education program, Sethu did not shy away from the 

discussion. She was the second student, during our first inquiry group session, to explicitly 

use the language of ñWhite peopleò and talk about the ways her students regarded this racial 

group,  

We were watching this video about the civil rights movement, and about 

Selma, and the marchers they crossed the bridge and there was a line of 
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police officers. And my teacher asked like a comprehension question like 

"What's going on? What are they worried about? What are they thinks going 

to happen?". And a whole bunch of kids got really upset and was like "Oh 

those White people, they're going to hurt them." Like they didn't notice that 

there were like 40 white faces in the marchers. They have a very deep- seated 

hatred, particularly of White cops, I don't think they necessarily generalized 

all White peopleé So I'm kind of also thinking about how to kind of counter 

act that because I don't want my kids growing up hating White people 

because that's not necessarily a productive way to interact with people to 

hate them, anyone.  

 

In this anecdote, even though Sethu is concerned with the ways that her students view White 

people, based on her own positionality and racialized apprehensions, the use of the language 

of race shows a certain level of comfort with being able to express her observations, in 

comparison to her peers.  

During inquiry group sessions, Sethu created a pattern of participation that was 

opposite her peers. She was most vocal in the first session, discussing her observations of 

her students as racial beings, and attempting to uncover how they make sense of race in the 

world around them, as well as how race is connected to their learning.   

For our one class we have to take the implicit bias test, and I kind of want to 

look into how race affects the way kids view themselves and also the way they 

view the people around theméBut it also made me start thinking about how 

then is that [her implicit biases] translating to my kids in how I'm teaching 

them. But also in how they're viewing the people around them. Because one 

of the things that you [IG facilitator] said before was that society kind of 

teaches us that White is better. So I wonder how much my kids have 

internalized that message and how it affects one, the way they interact with 

me, the way they interact with the people around them, and then how that 

makes them view themselves if you're automatically in that perspective of 

"I'm inferior." Because a lot of my kids have issues with learned helplessness, 

where they look to you [as the teacher] like "If I kind of play these cards 

right I can get you to do this for me." So I wonder how much of that kind of 

goes back into that mentality of like is race playing into that whole inferiority 

aspect?  

 

In just her first few weeks in the placement, Sethu had many ideas about the role of race in 

her studentsô lives and the classroom that she was able to articulate in figuring what would 
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be her area of inquiry for the semester. Over subsequent sessions, however, Sethu spoke less 

and less, rarely introducing new topics, as she had in the first session. Sometimes she 

chimed in on othersô verbal exchanges, but for the most part, she shared little about what 

was going on in her classroom. She spoke sparingly about her personal inquiry project, only 

contributing when as the facilitator, I prompted everyone to share their progress or process.  

After reflecting and reviewing the data, I could not find a specific moment that seemed to 

trigger this quiet participation, and Sethu did not mention her change in participation, during 

her individual exit interview.  

Sethusô focus for inquiry 

The question of inquiry that Sethu decided to pursue was ñHow does race affect how 

students deal with frustration and influence their motivation?ò Her motivation behind this 

focus was based in the idea that her students exhibited behaviors of learned helplessness. 

She wondered if that was connected to some foresight that they would encounter limited 

opportunities in society, so why try now? During our closing session, based on her 

observations and conversations with teachers, Sethu concluded that her studentsô lack of 

motivation was not connected, primarily, to race, but more to a manipulation of the system.  

And based on conversations that I've had with teachers and what I've seen 

within my students, because I do have a group of students that are not 

African-American in the classroom, I don't think it's connected to race, I 

think that it's "I've learned that if I just say I can't do it, someone will help me 

or will do it for me." So I think it's more "I've learned how to get out of the 

work." Rather than a lack of motivation connected to "I'm black, I'm not 

gonna make it as far."  

 

 So, I guess where I would take on with that thing would be how 

would you - It's not really connected to race, but how do you break that? And 

enforce the "I'm not going to do this for you, you need to do it. Because if I 

do it for you it's not helping you at all." And how you put that, I don't want to 

say learned helplessness, but that manipulation of the system. "I'll get my 

teacher to do it for me, or I'll try to get it so that we're working in groups or 

partners." And how to break that. 
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 She found that her students had been conditioned to know that they could get out of 

completing classwork by óacting outô, or acting as if they werenôt capable of accomplishing 

various academic tasks. Her area of continued discovery was how to break that cycle and 

enforce the strength of students to rely on themselves. 

Racial interactions between Clinical Educator and students 

In the first inquiry group meeting, Sethu discussed a point of dissonance in the way 

her White clinical educator (CE) interacted with the students, in the classroom, who were 

primarily children of color.  

In my classroom, my clinical educator will scream at them [the students] all 

the time. She'll start the morning off like that; she'll end the day like that. 

She'll send kids out of the classroom, all the time. One thing she told me once 

is that she feels like she has to because that's the only way they'll listen 

because that's what they get at home. But it concerns me that that's the way 

she thinks about it because I feel like if you build the relationships and you 

get to know the students, like what they're going through, you won't have to 

scream at them. They'll have respect for you, you'll have respect for them. I 

don't understand why she thinks that's the way it has to be. 

 

This interaction introduces the subtle presence of race, in Sethuôs classroom interactions, as 

both authority figures in the room were White women, and this did not match the racial 

makeup of the children. Whether the CE recognized that race was at play, or not, Sethu, as 

the student teacher was made uncomfortable by the CEôs choices, so one can imagine that 

the students did not welcome this way of being spoken to. The CE attributes her motive 

behind this way of interacting with children as an instructional choice that mirrors what she 

believes her students experience at home. This is problematic in that she is making a 

stereotypical assumption about her studentsô home lives.  

The other problem this instructional practice presents is that the CE is explicitly 

teaching Sethu that screaming at, specifically, these students of color, is a necessary practice 

that she should learn and emulate during her student teaching experience. Sethuôs 
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recollection demonstrates a disagreement with her CEôs choices of communicating with 

students, and disciplining them, but she goes on to admit that, ñI feel like now that they're 

used to it, they feel like that's the way they have to be spoken to in order to do something.ò 

Articulating that her students were being socialized to accept these communicative practices 

as the classroom norm, Sethu adds, ñbut it concerns me because I don't want to be that way. 

But, they're so used to that, that if you just ask them nicely to do something they'll argue 

with you.ò This way of interaction that is primarily based in punitive measures and 

authoritarian styles only adds to the traditional narrative that teaching students of color is 

hard to do because the studentsô behavior makes it difficult for them to be educated. 

Interestingly, in her exit interview, Sethuôs thinking about her studentsô behavior 

seems to have been complicated, in some way. In the next excerpt, she is discussing her 

previous placement and the age group that she is moving toward teaching ï this then 

becomes intertwined with her current student teaching experience.  

I was in an Honors English class for 7th and 8th grade, so I had the higher 

track kids. I also had majority White kids, and I don't know if I liked that 

placement better because I had less behavioral problems, or if it's the age. I 

know I'm struggling to teach some of the fundamentals. I'm getting bored 

with it, but we're also having a lot of behavioral problems. I feel like if we 

didn't have the behavioral problems, that wouldn't be as much of an issue. I 

know the behavioral problems are part of where the kids are from, socio-

economic status, and all of the stuff that they're dealing with in their home 

lives, which is all tied back to race. 

 

In a way that is different from her CE, Sethuôs understanding of her studentsô behavior, in 

the classroom, doesnôt seem to begin and end with their home lives. Though she uses the 

same language as her CE, she extends this to recognize the outside forces that may be at 

play in the situation, including race. However, within this same excerpt, Sethu describes 

liking her previous placement experience better, highlighting that the students were older, of 

upper middle school age, a higher academic track, and White. This comparison between her 

now younger, students of color, who have a basic skills focus in their curriculum, is an 
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interesting thought to explore. With just this moment, a case could be made that Sethuôs 

thinking about people of color has not evolved, but the conversation moves forward in a 

way that is fairly inspiring.  

Sethu is incorporating how potential discussions about race with students would 

impact what age group she would like to teach.   

I think, I would hope, that in the upper grades that they would be more open 

to talking about race, but I also think it could be potentially problematic at 

that point, because you could have those opinions already instilled in them, 

which is one of the reasons I can make more of a difference at a younger age 

causeô I can help shape those mindsets as opposed to working with the 

mindsets that they already have once theyôre older.  

I think you could have a lot more bias in the upper grades, I think you could 

have a lot more students that are already, like me, who are "I'm colorblind, I 

don't see color, because I've been taught if you see color, you're racist." Or 

other kids that are like, "All I see is color, and you're not the same as me, 

and that's a bad thing." But I think, especially because I want to teach 

English, I think I could use what they're learning to kind of tie race back into 

it and talk about, "Look at these two characters in this book and look at how 

they're perceived differently."  

 

She seems to conclude that she would like to pursue teaching with older students because 

she feels that the conversations about race would be more comfortable, though still 

challenging, for her. So, instead of only considering just the types of students she likes best; 

smart, White, rich, Black, poor, advanced, developing, traditional, or challenging, Sethu has 

changed the conversation to the type of student she might most benefit, in terms of 

conversations about race. 

Sethuôs Takeaways 

Though Sethu was minimally vocal in inquiry group sessions, her exit interview 

revealed an intense passion for teaching for social justice and equity, in the future. I was 

surprised to hear the level of depth, which Sethu discussed her own understandings about 

race, and how her thinking about race had evolved since the beginning of the semester.   
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Discussing race with students 

Sethu saw the necessity of teaching about race, and having open conversations about 

race, though she expressed nervousness.  

Mostly because I am White, so having the conversations about race, one of 

the things that we read about White privilege was that we're still an outsider 

kind of looking into the whole race issue, so I don't have first hand 

experience with some of the stuff that you might have gone through, because 

of your skin color [referring to people of color, including me, as a Black 

woman], and trying to make sure that I'm not minimizing it. 

 

Sethu had come to the point where she was able to begin thinking about how her role as a 

White person should be sensitive to her students of color, when discussing race (Buchanan, 

2015; Hollingworth, 2009; Polite & Saenger, 2005; Pollock, 2008b; Stevenson, 2014).  

She recognized literature instruction as an effective way of engaging in 

conversations with students about societal issues, including race (Yosso, 2002). Wanting her 

future students to be comfortable with seeing from other viewpoints, she believed that 

diverse texts could open up that possibility.  

Teaching kids just because you're taught one perspective or you're being told 

one perspective doesn't mean that's the only perspective there and it doesn't 

mean that it's completely right. Of course, no perspective is going to be 

completely right, they're all going to have elements of the truth. But that's 

why it's so important to look at it from multiple perspectives, look at things 

through multiple lenses. 

 
 

Sethuôs ability to begin formulating ways that she might positively impact her studentsô 

knowledge, understandings, and perceptions of the world surpassed those of her peers. She 

and I connected in a shared area of interest in English/Language Arts Education, and she 

expressed a keen desire to create a classroom that meaningfully celebrates diversity. She 

believed that literature was a great way to do so. During our conversation, she even referred 

to specific authorsô works that she could potentially use, such as Mark Twainôs, The 

Adventures of Tom Sawyer, Shakespeareôs Othello, and Toni Morrisonôs, The Bluest Eye. 
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She explained that these stories had racial elements that could be used to spark conversation 

about race, in the classroom. Sethu also alluded to the need for students to be introduced to 

non-traditional works that will help them achieve a wider perspective of cultures around the 

world.  

Sethu explained that prior to her participation in the inquiry group,  

I think race was kind of one of those things that you didn't really talk about, 

because if you talked about it you had to kind of face the issues with it, so a 

lot of times it wasn't really brought up and it was just kind of ... you didn't 

really think about it, it was just you're going to have a group of students that 

are going to be diverse, but you more thought in terms of academic ability 

rather than cultural or race.  

 

By the conclusion of the study, Sethu was a teacher candidate quite vocal about ways that 

she could talk about race and embrace diversity in her own classroom.  

Colorblindness 

During an inquiry group meeting, colorblindness was a brief topic of conversation, 

and in contrast to her statement, in the first inquiry group session, that she ñwasnôt as 

colorblind as [she] thought [she] was,ò in her exit interview, Sethu comments on her 

understanding that a colorblind mindset was an ineffective perspective for urban educators 

to adopt.  

Through the inquiry group and through the stuff that Elizabeth has posted as 

part of our class [Equity EDUC400,] I've become a lot more aware, and I 

was so guilty of saying "I don't see color." I was definitely guilty of that 

causeô I was like, "Oh, I don't see color, it doesn't matter." I realized how 

much that's actually hurting my kids, especially in this environment, to say 

"Oh, I don't see your race" because thatôs just saying "I don't see your 

culture, either and I don't see your experiences" and all that kind of stuff. I 

definitely learned that that's not a productive mindset to have when you're 

dealing with children. 

 

Whereas, at the start of inquiry, Sethuôs words seemed like she wanted to improve her 

ability to be colorblind, by the end of the semester, she was able to articulate why that lens 
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was detrimental to her students of color (Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Hollingworth, 2009). She also 

hints at being more aware, which she continues to expound on, as the interview continued.  

The impact of race  

During an inquiry group meeting, we discussed the possibility that race was a means 

for categorization, rather than a scientific reality. Sethu recalled this during her individual 

exit interview and named race as a ñsocial constructò that permeates all levels of a personôs 

life because of how society perceives and promotes the idea of racial separation.  

The effect of race is something that we are promoting - either through 

inaction or deliberate action that's discriminating against certain groups of 

people, and then how that can affect our kids, because I mean, they don't 

know that if they were a different race, maybe they wouldn't have some of 

these socio-economic problems, or maybe they wouldn't be living where they 

are. They wouldn't be going to this school, more than likely. Realizing that it 

affects everything. Even though we try to say "Oh, your race is your culture," 

but it's not just that, like it's not limited to just that area, it spreads across 

everything. 

 

Sethu had begun to think of race as a systematic issue that had far reaching implications 

(Horsford, 2014), especially for her own students, who she refers to as ñour kidsò ï she had 

clearly developed some affinity toward her students throughout the semester.  

Equity issues 

During her exit interview, Sethuôs and my conversation about race oscillated 

between talking about race exclusively, and then its intersection with equity issues. As a 

student also pursuing certification to teach Special Education students, Sethu introduced the 

over-representation of black children in special education as an area that she felt compelled 

to pursue. She agreed with customizing educational activities to the needs of students, but 

realized that classification could be perceived as another cog in the wheel that holds people 

of color back from opportunity.  
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I feel like when we put that label on, we automatically attach a deficit 

mindset to the student. Then because you have that, well, it's acceptable to 

have lower expectations for you and lower standards and that also kind of 

perpetuates the whole idea of race as being tied to socio-economic status, 

because if I set these lower expectations for you and you only get C's going 

through school, the odds of you getting into college are less. Which means 

the odds of you getting a high-paying, well-off job are less. It's like a chain 

reaction, a domino effect that keeps going down the line and it starts here.  

 

Sethu recognized the importance of school and schooling experiences in the destinies of her 

future students, and she adamantly wanted to be an agent of positive change. ñI canôt be one 

woman against the system, and I know that, but Iôm trying to change the system.ò 

 The intersection of race and class  

When discussing another learning, she points out the intersection between race and 

socioeconomic status (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). Explaining that a majority of her 

students were considered low-income and had endured traumatic experiences, she recalls 

discussing this with her family, whose response was, ñOh, well, welcome to [the] inner city. 

Youôre going to have that kind of population, and itôs expected.ò After reflection, she 

questions that this is the norm,  

If itôs expected, why arenôt we trying to change it? I mean, itôs ridiculous that 

just because youôre black, youôre expected to live in a poor part of town and 

to live in the óghettoô. Why is that seen as acceptable and why arenôt we 

trying to change it? 

She had moved away from the acceptance of people of color, as expectantly living in non-

favorable conditions, to questioning why this had become the societal norm, and 

conversation with her family is what prompted her dissonance with this perspective (Gorski 

& Swalwell, 2015; Horsford, 2014).   

In discussing areas that she wanted to further explore, beyond the conclusion of the 

study, Sethu explains, 

 I definitely want to explore how to make my own classrooms culturally 

diverse and like how to celebrate the different aspects of student's lives and 

not just Black History Month and just be like, "Okay, now we're going to 
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recognize all the contributions that African Americans have made." But that's 

saying, "Okay, we only care about you one month out of the whole year." 

That's not fair. Why do I get 11 months, and you get one month? 

 

But finding ways to celebrate the diversity, instead of trying to minimize it, 

and also trying to promote the mindset that just because you're a certain skin 

tone doesn't mean you're any better or worse than anyone else, and it's all 

about how you act. Trying to instill that in my students to hopefully start to 

cut down on it from that angle.  

 

She discusses her ability to recognize biases and inequities in the education system, and she 

verbalizes a desire to respond, redress, and create and sustain an equitable learning 

environment (Gorski & Swalwell, 2015; Stevenson, 2014). Sethu adds,  

I want to celebrate the differences while still providing information about 

this is ongoing struggle, and we're not on even playing field as much white 

middle-class or upper-class would like to say we are. I think for me it's just 

making sure that my own bias doesn't leak into it too much. I mean, obviously 

it's going to, but trying to kind of minimize that to give an accurate 

representation of what's happening. 

 

Her words provide the basis for an inference that in addition to discussing race, and 

celebrating differences, she wants to extend the conversation, with her students to discuss 

societal inequities, as well (Gorski & Swalwell, 2015; Horsford, 2014; Pollock, 2008b; 

Yosso, 2002). These ideas coming from the person who spoke the least over the total 

amount of inquiry group sessions was an interesting revelation. 

 

CROSS CASE ANALYSIS 

Racial Identity 

All teacher candidates discussed their new understandings regarding racial identity 

as a result of their experiences during the semester. The similarities among the case studies 

existed around the normalization of Whiteness; though there was one African-American 

woman as part of the group, even Asthaôs experiences up to her placement in this majority-

minority urban school had been shaped by the number of White people who were around 
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her. Each young woman discussed her racial identity from the perspective of who they had 

been raised around and schooled with ï for everyone, White people were the common 

theme. Belinda believed that her students were not immediately accepting of her because of 

her White identity. Malehna had very few interactions with people of color prior to this 

placement, and her White identity was impacted because this was her first time being in the 

minority. Charisma came to the experience with the informal thinking that to claim being 

White could bring about guilt or shame, while Sethu was proud to be White and wanted to 

protect the reputation of good White people, which she identified herself as.  

Astha presented an interesting contrast to the group; 1) because she was Black, and 

2) because she seemed to be navigating how to construct her identity in a space where she 

was, finally, part of the majority. She was accustomed to being aware of herself as a Black 

person, in White spaces, and though she was the only Black teacher candidate in inquiry 

group meetings, once she left our meeting space, there were people all around that she might 

identify with, at least in terms of appearance. Her learning about racial identity seemed to be 

rooted in the understanding that she could be accepted by her students of color, even though 

she may have come from a different socio-economic background.  

For the White teacher candidates, once they left our meeting space, they had to 

grapple with, oftentimes, being the only White person in the room. For each of them, this 

presented a learning opportunity, and all of them came to understand the importance of 

positive racial identity, in different ways. For Belinda and Sethu, they realized that a 

colorblind mindset was detrimental to the psychological health of their students ï they 

began to see their studentsô racial identity as positive and necessary to acknowledge. 

Malehna and Charisma realized that their students needed to be explicitly taught how to 

develop a positive racial identity, so that they could respect one another, and uplift their 

peers, instead of using race talk as a tool to insult one another.  

Charisma and Sethu learned that White privilege was a real part of their identity, and 

the current social context, but it did not have to be perceived as negative; their privilege 
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could be an asset used responsibly, for the benefit of people of color. Charisma seemed to 

still be working through some potential guilt about the privileges that are afforded White 

people, in the United States, but her ability to recognize this was an important step in her 

journey toward developing positive racial identity. Belinda and Charisma had experiences 

where they realized that building authentic relationships with students might influence how 

their students viewed them as White people. Both young women discussed scenarios where 

their students seemed to ignore the teacher candidatesô outward appearance as White 

women, to show that they accepted and liked them. The importance of developing a positive 

racial identity was a common theme among the teacher candidate participantsô experiences, 

and though they came to these understandings in different ways, this realization and the 

necessary critical reflection it took to get to this perspective, is a step in the right direction to 

developing racial literacy skills.  

Racial Consciousness 

An awareness of race is a necessary skill of racial literacy and was a deliberate focus 

in this study. At the start of this intervention, I asked participants to trust me when I told 

them that race matters, and I encouraged them to maintain that mindset throughout the 

semester, as they studied the practice of teaching in a majority-minority urban school. From 

teacher candidate contributions throughout the duration of inquiry groups, each of them 

interacted with the consciousness of race, in different ways.  

Sethu and Charisma began the semester eager to accept the fact that race existed, and 

they wanted to explore it in different ways. Sethu wanted to better understand how 

discussions about race made people of color feel. Charisma was vocal about her 

observations in the classroom and wanted to learn all she could about the role of race in 

situations. She frequently asked questions and always helped to bring the conversation back 

to the importance of race, if it strayed away.   
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Malehna and Belinda were very conscious of their students as being racially 

different from them, as White women. Though Belinda reported having ample experiences 

in majority-minority schools, she seemed to experience discomfort in discussing race. When 

discussing race, she often conflated the construct with poverty. Malehna, conversely, 

reported not having much intimate experience with students, or people, of color, and it made 

her uncomfortable to be in the racial minority. There was a lot that she wished to learn about 

race and unpack, and she usually used examples from her classroom as the basis of her 

questions.  

Astha, as the only African-American teacher candidate, came to the inquiry groups 

from a different point of view. As a person accustomed to being in the racial minority, and 

having potentially more intimate experiences with racial consciousness and discussing race, 

Astha operated from an insider perspective. The ways that she demonstrated her 

consciousness of race was by self-selecting to serve as a voice for Black people. She 

answered her White peersô questions about race, summarized experiences of Black people, 

provided insight into issues within the Black community. She also helped to push her peersô 

thinking by asking poignant and probing questions about the other teacher candidatesô 

thoughts on race. This did not happen immediately, however; Astha was quiet at the 

beginning of the semester and describes needing to take time to read the group and to see 

where peopleôs thinking was. Once she was satisfied that her peers were being open and 

honest during sessions, she reports feeling more comfortable to express her opinions. From 

personal experience as a minority in teacher education programs, I understood that the 

burden of teaching White people about issues regarding race can be a heavy one, even when 

it comes naturally. Recognizing that this may have been a subconscious problem for Astha, I 

did not actively encourage her to take on this role, but if she decided to speak up, I did not 

discourage her from doing so. Her contributions to inquiry conversations may have been a 

double-edged sword, but they were helpful to the experience.   
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Sethu, Malehna, and Belinda reported leaving the inquiry group experience with a 

heightened awareness of race. Each articulated different experiences where they were able 

to distinguish the role of race, in a situation, that before, they would not have considered. 

They reported their involvement in inquiry groups as having influenced their thinking. The 

recognition of the underlying, and sometimes overt, role of race is an essential element in 

further developing racial literacy skills.  

Race in Schools 

With a school being the placement site for this race-focused intervention, it was 

inevitable that participants would develop new understandings about how race was a factor 

in the education of children at this majority-minority urban school. Each of the teacher 

candidates discussed ways they noticed the role of race in schools. Firstly, all of the 

candidates believed that explicit conversations about race were necessary to have with 

students. However, the White participants expressed anxiousness or nervousness about 

tackling what they believed to be an important, but sensitive, topic. As White women, they 

recognized the potential consequences that could arise from being ill-prepared, from having 

weak relationships with students, from not recognizing the emotional trauma that students 

could suffer, and from not being cognizant of the power dynamics present in traditional 

classrooms. They discussed that conversations about race with all students require 

sensitivity and advanced planning, but having conversations about race with students of 

color needed to be, especially, handled in a delicate way. Their rationale was students of 

color were more likely to have suffered from overt negative experiences with race. Astha 

did not seem uneasy when explaining the importance of discussing race with students, and 

she was the only participant who discussed having an actual whole group discussion about 

race with her students, during the clinical practice semester. Her comfort with discussing 

race with students may have come from her experiences as an insider as a Black woman.  
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The reasons teacher candidates gave for the importance of discussing race were 

different. Astha and Malehna believed it was important for young students to discuss race so 

that they could learn about themselves and others, especially when they were being schooled 

in primarily racially homogenous settings. Both young women thought that whether the 

school consisted predominantly of children of color, White children, or both, it was 

important to talk about race so that students did not come to unproductive conclusions about 

race. Sethu was also concerned that students discuss race to develop a more full perspective, 

rather than just looking at the world from one racial lens. Charisma, Belinda, and Sethu 

thought it was important to have conversations with students about race because it was an 

element in life that they would, undoubtedly, encounter, and they believed students should 

be equipped with the necessary tools to navigate a race-influenced school system.  

The role of race in school interactions was another common theme among 

participant experiences. All the participants discussed the role race played in the ways their 

clinical educators (CE) interacted with students. Malehna believed that her CE had low 

expectations of the students because they were children of color, yet, her CE was Black ï 

this presented a challenge for her in navigating how to reconcile her belief, expecting that a 

White teacher would be more likely to think her students less capable. Malehna also 

struggled with understanding the ways her Black CE spoke to students using Black English 

Vernacular and whether this helped or hindered studentsô academic achievement. She was 

unsure if she should correct student language when their teacher spoke the same way. 

Sethu, also, struggled with the way that her White CE communicated with her 

students of color, but for a different reason. She recalled her CE constantly yelling at 

students and how the students had now been socialized to perceive this as normal. The CE 

explained to Sethu that she spoke to the students this way because this was the only way 

they would listen, as they were all treated this way at home. Sethu disagreed and believed 

that if the CE had developed better relationships with her students of color, they would 

respect her.  
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Charisma discussed the role race played in her White CEôs relationships with the 

students of color. Charisma observed that the students did not respect her CE, and the CE 

held this to be a result of her students not respecting her because she was White. Charisma 

believed that the students respected her as a teacher candidate, in spite of her being White. 

Similar to Sethu, Charisma believed that authentic relationships with the students were key 

to building mutually respectful relationships with the students.  

Belinda and Astha shared CEs, and neither complained that race played a negative 

role in the interactions their CEs had with students. Both described scenarios where, even 

though the CEs were White, and the students were mainly children of color, they seemed to 

have developed positive, caring, and respectful relationships with the children that did not 

hinder the classroom climate, or instructional activities. Belinda did worry that race 

prevented her students from building connections with her, at the beginning of the semester, 

but by the end, she felt they had accepted her, even though she was White. Conversely, 

Astha felt that being a woman of color helped her to build rapport her own students and 

other children in the building, who she did not know personally.  

In terms of the role of race in schools, each of the candidates had different 

experiences where they inquired about race in a situation, recognized the role that race 

played, positively or negatively, and reflected on what this meant for their current actions, 

future practice, or in comparison to past thought processes. Exploring race in this majority-

minority school provided the teacher candidates with the opportunity to develop racial 

literacy skills, through practice. 

Race in Broader Society 

The focus of this study was on the development of racial literacy skills, recognizing 

that a majority of inequities in schools and society are based in racism and racial 

discrimination. Through participation in this study, all of the teacher candidates were able to 

extend their new understandings about race beyond the traditional classroom. For each of 
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them, they shared anecdotes that supported a theme of resisting the systemic status quo that 

under-served children of color, or subjected them to a sub-par educational experience. 

An issue that four, of the five, teacher candidates discussed were racial inequities in 

the curriculum that had far reaching consequences. Sethu discussed the overrepresentation 

of African American children, specifically, males, in special education. In her classroom 

experiences, she came to the conclusion that the classification of some children as needing 

special education services was a gateway in the lowering of academic expectations. This, in 

turn, encouraged children to believe that they were getting over on the system by not having 

to do as much work as others. In reality, Sethu believed they were developing dependent 

practices that could not be sustained once they completed school and pursued success 

beyond K-16 education. 

Malehna believed that her Black CE had low academic expectations for her students, 

and she frequently wondered if the studentsô race played a role in this. However, she did 

have concrete evidence that curriculum choices for students were rooted in basic skills, and 

delivered in ways that were rigid and boring, and thus promoted disengagement and 

behavior issues.  The placement site was a focus school, because of low standardized test 

scores, and all of the participants complained that even they became bored with teaching the 

curriculum. They could easily understand why students didnôt respond to it enthusiastically. 

Each teacher candidate commented on the reality that if students were in a school that 

wasnôt made up, almost entirely, of students of color, that they would probably have a more 

stimulating educational experience ï this conclusion was reached in comparison to their 

other placement experiences, or their own schooling.   

Sethu, Charisma, and Belinda believed that they could make a difference in equitable 

outcomes through curricular changes. Sethu proposed the use of English classroom activities 

to allow students to discuss racial and social inequities, supported by literary analysis. She 

considered the ways that she could bring the real world into the classroom to help students 

make sense of their experiences, and help them develop a positive set of skills through 
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which successfully navigate the world, White children and children of color. Charisma and 

Belinda both had a specialization in Social Studies ï they believed that this was an 

appropriate avenue to help students explore inequities. Both described experiences in the 

classroom where history was taught inaccurately, or sugarcoated, and they saw this as 

disservice to studentsô futures.  

Asthaôs stance on resistance of systemic issues was from the perspective that her 

students may be taking in messages of racial inferiority because they always see White 

people in positions of power. She wanted to have explicit conversations with students about 

their perceptions of race and their social standing to empower them, and help them change 

the narrative that people of color are always in need of outside help, or that they donôt have 

as many resources as children in predominantly White schools. Astha seemed to want to 

instill a mindset in her students of color that they were equal to White people, and this 

message is often overlooked in conversations about race. She was concerned that the focus 

on people of color as the persistent underdog was informally teaching her children of color 

the fallacy that they may never be good enough, or equal too, White people. 

Sethu and Malehna were able to transfer the new understandings about race that 

developed from their school experiences to rethink about situations outside of school. For 

Sethu, she recalled an experience where her family readily accepted that because she was 

student teaching in a majority-minority school, that her students would, undoubtedly, be 

poor and witness violent encounters in their neighborhoods. She questioned why they 

believed this was an acceptable norm for all students of color and saw this as an issue of 

racial inequity. Malehna explains an encounter that she had with a police officer that would 

have, normally, incited fear in her based on racial stereotypes, but because of her extended 

experiences with people of color at the placement site, she was able to disrupt the informal 

learning that men of color were inherently violent and to be feared. 

Though each of the candidates had nuances to their thinking about race in society, 

their discussions of their new understandings were based in school experiences that 
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impacted the ways they began to reconceptualize race in the world, beyond school walls. 

This type of critical reflection is a necessary racial literacy skill that the participants should 

be able to employ within their future teaching practice, and hopefully, within their social 

encounters, outside of school.  

INDIVIDUAL INQUIRY CYCLE PROCESSES  

 

As the mainstay of this intervention, each participantôs individual inquiry project 

was an integral part of the process. Though all of the teacher candidates participated in 

inquiry, they had different areas of focus, used different methods of exploration, and 

engaged racial literacy skills differently. They all drew conclusions that supported their own 

learning regarding race. 

Of the five cases presented, two of the five participants conducted more structured 

inquiry that was physically documented and could be submitted for review. The remaining 

three participants were able to articulate their focus and findings, but each relied more on 

anecdotal and observational data from their placement setting. 

Astha and Charisma were further along in the practice of structured inquiry, than 

their peers. Astha named the inquiry process as her biggest take away from the experience 

and joined a research team the summer following the intervention semester, while Charisma 

intimated that she was eager to replicate the inquiry group process as a part of her 

professional practice. These two teacher candidates seemed to make a deliberate effort to 

systematize their inquiry, and because of this, they were able to extend the practices beyond 

the inquiry group experience.  

Belinda changed her focus for inquiry, partway through the semester; once she found 

the area that she was passionate about, she implemented practices that she believed could be 

used in other educational settings. Sethuôs focus for inquiry remained consistent, and she 

was able to articulate her conclusions, but her individual findings did not seem to deeply 
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impact her outlook on individual inquiry. Malehna struggled to settle on a focus because 

there were many areas that she found interesting, but she did choose a focus and stuck with 

it. Though she developed findings regarding her question, she verbally articulated that she 

wished she would have more systematically engaged in the inquiry process, believing that 

she would have benefitted more. The candidates who engaged in a less structured individual 

inquiry process did not report a strong learning of the practices, though it seemed they 

understood how one might navigate the cycle, if they were to try again.  

Regarding the recognition of race, four of the five case study participants explicitly 

acknowledged the factor of race in their inquiry focus and were able to explore it. Belindaôs 

final focus on trauma-informed care did not explicitly include the language of race. She 

began by exploring the role that race plays in socio-economic status, and this evolved to a 

deeper passion in helping students to combat traumatic experiences that they endured. As a 

result of her participation in the regular inquiry group meetings, however, she was able to 

develop new understandings regarding race, and she reported her thinking as having been 

impacted.  

The strongest element of racial literacy skills that all candidates demonstrated was 

the ability to reflect on the role of race. For each of the candidates, regardless of how 

systematic their individual inquiry process, they were able to discuss race in ways that 

showed mental processes exploring deeper depths, rather than being superficial. For some 

candidates, even the ability to speak about race was a feat, like Malehna. Whereas for 

others, such as; Astha, Sethu, and Charisma, their thinking about race had previously been 

activated, and they used this experience as an opportunity to better understand how their 

students were experiencing race in schools. Though Belindaôs project did not explicitly 

include the language of race, her method of data collection, and working individually with 

students, helped her to develop connections, in spite of racial differences, and this was an 

important learning experience, for her.  
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The individual inquiry process contributed to each teacher candidatesô processing 

around what it means to have and use racial literacy skills, when navigating a context where 

racial perception and racial understandings are essential, especially in this majority-minority 

urban school placement. In all contexts, it is necessary for people to possess racial literacy 

skills, but this becomes vital in schools that serve predominant student of color populations 

and has grave consequences for students. Students of color are more likely to be served by 

teachers outside of their own race, which may increase racial tensions and 

misunderstandings in the schooling environment. Students of color are also more likely to 

be under-represented, or misrepresented, in curriculum materials, and oftentimes are subject 

to basic skills focused instruction which further marginalizes them from a positive and 

engaging schooling experience. The teacher candidates, in this study, were able recognize, 

explore, and articulate the significant costs that children of color pay when racial ignorance 

and avoidance prevail. Participation in inquiry seemed to disrupt the cycle of limited racial 

literacy.  

INQUIRY GROUP EXPERIENCE  

The inquiry group experience was a primary means of data collection, as well as a 

teaching and learning opportunity, for the teacher candidate participants, and myself, as the 

Inquiry Facilitator. My actions and decisions, within the inquiry group structure were 

heavily influenced by my past experiences. As a teacher of color, with a strong passion for 

social justice, I felt compelled to help the candidates explore race, authentically and 

responsibly. To engage authentically, I had to take measures to share myself and create an 

environment where each member felt free to participate honestly. For many of the 

candidates, this was one of the first, or few, times where they were a learner in an 

environment led by a person of color. I saw this as a chance to expand their perspective of 

what teacher leadership could look like, and I had a unique opportunity to teach them about 

race, from an insiderôs perspective.   
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However, in addition to teaching about race from the experiences of a person of 

color, I had to ensure that our conversations were responsible. It can feel safer to gloss over 

serious racial issues, and not confront racially problematic or insensitive statements, because 

it can create more tension in a race-focused situation, especially when facilitated by a 

woman of color. The candidates may feel silenced because they donôt want to offend me, or 

they donôt yet have the language to contribute in a politically correct way. This encouraged 

me to use my professional experiences as an instructor to meet my teacher candidates where 

they were, and push them forward in a way that wasnôt fully gentle, but authentically and 

responsibly guided them forward in their thinking. Considering this, I relied on my teaching 

style of building community, developing relationships, candid communication, and being 

genuine with the candidates. I engaged in constant reflection of what was taking place 

during the session, in real-time, and after each session, I reflected on the transcript to pull 

out areas where I might need to alter my practices. The participants responded to these 

methods and engaged more deeply in each successive conversation; this contributed to their 

new understandings.  

Based in constructivist pedagogy, the inquiry group meetings allowed teacher 

candidates to participate in a learner-centered environment, utilizing their placement context 

to drive learning experiences, and there was a synergistic power of candidates working 

together. As the Inquiry Facilitator, there were specific practices that I implemented to 

create a space where teacher candidates might benefit from the unique knowledge and 

collective perspectives gathered in the room, in order to build racial literacy skills. There 

were three main areas that required my attention to create a meaningful learning 

environment for teacher candidates: space, structure, and support.  

In terms of space, I wanted our sessions to be held in a physical meeting space that 

was private so that candidates could share, honestly, but I also did not want to shelter them 

from the realities of their placement. School staff and faculty were aware that this study was 

being conducted throughout the semester, and they knew that teacher candidates would be 
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developing their own inquiry projects to explore race, with their individual placement 

classroom as the main research site. Considering this, I did not want to isolate the teacher 

candidates, during our inquiry sessions, creating an atmosphere of secrecy. A locked and 

closed classroom might insinuate this impression, so I chose for inquiry group meetings to 

take place in a larger faculty lunch room, during off-peak times.  

Our group was fairly large and we used two-three tables to convene, but there was 

always room for other staff to enter and use the space, which happened often. This created 

an environment where teacher candidates were able to share, but they needed to be mindful 

of who may be in the room, outside of our group. This created a sense of accountability 

regarding language and the ways that students shared what they were experiencing. Our 

meeting space did not seem to silence students, or inhibit their contributions; they practiced 

the delicate balance of contributing candidly, but they also had to be careful of what, when, 

and how they participated. Within this space, the group was physically organized around 

tables in as circular of a shape as we could manage. This helped all teacher candidates to be 

seen and heard by each other. In each meeting, I sat in a different place so as not to adopt a 

physical position of authority, at the head of the table, for example. I also wanted to create a 

space where teacher candidates did not just direct their contributions to me ï I wanted them 

to be free to engage with each other, without seeking my permission.  

The structure of inquiry group sessions was yet another balance that needed to be 

delicately considered. Because this was the first time any of the candidates had participated 

in inquiry groups, and a strategically structured constructivist learning environment, I 

wanted to provide the right amount of guidance during sessions, without it turning into a 

lecture format. Additionally, creating a space where race was a main focus, with primarily 

White teacher candidates and one Black teacher candidate, added another level of 

sensitivity. Finally, the teacher candidates were spread across three different grade levels 

and three floors, within the building; a certain level of community needed to be established 

in order to engage productively. To explicitly account for these moving parts, I chose to be 
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completely honest with teacher candidates about our focus and explained that there was a 

wide range of freedom that they could take advantage of, as long as they kept race at the 

center. In this type of environment, I had to relinquish a great deal of control and prepare for 

a complex situation by setting flexible boundaries and providing background to teacher 

candidates that they could use when they needed it. I also recognized that I needed to 

develop comfort with discomfort and be prepared for the process to organically shape itself. 

During our first meeting, I used the introductory time to have candidates introduce 

themselves to me and each other, sharing their grade level, clinical educators, and their 

reason for participating in the project. I followed this by re-introducing myself and sharing 

my professional background and goals for the study, along with my gratitude to them, for 

volunteering. I verbally named the challenges that we might encounter over the semester, in 

our conversations, and tried to setup ways that we might approach them. One example was 

introducing the teacher candidates to Singleton & Lintonôs (2006) Four Agreements of 

Courageous Conversations, which encourages participants to ñstay engagedéexperience 

discomfortéspeak your truthéand expect and accept non-disclosureò (pp. 58-65). With 

highlighting these four areas for candidates, I hoped to set up a space where they might 

begin to feel comfortable with engaging, productively, in multiple conversations about race.  

In this first meeting, I also introduced teacher candidates to the inquiry cycle 

process. I answered their questions about the process, and I made suggestions for how we 

might follow the logical progression throughout our series of meetings. Candidates seemed 

comfortable in letting me set the pace, but I wanted to facilitate sessions, rather than dictate 

them. For this reason, I provided a host of information to teacher candidates in the Inquiry 

Notebook; this way, they would be able to answer logistical questions, or those with 

concrete answers, and we could reserve inquiry group sessions for participation in 

conversation, rather than relaying of information. I adopted this practice for the remainder of 

the semester; at the start of the session, I would make a suggestion for the direction of our 

conversation, but I allowed room for the dialogue to flow, naturally. At the close of a 
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session, I would provide reminders to candidates about how they could move forward to the 

next phase of inquiry processes, and we would discuss their actions, in the following 

session. This seemed to establish a sense of accountability, for candidates to be mindful of, 

as they managed all of their responsibilities, including study participation.  

The facilitation of actual inquiry group sessions was an important element of the 

teaching and learning experience. With the majority of our interactions being in this group 

learning space, I wanted to make certain that our space was collaborative, informative, 

meaningful, and centered on race. To promote collaboration, I encouraged candidates to 

share the floor throughout sessions by purposefully making connections between candidate 

contributions and inviting each person to participate in the conversation. In order to promote 

discussion, instead of simply responding to statements or making comments that seemed to 

draw conclusions, I posed questions. I invited teacher candidates to provide input on their 

peersô ideas, and if I felt I was speaking too much, I explicitly stated to teacher candidates 

that I had my own ideas, but I wanted them to also learn from each other. On a few 

occasions, I blatantly told candidates that, ñIôm practicing not talking.ò Sometimes, this 

created an awkward silence, but someone would always take the reins to move us forward.  

After the first two sessions, participants were more comfortable with each other, and 

I had to speak much less.  I attempted to allow for teacher candidates to develop informed 

conclusions, or work together to understand their classroom observations, or develop 

solutions to problems they were encountering. When questions were directed at me, I did 

answer them, or depending on the nature of the situation, I might turn it around and ask the 

group their thoughts. With race being a main topic of our conversation, there were moments 

when I had to redirect the conversation away from falling back on stereotypical 

assumptions. I usually did this by asking a question about where a teacher candidateôs 

thinking had originated. Sometimes this worked, and sometimes it didnôt. There were 

occasions when teacher candidates challenged each otherôs problematic ideas, regarding 

race, but there were times when everyone seemed to agree. In these moments, I had to be 



 

125 

 

strategic about my contributions because I wanted to maintain a space were candidates were 

comfortable to take risks and share their honest feelings, about race, but I could not allow 

for a reinforcement of stereotypes, generalizations, or biases. One strategy I employed was 

to tell a brief anecdote about my own experiences or practice, and then share how I reflected 

on that moment, and questioned myself and my assumptions, to look at the situation in a 

new light.  These steps allowed me to model reframing for teacher candidates without being 

confrontational; it also helped me to teach and deliver necessary information in a different 

format than teacher candidates were accustomed to.  

Further, the ways that I supported teacher candidatesô inquiry, outside of inquiry 

group sessions, was customized to their needs. Each candidate was provided an Inquiry 

Notebook with background and practical information on the inquiry cycle, teacher action 

research, and racial literacy skills. Participants were encouraged, but not required, to 

reference the resources, but once teacher candidates decided on a specific area of inquiry, I 

interacted with them outside of the group to provide more materials that could help. This 

was mainly in the form of providing scholarly journals, resource websites, and informational 

videos that could support their learning. I also interacted with them via an individual Google 

Docs space to track their progress through the inquiry cycle.  

Finally, I conducted individual interviews with each teacher candidate after our last 

inquiry group meeting. This interview provided one last opportunity for participants to 

verbally share their reflections on the inquiry experience, with me ï it also allowed me to 

reinforce their learning and encourage them to continue with the necessary work of 

exploring the role of race in schools and our social interactions. The impact of participating 

in this inquiry group process was apparent, and the interview granted the teacher candidates 

the ability to gauge their own growth throughout the semester.  
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Chapter 5 

 

REFLECTION ON IMPROVEMENT EFFORT  

The Journey 

Reflecting on my goals for this study, I cannot help but be pleased with the results; 

however, the journey to getting to this point is important for me to share. Interestingly, in 

hindsight, I can see how I used bits and pieces from most semesters that got me to this point. 

In the Fall, of 2013, when I began the program, I developed a passion for inquiry-based 

learning and constructivism. The next semester, I engaged in extensive research on the 

elements of research-based best practices for professional development. In Fall, 2014, I 

became further acquainted with qualitative methods, and understandings about participatory 

research and student teacher inquiry, but all that information seemed to stop there. In 

Spring, 2015, I was able to focus more attention on deepening my passion for urban 

education, and I learned so much new information, about critical race theory, and culturally 

relevant pedagogy, that I realized I had to stay on the path of studying equity in education. 

In Spring, 2016, I had the opportunity to serve as a Teaching Apprentice with Dr. Rolon-

Dow, in Urban Teaching in Urban Landscapes, and it was at that point, that I felt I found my 

purpose.   

Nevertheless, I was still working in a K-12 urban school district, so I imagined that 

my work would involve that organizational site. I recognized the many challenges that I 

might face, but I knew that I wanted to work with teachers in ways that would build their 

culturally relevant practices, especially considering that the school I served, at the time, had 

a majority student of color population, and an overwhelming majority of the teachers were 

White. By the conclusion of that school year, I had decided that I needed to make a change, 
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and fortunately, I was able to transition into a formal Instructor position in a teacher 

education program. This experience, along with immense support from Dr. Soslau, paved 

the way for me to make an important impact on the conversation on race and equity in urban 

education, with select University of Delaware teacher candidates.  

This process has allowed me to begin to operate in what I see as my lifelong 

purpose, helping to move our country forward by preparing teachers to have uncomfortable, 

but necessary conversations about race and equity, in the United States. In our current 

political climate, I value the impetus behind this work, as even more essential, than at the 

start of the project, and the recently held White Supremacy Rally, at the University of 

Virginia, in August, 2017, motivates me to continue to push forward and do what I can to 

make a difference.  

Successes 

Utilizing a qualitative design helped me to better understand how my participants 

experienced this inquiry process, while also giving me direct insight, from their perspective, 

into what they learned as a result of participation. From the perspective of the facilitator, 

after deeply engaging in analysis of data, I am proud to acknowledge that the goals of this 

study were realized.  In relation to the studyôs research questions, two goals of the study 

were:  

1. To engage teacher candidates in inquiry groups that help them better 

understand, question, and explore the racial dynamics of the urban placement 

site.  

2. Help teacher candidates use the racial literacy inquiry process as a tool for 

navigating racial encounters throughout their career. 

Specifically paring these goals down to the outcomes regarding the development of 

racial literacy skills; teacher candidates were guided to employ the practice of inquiring 

about race, recognizing the role of race, and reflecting on race. The overall approach was 

successful in meeting the improvement goal, as: 
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¶ 100% of the candidates participated in the inquiry process and inquiry 

group meetings.  

¶ 100% of the candidates discussed some recognition of racial encounters 

and racial dynamics within their urban school placement.  

¶ 100% of candidates, in reflection on the semester, expressed the 

sentiment that conversations with students about race were necessary. 

¶ 100% of the candidates were also able to articulate their understanding of 

the intersection of race and equity.   

Upon experiencing the race inquiry group sessions, teacher candidates discussed 

powerful critical reflection on their thoughts, actions, and beliefs about teaching and the role 

of race and equity in urban schools. The careful development of this race inquiry process 

created the opportunity to set teacher candidates on a trajectory to become racially and 

equity literate. The focus on the improvement of racial and equity literate practices 

supported the construction of teacher candidatesô racial understandings, in their clinical 

practice environment. Teacher candidates came away from this experience reporting: an 

understanding that race matters, an increased race and bias awareness, and a recognition that 

race intersects with social context, curriculum and school systems, and student home lives ï 

each having an effect on school-based and societal inequities.  

Teacher candidates reported the ability to convene with other student teachers, from 

varying backgrounds and experiences as a positive of the inquiry group dynamics. They also 

reported that the consistency of the group meetings helped teacher candidates to keep the 

consideration of race and equity at the forefront of their observations and experiences. In 

other words, because students knew they had to keep coming back together to talk about 

race and equity, it helped them to be more mindful of tracking and identifying their 

thoughts, observations, and experiences. Teacher candidates noted that this type of 

experience should be required for teacher candidates, and even regular students, at the 

University of Delaware, because it opened their eyes, and forced them to see and talk about 

issues, that otherwise, get swept under the rug in daily life and classroom conversations.  
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All of the teacher candidates expressed a commitment to equity, in their future 

teaching practice, or in their thinking about ways equity is achieved, or not, in society. 

When student teachers were provided a basis through which to examine and debrief 

experiences where they sensed inequity, this helped them to see that inequities in urban 

schools are far-reaching and are generally tied to social inequities that majorly impact the 

schooling that children, from low-income neighborhoods, are offered, and the systemic 

forces that play a role. All of the teacher candidates were able to connect school-based, or 

systemic inequities, to the influence of race and/or racial discrimination. 

A majority of the White teacher candidates expressed some introspection on their 

own Whiteness, what being White meant in a space where they were a minority, and how 

that may have impacted their biases. Interestingly, half of the White teacher candidates also 

expressed the revelation that they needed to respect and celebrate their studentsô identities as 

people of color, rather than subscribe to the notion that being colorblind is a positive trait of 

a White teacher, teaching children of color.  

All of the teacher candidates, in some way, touched on their desire to be comfortable 

with talking about race, in classrooms, now that they recognized it was a necessary element. 

All of the White teacher candidates expressed some level of anxiety regarding holding these 

discussions, but half of these student teachers understood that there were some basic 

elements that needed to be in place, before approaching race-based conversations, such as 

building relationships with students, and having a solid understanding and preparation for 

these conversations. Five of the White teacher candidates explicitly expressed the desire to 

be agents of change in whatever schooling contexts they would eventually occupy.  

The Black teacher candidate focused more of her attention on having conversations 

with students about race and achieving equity. Though her inquiry project heavily involved 

her racial identity, it was not an area that she spent much introspection on. Interestingly, the 

Black teacher candidate exhibited the least amount of enthusiasm, or passion, when 

discussing issues of race in schools. She saw the conversation as necessary for all students, 
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but the motivation came across as less than passionate, in comparison to her White peers. 

This may have been because as a Black person, she experiences and processes racial 

encounters all the time, and probably has a heightened awareness to racial dynamics ï this 

also may have been attributed to her status as a Student Teaching I student. The White 

Student Teaching I students, though they could discuss the importance of talking about race 

for equitable teaching, were less impassioned than the Student Teaching II  students. It is 

easy to see how those closer to joining the front lines of teaching, might exhibit a stronger 

desire to play a role in social change through education. 

Challenges and Recommendations 

There were challenges present in the implementation of this project. Although all 

candidates participated in some form of inquiry, from determining a question to forming 

conclusions based on data collection, only three, of the nine, candidates actually 

documented their data collection and were able to submit it for review. The remaining 

candidates relied on observational and anecdotal data on which to reflect. Though 

candidates were provided an Inquiry Notebook with all the resources necessary to engage in 

explicit systematic data collection, there was no process in place to hold them accountable 

to specific practices. Their informal individual data collection was discussed, during inquiry 

group meetings, but there was nothing concrete to present as rationale, or evidence, in 

support of their findings. The UD student teaching model is unique because students carry 

9-12 additional credits on top of the student teaching requirement; a traditional clinical 

practice experience consists of student teaching as the full-time load, without any additional 

credits, save, perhaps, a one-two credit seminar experience. Recognizing that teacher 

candidates have a great deal of responsibility with their regular course loads, edTPA 

submissions, and the expectations of the clinical practice experience, I did not feel that 

added pressure to document all elements of their inquiry process would be morally 

beneficial.  



 

131 

 

Two of the candidates cited the size of the inquiry group as being a potential 

challenge to participation. There were nine participants that met during inquiry group 

sessions, and this group was mixed in terms of the grade levels they served and their status 

in the clinical practice program ï there was a mixture of student teachers in the first and 

second half of the experience. With this in mind, it may have been helpful to limit the 

overall size of the group to five teacher candidates; it may also have been beneficial to 

separate the teacher candidates into grade level groups. Some participants also noted that it 

was difficult to fully share their thoughts, or engage in conversation because there were so 

many other voices to contend with, in a short amount of time. As this was the first inquiry 

group process, it was necessary for me to solicit feedback from the participants in order to 

improve future conditions for other teacher candidates.  

Increased individual support for teacher candidates is another area of growth ï 

though teacher candidates reported benefitting from the whole process, there was feedback 

that candidates would have appreciated individual check-ins with me, as the facilitator, 

throughout the process. Though the online platform was created for this purpose, the use of 

a Google Docs format, through Canvas, did not provide students notifications when I 

updated our document. This made it difficult for students to remember to check the space, 

and thus, our communication diminished from the start of the project to the end.  A 

suggestion is to use a more easily accessible online platform that provides the teacher 

candidates with reminders to engage. With all that they have to manage during their student 

teaching experience, this should be an area of relative ease.  

Another challenge was that student teachers voluntarily decided to participate in this 

project. This created the environment where teacher candidates willingly engaged in race 

inquiry, out of sheer personal motivation; however, it also presented an obstacle in that I had 

no real basis to hold students accountable for their participation, or engagement in formal 

inquiry processes, such as grades, or impact on student teaching completion. Especially for 

students placed in an urban school district for student teaching, a suggestion is to formally 
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include race inquiry into their experience. This would require a facilitator specifically 

trained and equipped to lead student teachers, but it will provide an invaluable service to the 

student teachers, the school building personnel, and especially the students and families they 

serve.   

If I were to do something different with this project, I would hold a post-study 

stakeholders meeting with the school administration, clinical educators, and staff members 

who interacted with the teacher candidates throughout the semester. Their insights and 

perspectives drove the basis for the study, so it would have been ideal to consider their 

perspective on the impact of the inquiry group experience, from an external vantage point.  

Recommendations for the ETE Program 

Recommendations for the University of Delaware, School of Educationôs, 

Elementary Teacher Education program are geared toward teacher candidates practicing in a 

majority-minority public urban school placement, serving students of color, from financially 

disadvantaged backgrounds. However, these practices could benefit all teacher candidates in 

developing a practical perspective of a commitment to equity, no matter the neighborhood, 

or student population, served.  

Recommendation 1: Create a deliberate structure for teacher candidates to investigate and 

process racial encounters and race dynamics, ensuring they understand the purpose for the 

interactions. 

Rationale: Teacher candidates reported that the inquiry sessions and conversations 

focused on race and equity helped them to be more aware of race as a social justice 

issue, prevalent in urban schools. They realized that espousing a colorblind mentality 

was detrimental to the pride of their students of color. They also felt more prepared 

to distinguish, address, and/or process racial encounters.  
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Recommendation 2: Designate a trained inquiry facilitator to host at least 3 - 4 sessions with 

teacher candidates, within one school placement, throughout the duration of a student 

teaching semester.  

Rationale: Teacher candidates reported the consistency of the inquiry sessions, as an 

impetus to keep thoughts about race and equity at the forefront of their thinking. 

During student teaching, teacher candidates hold multiple responsibilities vying for 

their attention, so consistent meetings help to reinforce the purpose of inquiry. 

Utilizing inquiry as a way for teacher candidates to critically investigate the role of 

race in urban schools, as a pre-curser to understanding equity and social justice 

issues, provides student teachers the opportunity to ask questions about what they 

are observing and experiencing. Multiple meeting opportunities also helps to hold 

teacher candidates accountable to continue through the inquiry cycle. Multiple 

meeting opportunities also helps to hold teacher candidates accountable to continue 

through the inquiry cycle.  

It is necessary for the inquiry sessions to be facilitated by a knowledgeable person 

who can competently respond to student questions and help guide them through the 

inquiry process and sensitive discussions of race and equity. This trained facilitator 

must have an understanding that the world is inequitable, and they must be 

passionate about being a part of this change. It would benefit teacher candidates if 

the facilitator were a formally trained practitioner, with classroom teaching 

experience. In addition to helping teacher candidates make sense of race, in their 

placement, it would also be helpful for that person to have a working knowledge of 

the unique ways that classrooms operate. The facilitator must also be willing to 

negotiate their own prejudices and biases to maintain a non-judgmental inquiry 

space. The race, or color, of the facilitator is not important, but they must have a 

content background with race that fosters an intimate understanding of the role of 

race, in the United States, and the implications this has for schools. Lastly, prior 
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participation in a race inquiry group as part of the facilitatorôs training would benefit 

the process.  

Recommendation 3: Differentiate leveled groups for Student Teaching I (STI) and Student 

Teaching II (STII) teacher candidates to cater to the varying prior placement experiences of 

teacher candidates.  

Rationale: In this study, it was clear that STII teacher candidates had a more 

practical focus in their inquiry contributions; whereas, the STI teacher candidates 

were more exploratory and theoretical in their participation. The benefits of 

separating the levels help to meet teacher candidates where they are and support 

them to optimal growth. STI candidates also seemed to still be figuring out how to 

navigate student teaching, so the focus of the session can be customized to their 

needs.  Differentiated groups will also help to make the inquiry sessions more 

intimate, which may support candidates to engage and contribute more frequently, as 

there will be less competition for talking time, in meetings.  

Conclusion 

Engaging in critical race inquiry, with teacher candidates, was overall, a highly 

rewarding experience. The fact that every candidate articulated some form of learning about 

racial literacy and equity literacy, as a result of participation in the semester-long inquiry 

process proves that, for them, a deliberate space for the processing of racial dynamics and 

racial encounters, during the completion of an urban student teaching placement, can benefit 

the teacher candidates involved. This explicit practice of discussing race also allowed 

teacher candidates to more fully engage in understanding the basis of social and academic 

inequities which they perceived as a force they could impact, in their future classrooms. 

This project reinforces, for me, the mindset that my efforts were not in vain, and if this type 

of experience is made more widely available to teacher candidates, at the University of 

Delaware, and perhaps other teacher preparation programs, the revolution of teacher 
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preparation can begin. This reconceptualization may trickle down to impacting the ways that 

students of all backgrounds are taught to understand the U.S. society. Race matters, in the 

preparation of teacher candidates who will serve in urban schools, and race inquiry is a 

method of making this explicit and guiding the construction of knowledge in this important 

area. 
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Chapter 6Chapter 6 

REFLECTIONS ON LEADERSHIP  DEVELOPMENT  

How did my skills as a Scholar change since I started the program? 

I distinctly remember the beginnings of an understanding about what it took to be a 

researcher toward the conclusion of my Master of Arts degree in Urban Education. My 

thesis involved qualitative research of the South African high school exit exam, the Matric. 

In talking with my advisor and colleagues about my research, I remember them using the 

phrase ñcorrelation does not determine causation,ò and questionings of my conceptual 

framework. At that time, my brain was bursting with new information about equity, racism, 

neo-liberalism, and teachings of Paulo Freire, Pierre Bordieu, and William Julius Wilson. I 

engaged enthusiastically and wholeheartedly in my research to tell the stories of Black 

South African teachers who prepared students for the Matric, but at the time, I didnôt realize 

it was just the beginning of me understanding scholarship. 

My skills as a scholar have changed, since I began the program, in that I now 

consider myself to have a toolbox of skills, rather than blindly navigating my way through 

the research process. I understand how integral scholarship is to the field of education, and 

different nuances have become clear to me. In terms of study design, I recognize conceptual 

frameworks as a basis for driving studies, acting as a lens through which a researcher views 

and explores a problem. A conceptual framework may also function as tool for analysis 

where a research takes the data collected and analyzes it against a set of methods, standards, 

or practices.  

I recognize the possibilities and limitations of quantitative and qualitative research 

methods, though a clear favorite has primarily shaped my program experience. Qualitative 

research and data collection methods are an area that I have always been interested in. 
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During my undergraduate years, I favored qualitative methods because it meant less 

numbers and quantitative understanding, which were much less overwhelming to me, as I 

came to the conclusion of the Ed.D. program. For a senior independent study Honors 

project, I conducted what I did not know at the time was a mixed-methods study, in my 

student teaching classroom, and enjoyed the narrative portion of the report, over the survey 

results section. During my masterôs program, I had the opportunity to conduct a full 

qualitative study for my thesis where I progressed through all the phases of research, data 

collection, and reporting.  I always did enjoy investigation and discovery in the why and 

how of situations, so qualitative methods seemed to fit my natural interests.  

 Through the completion of methods assignments and course readings, in the 

UD course, Qualitative Methods, with Dr. Rolon Dow, I refined my theoretical and practical 

understanding of qualitative methods. In particular, the skills or understandings that were 

augmented would definitely be the data analysis methods and ways to make the qualitative 

thinking and analysis process more transparent to the audience. During the ELP 

development, I did not struggle with believing that my audience would accept my research, 

or take my word as is, because I had a more solid foundation in making the qualitative data 

analysis process more evident. I was able to value my own work more and be confident in 

its credibility through the sharing of steps with the reader.  

 To better analyze qualitative research studies, and to conduct my own studies 

in the future, I had to gain more exposure to qualitative analysis techniques that helped me 

feel stronger as a researcher, and as a consumer of qualitative research. During the program, 

I struggled with the mindset of consistently reading as a critical consumer; sometimes I 

found myself reverting back to a passive consumer, thinking, ñIf it was published, then it 

must be great!ò I grappled with not taking a researcherôs presentation of data at face value, 

and questioning or critically analyzing their design, process, methods, implications, etc. 

After reflection, I realized that notion came from my well-intentioned, but possibly 
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disillusioned, feelings of published authority/superiority and viewing my own research as 

inferior. 

 I have always valued qualitative research because it tells a story of 

experiences that quantitative studies simply will never achieve. As a scholar, I want to 

continue to share the stories and lived experiences of disadvantaged populations because 

these diverse populations and experiences make up the tapestry of our world. I also want to 

use research to effect positive change in educational communities in an endeavor to make it 

easier for the teachers of disadvantaged students and for their students to be successful. I 

find value in participantsô voices, in their understanding, and in their input in the data 

analysis process, and it is important for their experiences and perspectives to be shared. 

Qualitative research has the potential to address educational issues, by doing more than 

pushing numbers of significance on an audience, but through the sharing of real perspectives 

and experiences that can, ultimately, humanize research.  

How did my skills as a Problem Solver change since I started the program? 

When I began the Educational Leadership program, I knew that I wanted to change 

the world, and I knew that I could use education as a way to do so, but I was unclear how, or 

in what ways. As a teacher, I frequently used research articles to support my instructional 

decisions, or to prove to administration that my methods were valid, but I hadnôt thought of 

using research as a way to distinguish, explore, and solve problems.  

I learned that research can be used to solve problems, in addition to being shared as a 

way for people to recognize and define problems. It has become more apparent to me that 

research has a bearing on problem solving, but alone, cannot realistically improve the 

solution of problems. Throughout the program, we discussed ways in which people use 

research for pragmatic, political, and symbolic uses ï essentially, showing that people can, 

and do, manipulate how and what data they use to achieve an intended end. Two articles I 

read during Dr. Farley-Rippleôs introductory course still resonate with me, ñThe New 

Stupid,ò by Frederick Hess (2008), and ñHow evidence alters understanding and decisions,ò 
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by Mary M. Kennedy (1984). The ñNew Stupidò (Hess, 2008) references the fact that 

schools have a tendency to use a half-baked approach to solving problems through data-

driven decisions, most similarly modeling the political or symbolic use of research.  While 

the Kennedy (1984) article seemed to dismiss the instrumental use of research because 

decision makers are not supposed to ascribe their own knowledge to the problem requiring a 

solution. Thus, making the conceptual model, seemingly, more popular as people are 

afforded the opportunity to shape and interpret data in a way that fits what they are 

ñthinkingò. 

In the social sciences, there is so much attached to a personôs thinking and their 

experiences, that one cannot easily separate data from their own psyche. It was interesting to 

read how Kennedy (1984) showed participants using their interpretation and inferences 

based on data as the actual data, when in actuality, the information they were referencing 

was very far from the fact. Hess (2008), also references that phenomenon in comparing the 

differences behind research in the medical field and research in the educational sphere. He 

(Hess, 2008) purports that, in education, research-based methods are generally altered when 

put into practice, which essentially changes whatever outcome was hoped for, but doctors, 

for example, donôt go around just changing formulas as they see fit. The inherent autonomy 

that comes as a given, and even a perk, of education is what makes realistic data-driven 

decision-making and problem solving nearly impossible. As such, it is imperative that 

research not be conducted in academic isolation, and collaboration between researchers, 

school administration, and teachers is essential for informed growth and progress. The 

structure of this inquiry project was motivated by the desire to work with participants.  

I began this program with discussions of using data to drive decision-making, and as 

I progressed in coursework, I was provided the opportunity to use data to actually solve 

problems that I faced in my current organization, from assessing and responding to 

curriculum issues to full department program evaluation, culminating with this ELP process 

where I distinguished a problem and took all the necessary steps to define it, respond to it, 
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assess the intervention effort, and make recommendations for an improved future. These 

experiences demonstrated how essential different areas of published and original research 

are necessities for program success.  

How did my skills as a Partner change since I started the program? 

I also learned that research in education should be a work in partnership, specifically 

with professionals who are in the field. So often, research is shared among colleagues in 

academia and rarely does it trickle down into classrooms, with fidelity, as briefly discussed 

above. Schools, departments, and teachers tend to customize various research-based 

methods during implementation. Another issue is that academia can inadvertently devalue 

the voices of those who matter most in classrooms, the teacher professionals. Participatory 

research and inquiry are methods I was introduced to during Dr. Rolon Dowôs, Qualitative 

Methods course; they have stuck with me throughout my time remaining in the program, 

and I plan to continue in this path as I embark on a burgeoning career as a teacher scholar.  

As a former classroom teacher, I remember what it felt like to experience 

powerlessness and hopelessness in the face of school-based problems and adversity. I 

remember being inundated with new policies, procedures, and practices that I was expected 

to implement perfectly because student test scores, and even my job, were on the line. In the 

work that I plan to do, in the future, it will always be my goal to engage in research with my 

participants, rather than on my participants ï from collective participation to shared inquiry 

processes.   

Participatory action research is the means through which I will attempt to bring 

change to the educational sphere, endeavoring to allow generally silenced voices to be 

heard. It is my goal to engage in research that disrupts the ópower playing fieldô and gives 

some power back to those who are often discussed, but rarely consulted. I believe that 

stakeholders should play an integral role in the decision-making and evaluation processes, 

but this must be guided and solidly informed, which is the role I see myself filling.   
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I have a passion for using research to improve the educational experiences of 

marginalized groups. Research has the ability to help an instructor make choices that are 

empirically-based and in the best interest of his/her students. Research can also expand the 

perspectives of individuals, challenge their understandings, and introduce new information 

to confront what they thought they knew. One of the reasons why I will continue to pursue a 

career as a teacher scholar is because the position requires me to serve in the nexus between 

research and practice. The educators that I partner with will understand the power that 

comes from critical consumption to create better futures for their students. 
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ORIGINAL ELP PROPOSAL  

Unfinished work: Cultivating cultural proficiency to navigate cultural 

mismatch in urban classrooms  

OVERVIEW  

        The College of Education and Human Development at the University of 

Delaware is committed to preparing highly qualified professional educators to 

become leaders in the education field, capable of meeting the needs of all students, 

and prepared with the appropriate knowledge and strategies to develop students in 

todayôs schools. The undergraduate programs offered are diverse, ranging from early 

childhood education up to secondary education, with specializations in math, 

English, social studies, foreign language, and science; all preservice teachers are 

expected to ñembody three qualitiesò needed to advance themselves professionally 

and advance the field of education: ñknowledge and skills, leadership, and a 

commitment to equityò (University of Delaware, 215, pp.3). As a graduate student, 

in the Doctor of Education in Educational Leadership program, I am charged with 

the responsibility to ñgather and utilize information effectively in decision-making 

and problem-solving related to organizational improvementò (Ed.D. in Educational 

Leadership, 2013). I have taken on the role of an external inquiry facilitator in order 

to help improve pre-service teachersô orientation for working in urban schools, 

endeavoring to inform their commitment to equity. 
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        Though teacher candidates participate in numerous hours of field experience 

ï some in urban school settings ï their education coursework does not provide a 

solid foundation in understanding the historical, social, economic, and psychological 

forces at play that work to create the complexities present in urban classrooms 

(Darling-Hammond, 2006a; Grant, 2007). This becomes evident in clinical field 

instructorsô observations, administrator evaluations, and in studentsô reflections on 

their practice (E. Soslau, personal communication, June 8, 2016). Critical race 

theorists have shown, that preservice teachers can benefit from pre-professional 

experiences that teach them how to address implicit assumptions and biases, promote 

positive racial identity, and create classroom spaces that respect and value 

differences (Cochran-Smith, 2007; Michael, 2015). Teacher candidates require 

strategic support in cultivating success in some of the most unique and resilient 

students (Banks, Cochran-Smith, Moll, Richert, Zeichner, 2005). 

ORGANIZATIONAL CONTEXT  

School of Education Context  

Founded in 1743, the University of Delaware has progressed from a small 

private academy for White males to one that offers an education to diverse groups of 

students, from all ethnic, gender, religious, socioeconomic, national, and 

international backgrounds. The mission of the Elementary teacher preparation 

programs offered by the University of Delaware is to prepare pre-service teachers 

ñto meet the challenges of educating todayôs diverse student populationò 

(ñElementary Teacher Educationò, 2013). One component of the conceptual 

framework applied to all teacher preparation programs states that ñcandidates will 
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have an understanding of the diverse studentsô learning needs and backgrounds, a 

recognition and understanding that equity and equality are not the same, and the 

compassion to modify teaching and leadership practices to respond to the needs of 

diverse learners and their families, teachers, and administratorsò (University of 

Delaware, School of Education Undergraduate Advisement Handbook, 2015, pp.4). 

The university expresses an interest in developing teacher candidates who are 

conscious of inequalities in the education system that will impact their studentsô 

lives and learning, no matter where they decide to teach. However, this skill set 

needed to enact an anti-racist learning environment (Pollock, 2008b) will be 

especially necessary for teacher candidates entering the urban education field (Banks 

et al, 2005). 

Students in the School of Education 

        The pre-service teacher population demographic, at the University of 

Delaware, creates a unique complexity when considering its commitment to 

preparing teachers to be culturally responsive. The College of Education and Human 

Developmentôs, School of Education, and respective education program students, are 

predominantly White and female, as evidenced in the following table.  

University of Delaware 

College of Education and Human Development  

Staff Demographics 

 White Black Hispanic Asian Native 

American 

Other Total 

School of 

Education 

Female 451 5 6 10 2 39 513 

Male 29 1 0 1 0 1 32 

Total 480 6 6 11 2 40 545 

(OEI, 2016) 

These numbers show a striking contrast between the amount of White female and 

male students enrolled, opposed to the other ethnic groups represented.  Students of 
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color make up just 7% of the School of Education student population, in contrast to 

the remaining 93% of students who identify as White. Gender representation is also 

a factor to note when considering whom the university is preparing to go out in the 

community and serve. Women represent 93% of the population against a mere 7% 

male population. These statistics are less than national averages, and they do not 

reflect the populations of the growing diversity in classrooms where teachers will 

instruct (Banks et al, 2005). 

Organizational Context Situated in the Broader Social Context 

The diversity gap between the average teacher and students of color is wide ï 

the National Center for Educational Statistics reports that over 40% of students are 

non-White (U.S. Department of Education, 2015), but only 17% of teachers are of 

color (U.S. Department of Education, 2012)ï this disparity potentially has an impact 

on education (Banks et al., 2005, Bartell, 2005). One cannot assume that all people 

of color have similar experiences (Emdin, 2016), but the reality exists that 

minoritized students of color that come from disadvantaged backgrounds are more 

likely to be taught by a middle class, White female (Tatum, 2003). This depicts a 

serious difference in background and perspective on life, which could potentially 

impact the cultural climate in a classroom (Banks et al., 2005). Teachers from the 

dominant ethnic background are not often afforded the critical moments where they 

must grapple with another personôs experiences, and then use the knowledge gained 

to effect change (Ladson-Billings, 2001). Similarly, teachers from the dominant 

ethnic background are also less likely to be skilled in navigating racial contexts and 
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conversations (Cruz et al., 2014; Ladson-Billings, 2001; Pollock, 2008b) or in the 

ñdevelopment of racial negotiation skillsò (Stevenson, 2014, pp. 26).   

 Reflecting on the universityôs commitment to equity and instilling an 

understanding of culture and diversity, the University of Delawareôs teacher 

preparation program studentsô demographic category memberships show a true need 

to sufficiently prepare teacher candidates to enter urban classrooms (Banks et al., 

2005; Darling-Hammond, 2006b). The homogeneity of the preservice teacher 

candidate base can impact student learning, (Banks et al., 2005) in that the ethnic 

representation may not be diverse enough to allow for various perspectives to be 

present in classroom and clinical practice settings. Although coursework may expose 

students to diverse points of view, without the proper training, students may fall into 

unproductive conversation where stereotypical assumptions are reinforced (Marx, 

2006; Michael, 2015), superficial understandings prevail (Banks et al., 2005), and 

shallow analyses are made to seem deep (Pollock, 2008a). Students who are 

education majors are presented with a variety of field experiences, in classrooms 

with students from diverse cultural, linguistic, and socioeconomic backgrounds; 

however, for those who find themselves pursuing urban schools as their professional 

specialization, or even just a stopping point, they need additional support (Darling-

Hammond, 2006a; Tatum, 2003). The students served by teacher candidates of 

University of Delaware, are diverse, and though there are surrounding urban 

communities and schools, this does not guarantee that teacher candidates experience 

meaningfully educational field placements to expand their understandings. 

Study Placement Site Context 
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The placement site for this ELP, is Jackson Elementary School, in Delaware. 

The ethnic group demographics of the staff present a unique difference from national 

averages, where the teacher of color, to White teacher, ratio is almost 50/50 percent.  

Staff Ethnic Group 

African American 44.6% 

American Indian 0.0% 

Asian 0.0% 

Hispanic/Latino 3.6% 

White 51.8% 

 

The student ethnic breakdown is characteristic of average inner-city public schools, 

that serve low income students, where students of color makeup almost 100 percent 

of the student population, and White students, less than three percent. The students 

in this school are bussed in to this location from other neighborhoods in Delaware, 

and very few of the students live within walking distance.   

 

Student Ethnic Group 

African American 78.5% 

American Indian 0.7% 

Asian 0.2% 

Hispanic/Latino 13.5% 

White 2.9% 

Multi -Racial 4.1% 
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Jackson Elementary School has a majority percentage of students who fall 

below the poverty line and qualify for free/reduced lunch. The English Language 

learner population is low, less than 10 percent, and the students who require Special 

Education services total less than 20 percent, at the time of this writing.  

Other Student Characteristics 

English Language Learner 5.1% 

Low Income 81.2% 

Special Education 19.6% 

 

FRAMING THE PROBLEM  

Placement data from the Office of Clinical Studies shows that 49% of 

Elementary Teacher clinical practice candidates were placed in school districts with 

a majority African American and Hispanic/Latino student population. With this in 

mind, pre-service teachers cannot continue to be subjected to a ñmonocultural 

curriculumò (Nieto & Rolon, 2007)  ï this does not prepare them to interact with, 

teach, or teach about students from various cultural backgrounds (Emdin, 2016), 

other than their own. For White teachers who teach in urban contexts, it is important 

for the focus of their learning to explicitly include learning experiences that foster 

the building of cultural consciousness, cultural proficiency, and sociopolitical 

sensitivity (Banks et al., 2005; Cochran-Smith, 1997; Cruz et al., 2014; Futrell & 

Witty, 1997; Ladson-Billings, 2001; Tatum, 2003).  

 Urban classroom settings are distinctive, but they are often characterized by a 

set of challenges that are perpetuated by media, stereotypes, common knowledge, and 
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even education informational texts (Marx, 2013). There are unique characteristics 

that describe urban areas, and urban schools, in contrast to suburban environments; 

Carol Bartell (2005) reports these as: 

¶ Unsatisfactory academic achievement 

¶ Political conflict 

¶ Inexperienced teaching staff 

¶ Turnover of administrators 

¶ Low expectations and lack of demanding curriculum 

¶ Lack of instructional coherence 

¶ High student mobility 

¶ Poor facilities in unsafe neighborhoods 

¶ Racial, ethnic, and cultural mismatch of teachers and students 

        (pp. 94) 

 For the purposes of this paper, the term urban is used to refer to densely 

populated inner-cities, with residents from socioeconomically disadvantaged 

backgrounds, often populated by people from African, Latin, Asian, Caribbean 

descent, and other ethnic backgrounds that do not identify as White. The 

fundamental difference between poor urban schools and their middle class and 

affluent counterparts is that there are systematic structures (Kuykendall, 2004) in 

place that could impede student progress and success, affecting their opportunities 

and outcomes (Pollock, 2008b). It is important to widen the perspective of pre-

service teachers so that they enter these settings with concrete information and tools 

(Pollock, 2008b), rather than falling back on implicit biases and assumptions (Grant, 

1997).  

        Classic views of urban schools come from a deficit perspective (Emdin, 

2016; Hilliard III, 1997), which can contribute to passive racist practices (Marx, 

2013) in classrooms, exhibited as micro-aggressions (Michael, 2015), which can 

contribute to student and teacher racial stress (Stevenson, 2014). Reinforced through 
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common discourse around urban education, the narrative is propagated that urban 

students are low-performing and low-achieving; anecdotes paint student academic 

motivation as an issue and behavior problems as an expectation. Family structures 

are believed to be broken: parents uncaring, and studentsô family lives a distraction 

from their academic work. Throughout history, people of color have been portrayed 

as lacking, in more ways than one (Hilliard, 1997), which contributes to their low 

placement on the American totem pole. Though some of these experiences are valid, 

and a reality for some students, the deficit way of thinking consistently places the 

victim at fault, rather than recognizing the influences of a larger system that 

contributes to this way of life (Kuykendall, 2004). As mentioned above, the teaching 

force in America consists of predominantly White females, from a middle class 

income background, a glaring contrast to the demographics of urban student 

populations. This racial, ethnic, and cultural mismatch of teachers and students 

(Bartell, 2005) is likely to become evident in urban classrooms (Banks et al., 2005; 

Cochran-Smith, 1997). Negative stereotypes are at risk for being perpetuated due to 

the racial background of some White teachers, which is often synonymous with 

inexperience with minoritized groups ï for some teachers, difference is seen as a 

deficit, rather than an asset, and this mindset can be changed (Cochran-Smith, 1997).  

        The deficit view, popularized in media and even in teacher preparation 

programs (Ladson-Billings, 2001), can contribute to passive racist classroom 

practices (Pollock, 2008) in that teachers of urban students come to educational 

settings with preconceived notions of their students, and their lives (Emdin, 2016).  

Marx (2006) writes that ñthe beliefs teachers and preservice teachers have about 
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their students make their way into the classroom even when teachers themselves are 

unconscious é of their thoughtsò (pp.22). This is evidenced through 

microaggressions that are subconsciously shown in teacher actions, and 

subconsciously transmitted to studentsô psyche (Solorzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 2000). 

ñRacial microaggressions refer to the racial indignities, slights, mistreatment, or 

offenses that people of color may face on a recurrent or consistent basis.ò (Torres-

Harding, Andrade, & Romero Diaz, 2012, pp. 153). Microaggressions can contribute 

to student and teacher stress, which can impact student academic success 

(Stevenson, 2014). Operating in the understanding that the American teaching force 

is dominated by a predominantly White racial group and female gender, the 

opportunity for future educators to be guided through a cultural awakening process is 

essential (Cruz et. al, 2014) to better prepare teachers for service in urban classrooms 

(Cochran-Smith, 1997; Edmin, 2016; Futrell & Witty, 1997; Nieto & Rolon, 

1997).     

PROBLEM STATEMENT  

 Racial literacy is characterized as a set of skills, knowledge, and beliefs that 

can be learned, practiced, and developed through structured learning opportunities 

(Gorski &Swawell, 2015; Marx, 2006; Michael, 2014; Stevenson, 2014; Twine, 

2004). The University of Delawareôs elementary teacher education program does not 

systematically provide coursework for all teacher candidates that address these 

skills; therefore, it is likely that teacher candidates may have limited racial literacy 

skills and dispositions (Buchanan, 2015; Cochran-Smith, 1997; Ladson-Billings, 

2001; Pollock, 2008). This is a problem as the Elementary Teacher Education 
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program is increasingly placing predominantly White teacher candidates in urban 

contexts, which generally serve communities of color. The problem explored in this 

ELP are the limited racial literacy skills of teacher candidates, and more specifically 

teacher candidatesô race unconsciousness. Novice teachers, entering urban 

placements, can benefit from professional development that affords them necessary 

opportunities to examine their racial identity and take a critical inventory of their 

biases, assumptions, and notions of who their students are and what it means to be a 

White educator who serves communities of color (Emdin, 2016).   

PROPOSED SOLUTION 

 The proposed solution to this problem is a pre-professional development 

series that will help students to acknowledge race, make sense of their own racial 

identity, and examine the racial dynamics of their student teaching experience, 

through inquiry based approaches. The proposed pre-professional development will 

be delivered through teacher candidate inquiry group sessions that run concurrently 

with their placement in an urban elementary school. These meetings will be 

interspersed throughout the semester, convening at least 3 times, and attended by the 

external consultant. Allowing teacher candidates the space to collaboratively 

construct the meaning and implications of race in urban schools, draws on 

constructivist-based instructional approaches. This space will also be used to explore 

skills that may contribute to teacher candidatesô increased preparedness to navigate 

the unique work that takes place in urban classrooms and to consider intersecting 

forces that impact teaching and learning. Teachersô backgrounds have an impact on 

their classroom decision-making and expectations (Gilliam, Maupin, Reyes, 
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Accavitti, & Shic, 2016), substantiating the need for this work, and it is the 

responsibility of effective teacher preparation programs to guide students through 

critical reflection of their understandings, attitudes, and beliefs about race 

(Buchanan, 2015; Howard, 2003).  

IMPROVEMENT GOAL  

        The goal of the pre-professional development series is to engage pre-service 

teachers in inquiry groups that help them better understand, question, and explore the 

racial dynamics of the urban classrooms they are in and that help them disrupt deficit 

views of urban students and classrooms. In this way, the pre-service teachers can 

also grow in their racial literacy and equity literacy skills.  The University of 

Delaware currently operates under practices that expose teacher candidates to urban 

areas and classrooms, but does not adequately or systematically engage them in 

meaningful learning experiences that strategically prepare them for successful urban 

teaching contexts, where the consideration of racial dynamics is 

necessary.  Considering the complexities that exist in urban school environments, 

preservice teachers require deliberate learning experiences that take research based 

suggestions and translate them into practical classroom application (Buchanan, 

2015). Teacher candidates want assistance in teaching in unfamiliar territory ï some 

have enough initiative to seek it on their own, while others are not even aware that 

they require specific support (Cruz & Ellerbrock, 2014). In order to effect 

organizational change, my goal is to utilize literature and context-based needs 

assessment data to develop pre-professional development experiences, through 
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inquiry group sessions, to engage teacher candidates in critical inquiry of their racial 

identity and the role of race in urban schooling.  

THEORY INTO PRACTICE  

 The figures below illustrate the theoretical frameworks that have inspired this 

work. Figure 1 depicts critical race theory as the background that influences the 

development of equity literacy and racial literacy through constructivist-based 

learning approaches, to support culturally relevant pedagogy. Recognizing that each 

of these frameworks hold multiple tenets, core elements have been distinguished as 

focal areas for this work. Within culturally relevant pedagogy, the practices of 

critical consciousness and cultural competence can be explored through inquiry, a 

skill supported by constructivist-based pedagogy ï in turn, each of these practices 

supports the development of racial literacy and equity literacy.  

Figure 1. Theoretical Inspiration 

 
 

 Figure 2 shows the practical outcomes of the race inquiry groups, influenced 

by theory. Potential outcomes include teacher candidatesô abilities to inquire, 
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recognize, and reflect on the role of race in urban school contexts. The goal is for 

these three skills to help novice teachers to notice and disrupt their own deficit views 

of urban schools and students, often based in stereotypes and notions of race. 

Figure 2. 

 

ORGANIZATIONAL ROLE  

My specific role in this project 

 I have taken on the role of an external inquiry facilitator in order to help 

improve pre-service teachersô orientation for working in urban schools, endeavoring 

to advance their preparedness to working with the unique populations that exist in 

urban classrooms, leading them through various learning experiences that can impact 

their cultural awakening process. My responsibilities at the University of Delaware 

include a full-time graduate student, seeking to gain the necessary information to 

positively impact the educational experiences of under-served, misrepresented, and 

minoritized students in urban schools. In the past, as a doctoral student, I have made 
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it my priority to engage in study of pedagogies (Ladson-Billings, 1995), theories 

(Yosso, 2002), and ideologies (Bell, 2009; Loyens, & Gijbels, 2008)  that have been 

found to impact the academic achievement of urban student populations, notably 

socio-economically disadvantaged students, in geographically urban spaces. Critical 

race theory (Delgado, & Stefancic, 2001; Yosso, 2002), culturally relevant pedagogy 

(Ladson-Billings, 1995), constructivist-based instructional approaches (Kumar, 

2006), and social justice frameworks (Stovall, 2006) are cited as important 

components in student success. I have also engaged in study to determine the most 

effective ways to facilitate knowledge to adult learners, through professional 

development (Guskey, 2003; Penuel, Fishman, Yamaguchi, & Gallagher, 2007; 

Yoon, Duncan, Lee, Scarloss, & Shapley, 2007; Yost & Vogel, 2007).  

Why do I care? 

 As an adjunct instructor, I am responsible for encouraging pre-service 

teachers to meaningfully embrace diversity and equipping them with the tools and 

knowledge to create inclusive learning environments for their future students. In the 

past, I have served as a teaching apprentice for EDUC 459 ï Urban Schools in Urban 

Landscapes; the goals for this course included introducing students to the 

intersecting forces that shape education in the United States, exploring frameworks 

that prioritize issues that help better understand urban spaces, and engaging students 

in critical reflection of challenges and successes in urban schools to prepare them for 

potential service in these landscapes.  

 Going forward, it is my goal to fuse my scholarly study with practical 

application to address the problem of a mismatched predominantly mono-cultural 
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teaching force with a more diverse student population. For the purposes of this 

Education leadership portfolio, this responsibility is shared between the consultant, 

school based administration, clinical educators, the university-based field instructor, 

and the pre-service teachers enrolled at the University of Delaware.  

My professional commitment 

 This will contribute to my professional growth as it marks the first formal 

step in achieving my personal goals. Though I have a long way to go in this 

profession, I have dedicated my life to diversity, inclusion, and social justice. 

Learners of all backgrounds are preparing for careers in an increasingly global 

society and part of my responsibility in preparing P-12 students for life after 

graduation is exposing them to different ideas, life experiences, and perspectives ï 

this should begin with the preparation of future teachers entrusted with developing 

constructive and contributing citizens. I embarked on this journey in education with 

the goal to be an agent of positive social change through education, and Iôve 

concluded that pre-service teacher training is the best avenue of effecting wide-scale 

transformation.    

 Throughout my teacher practitioner and school leadership experiences, I have 

been left with the resounding thought that ñthere has got to be a better way,ò and I 

have made it my business to gain all the tools needed to make my passion a reality. 

Education is a fundamental pillar in the success of our nation, and I will effect 

positive change in the development of successful, constructive adults. Completing 

this Education leadership portfolio with the focus of preparing pre-service teachers 

to enter urban classrooms from a more culturally awakened perspective will help me 
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to be an effective leader in this nationôs educational community, endeavoring to 

support pre-service teachers to guide under-served and under-privileged students to 

realize their potential and actualize their dreams. 

 

My ultimate goal 

In present literature, when researchers (Flanagan, & Schoffner, 2013; Jacobs, 

2010) discuss 21st century schooling, it is often in terms of improving instruction 

utilizing technology and building studentsô college and career readiness skills; 

however, the cultural proficiency of future teachers must be added to the 

conversation (Zhu & Zeichner, 2013). In a society of increasing diversity, my 

ultimate goal of instructing at the university level is to better prepare pre-service 

teachers to educate all students, through a restructuring of teacher preparation 

programs. P-12 students must be guided through the process that instructs them how 

to navigate diverse social settings, construct knowledge for themselves, and critically 

interact with material (Delpit, 2006) ï this begins with properly training pre-service 

teachers (Darling-Hammond, 2006b). 
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Description of Planned Artifacts 

 

Number Artifact  Type Audience Description/Participants Scholars Timeline Status 

1.  Needs Assessments  

 

Interviews 

 

Researcher Interview/Focus Groups 

stakeholders to inform PD 

construction: 

¶ School Based 

Administrators 

¶ Former and Future 

Clinical Educators 

Teachers 

¶ Field Instructors 

¶ Office of Clinical 

Studies 

¶ ETE Teacher 

Candidates placed at 

Jackson 

Hatch, 2002 

Weiss, 1994 

Seidman, 2013 

 

November, 

2016 

Original 

2.  Student Profile 

Questionnaire 

Report Researcher Use ETE Teacher Candidates 

placed at Jackson to: 

¶ Establish baseline data 

¶ Inform participant 

profiles: knowledge, 

skills, and dispositions 

regarding diversity and 

equity. 

 November, 

2016 

Original 

3.  Professional 

Development Paper 

Model Researcher Effective PD practices will be 

examined to inform 

construction of PD plan, 

incorporating effective PD 

practices with focus on cultural 

proficiency. 

Guskey, 2003; 

Penuel et al., 

2007;  

Yoon et al., 2007; 

Yost & Vogel, 

2007 

December, 

2016 

Needs 

revision 
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4.  Professional 

Development Plan 

Plan Teacher 

Candidates 

Discuss how the elements listed 

below can be combined to 

create a pre-service teacher 

curriculum for cultural 

proficiency: 

¶ Critical race theory,  

¶ Social justice 

frameworks,  

¶ Culturally relevant 

pedagogy,  

Constructivist-based 

instructional approaches 

Darling-

Hammond, 

2006a; Delgado 

& Stefanic, 2001; 

Delpit, 2006;  

Howard, 2003; 

Ladson-Billings, 

2001; Kumar, 

2006; 

Yosso, 2002 

 

January, 2016 Original 

5.  Professional 

Development Series 

 Teacher 

Candidates 

Specific descriptions of 

professional development 

activities:  

¶ Topics 

¶ Lesson Plans 

¶ Critical Journal 

Reflection Prompts 

¶ Materials 

Forthcoming January, 2016 Original 

6.  Professional 

Development 

Program Evaluation 

Evaluation Committee Inquiry into programôs ability to 

provide deliberate opportunities 

for students to see through an 

equity lens. 

 

Forthcoming February, 

2016 

Original 

7.  Recommendations 

for Stakeholders 

Executive 

Summary 

-OCS 

Administrati

on 

-Content 

Methods 

Coordinators 

-Clinical 

Supervisors 

Summary of PD experiences 

List of recommendations 

  

Forthcoming May, 2016 Original 
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EVALUATION  PLAN 

Purpose of the Evaluation 

 Educators who teach in schools that predominantly serve students of color, from 

low socio-economic backgrounds, and inner cities, require learning experiences that 

allow them to understand their own ethnic and racial identity, potential prejudices, and 

implicit biases, in order to more clearly view their students, their classroom interactions, 

and even studentsô family from different perspectives (Darling-Hammond, 2006; Ladson-

Billings, 2001; Tatum, 2003). Teacher candidates who engage in critical inquiry 

(Cochran-Smith, 1997; Michael, 2014) and reflection (Howard, 2003) in their urban 

classrooms may develop increased equity literacy (Gorski, & Swalwell, 2015) and racial 

literacy (Stevenson, 2014; Twine, 2004) as a result of their involvement in this work. 

Acknowledging the importance of understanding race and its implications in classrooms 

(Howard, 2006; Michael, 2014) is seen as a foundational building block for teacher 

(Buchanan, 2015) candidates who serve in urban schools.  

  The purpose of this improvement effort is to measure whether students 

who participate in the inquiry group pre-professional development (PPD) demonstrate 

any shift in practices that support the building of equity literacy and racial literacy, which 

could be as prominent as a specific change in teaching practice or curriculum 

implementation, or as subtle as a deliberate recognition of biased thoughts. Guided 

experience in using the inquiry method can help teacher candidates to distinguish issues, 
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explore various methods of examination and investigation, paired with collaborative 

construction of meaning (Garrison, Cleveland-Innes, & Shing Fung, 2010) in inquiry 

group meetings and critical reflection. This evaluation is necessary, as the findings will 

examine the usefulness of critical inquiry intervention to develop recommendations for 

the Elementary Teacher Education clinical experience structure, at the University of 

Delaware.  Pre-professional development will be used to teach pre-service teachers how 

to address implicit assumptions and biases, promote positive racial identity, and create 

classroom spaces that respect and value differences. Through inquiry-based approaches, 

teacher candidates will participate in inquiry groups to acknowledge race, make sense of 

their own racial identity, and examine the racial dynamics of their student teaching 

experience. 

Description of the Pre-Professional Development 

 Pre-professional development (PPD) will be implemented as a series of inquiry 

group sessions, led by an inquiry facilitator. Teacher candidates will be encouraged to 

distinguish an area of investigation under three central themes, generated from a school-

based stakeholder brainstorming session (Appendix B-a): classroom management through 

de-escalation tactics and trauma-informed care, building a learning community and 

getting to know students authentically, and positive identity development ï individual 

reflection on implicit bias, assumptions, and fears about urban areas. Teacher candidates 

will be guided to focus on issues related to race and equity matters in their urban school 

placement. It is the goal of the study that teacher candidates will strengthen their 

commitment to equity in education, by examining racial dynamics, and explore assets 

based perspectives of urban students, through inquiry and reflection. Upon experiencing 
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the inquiry group sessions, it is expected that teacher candidates will critically reflect on 

their thoughts, actions, and beliefs about teaching and the role of race in urban schools.  

Evaluation Questions 

 As part of the evaluation of the intervention, I developed three evaluation 

questions to be answered. The questions were developed with the overall studyôs research 

questions in consideration; however, the specificity of these questions helped to further 

guide the intervention, particularly considering the process steps, and the expected 

outcomes of the study. These detailed evaluation questions are included below: 

Research question 1: How did the RIG function as a space for processing racial 

encounters and race dynamics during the completion of an urban student teaching 

placement, serving students of color? 

Process 1: How do teacher candidates participate in inquiry group 

sessions where they are encouraged to consider the role of race in schools?  

Process 2: How are teacher candidates guided through an inquiry group 

cycle where they are encouraged to consider the role of race in schools? 

Research question 2: What did teacher candidates learn a result of participating in a race 

inquiry group within an urban student teaching placement serving students of color? 

Outcome: Do teacher candidates demonstrate any shift in their thinking 

about race in urban education? 

The first process question is intended to determine teacher candidateôs level of 

participation in the inquiry process, over time. The second process question seeks to 

uncover the way that teacher candidates are guided through the inquiry process. The 

outcome question explores whether teacher candidates report any change in the way that 
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they view the role of race in education. The implicit relationship between the three is 

highlighted in the assumption that the level of depth through which students engage in the 

inquiry process may result in affecting their understating of race to promote equity in 

urban classrooms, and the ways that students are guided through this process holds 

implications for future recommendations and potential replication.   

Design and Methods 

Sample 

 The participant recruitment pool will be 9 teacher candidates from the University 

of Delawareôs Elementary Teacher Education program, placed at Jackson Elementary 

School, for their clinical practice experience. Eight teacher candidates identify as White 

women, one teacher candidate identifies as an African-American woman; all of their ages 

range between 19-22 years. These teacher candidate participants are being purposefully 

recruited because of their placement at an urban school, with a high population of low-

income, students of color. The inquiry facilitator will also serve as a subject of study 

throughout the intervention. A 29 year old, African-American female, enrolled in the 

Doctor of Education, Educational Leadership Program, at the University of Delaware. 

The inquiry facilitator will be purposefully sampled to better explain how inquiry group 

members were guided through the inquiry cycle.  

Instruments 

 The inquiry facilitator will serve as an instrument throughout the inquiry cycle as 

a participant-observer. The first process question will be measured through analysis of 

transcribed inquiry group sessions and document analysis. Documents that may be 
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reviewed include teacher candidate reflections, inquiry notebooks, and other products that 

are completed during the associated coursework.  

 The second process question will be measured through teacher candidate informal 

observations and notes on the inquiry facilitatorôs actions and interactions with the group, 

and an exit interview question. Recognizing that the use of a prescribed rubric contradicts 

the underlying nature of the inquiry process, creates an additional responsibility for the 

teacher candidate, and may restrict teacher candidate contributions, it may also provide 

too much uncertainty. I thought about my goals as a facilitator in the inquiry process and 

how I hoped to support students. The following five areas will be focal points for me: 

establish relevant background information, promote consideration of racial perspectives, 

provide constructive feedback, encourage active reflection and participation, and 

individualize support. At the start of the inquiry group project, participants will be asked 

to periodically note experiences, considering these five areas that will create this data set 

(Appendix B-c). 

 The outcome question will be measured by an adapted survey assessing teacher 

candidatesô beliefs about race, review of inquiry group transcripts, and a post-PPD 

interview. The pre- and post- questionnaire will ask 15 questions, using a 4-point Likert 

scale where participants report their agreement with a series of statements, from 1 ï 

strongly agree to 4 ï strongly disagree. This instrument was developed by compiling 

items from existing surveys on diversity (Pohan & Aguilar, 2001), social justice (Ludlow, 

Enterline, & Cochran-Smith, 2008), race (Buchanan, 2015), and color-blind racial 

attitudes (Neville, Lilly, Duran, Lee, & Browne, 2000). The semi-structured post-
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interview will be conducted based on the evaluator adapted (Michael, 2014) interview 

protocol.   

Data Collection 

 Data will be gathered from a variety of sources. In order to answer the first 

process question, teacher candidates will participate in PPD, through inquiry group 

sessions, over the course of 10 weeks, meeting at least 5 times. The first session will be 

introductory; the following three sessions will engage students in the inquiry group 

process, and the final session will be a conclusion to the semesterôs activities. Inquiry 

groups will be held during the regular school day, at the placement site, and this will be 

made possible through granted release time from the teacher candidatesô field instructor.  

 Inquiry group sessions will be constructively based; thus, they are meant to be 

organic and authentically driven by participants. The inquiry facilitator will attempt to 

truly provide students with a collaborative learning experience, while offering an 

appropriate level of support, as this may be one of the participantsô first experiences with 

constructivist pedagogical methods. Inquiry groups will follow a five-step cycle of 

inquiry: ask, investigate, create, discuss, and reflect (Bruce & Bishop, 2002). The 

participants will begin by choosing an individual area of inquiry under the umbrella of 

three topics, and narrow this further down to an issue they are interested in exploring, 

within their classroom, or the school. Students will be guided to further drill down their 

topic to distinguish the racial elements in that situation. They will then follow the cycle of 

inquiry, facilitated by the inquiry facilitator, during inquiry group sessions.  

 Each session will follow an agenda generated by the inquiry group members - at 

the start of the first session, and for the remaining sessions, agendas will be generated at 
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the conclusion of the previous session. Participants will be guided through a full inquiry 

cycle throughout the duration of this PPD series. Teacher candidates will also participate 

in coursework, in EDUC400, that may supplement their understandings of critical issues 

regarding race and equity in urban classrooms. Inquiry group sessions with teacher 

candidates will be recorded and transcribed. Informal exchanges between inquiry group 

members and the inquiry group facilitator, such as personal exchanges, email 

correspondence, or written and verbal feedback during the inquiry process, will be 

included as data. The inquiry facilitator will also provide customized resources to teacher 

candidates, throughout the semester, to support their individual inquiry projects 

(Appendix B-b). Inquiry group members will be encouraged to use an Inquiry Notebook 

as they progress through the inquiry cycle ï this notebook can serve as a place to compile 

all of their individual data collection in a central location, in addition to its potential 

utility as a place to track their thoughts, analyses, and discoveries, over time.  

 Data for the second process question will be gathered by teacher candidates 

throughout the inquiry cycle. Teacher candidates will be encouraged to informally 

observe and take brief notes on the inquiry facilitatorôs actions, role, and involvement in 

the inquiry cycle process, based on five focal areas. This data will be analyzed along with 

teacher candidate responses during the evaluation interview.   

 In order to answer the outcome question, teacher candidates will complete an 

introductory questionnaire and evaluation questionnaire. The results of this survey will 

serve as a data point to be analyzed along with their exit interview responses, and their 

transcribed verbal participation in inquiry group sessions, throughout the duration of the 
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study. The semi-structured exit interview asks teacher candidates to discuss their 

experiences during the study.  

Data Analysis 

 The data gathered in this project will be analyzed as appropriate for the type of 

data collected and based on the evaluation questions. Dedoose online analysis program 

will be used to support the coding process and StatPlus for quantitative analysis. In 

qualitative work, data collection and data analysis, do not typically follow a linear 

process; for that reason, I have included the focal areas of the analysis, in addition to 

describing analysis methods.  

Process 1: How do teacher candidates participate in inquiry group sessions where they 

are encouraged to consider the role of race in schools?  

 The focus for process question one is to analyze the level of teacher candidate 

participation and any transformation in participation, over time. Levels will be organized 

in four areas, based on Wenmouthôs (2006) Four Côsc of Participation: consumer, 

commentor, contributor, and commentator. Though Wenmouthôs (2006) theory is geared 

toward online participation, these tenets can be applied to inquiry cycle participation 

where participants may demonstrate any, or all of these actions. The criteria for how a 

candidate will be categorized will come from their behavior and interaction in the initial 

inquiry group session; however, preliminary expectations for a consumer would be a 

person mostly taking in information ï a commentor might share opinions on another 

participantôs contribution. A contributor may pose new thoughts to the discussion, 

provide feedback and critique, while a commentator will assume a leadership role and 

initiate next steps. The teacher candidateôs interactions will be studied over time to 
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ascertain any transformation in participation. This will be achieved through study of 

inquiry group meeting transcripts, inquiry notebooks, and other teacher candidate 

products from their associated coursework. Inquiry group session transcripts will be 

inductively coded using a coding scheme generated from the transcribed data to 

distinguish behavior themes of teacher candidate participation. 

Process 2: How are teacher candidates guided through an inquiry group cycle where 

they are encouraged to consider the role of race in schools? 

 The focus for process question two is to analyze how the inquiry facilitator led 

students through the inquiry cycle process, distinguishing areas of strength and areas of 

improvement, in order to make recommendations for future inquiry groups. This data 

collection will be the responsibility of the teacher candidates because they hold the sole 

expertise unique to their experience as an inquiry group member. Participants will be 

asked to express their perspective on how the inquiry group leader interacted with the 

teacher candidates throughout the process, based in five focal areas. Inductive coding of 

participant provided data will be used to support themes and determine recommendations. 

Interpretive analysis will be used to summarize findings, including a member check with 

teacher candidates ï most likely conducted via an online platform.  

Outcome: Do teacher candidates demonstrate any shift in their thinking about race in 

urban education?  

 The focus for analysis of the outcome question is to distinguish any shift in 

thinking, words, or actions demonstrated or reported by teacher candidates, throughout 

the inquiry cycle process. Descriptive and inferential statistics will be used for statistical 

analysis; tables will be calculated showing means, percent distribution, standard 
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deviation, and a one-way between group analysis of variance (ANOVA). Contributing to 

the outcome question regarding a candidateôs potential shift, the means and standard 

deviations of the participant survey responses will be analyzed. The questionnaire will be 

coded on a 4-point Likert Scale (4 = strongly agree, 3 = agree, 2 = disagree, 1 = strongly 

disagree). The results of this quantitative survey will be used as a data point to compare 

against the qualitative data collected during inquiry group sessions and the evaluation 

interview (Appendix B-b). Inquiry group session transcripts and evaluation interview 

transcripts will be analyzed to explain any shift in participant thinking about race, their 

racial identity, and race in urban schools. Data will be coded to describe the experiences 

of teacher candidate participants and report on their involvement in the inquiry group 

sessions.  

Limitations  

 The case study of one school and one facilitator implementing this PPD poses a 

potential threat of collector bias and a threat to external validity (Hoy & Adams, 2015).  

As a primary instrument of data collection and analysis, and as a participant-observer, my 

bias from participating in inquiry group sessions and knowing the aims of the study may 

affects results.  Results will not be generalizable because of non-random sampling and a 

small sample size (Hoy & Adams, 2015), but the purpose of this study is to be useful in 

better understanding this dynamic, in a particular urban school setting, with a particular 

group of teacher candidates, making the sampling procedure appropriate.  

 The pretest-posttest design raises a testing threat (Hoy & Adams, 2015); 

nevertheless, the purpose of this study is to measure and understand differences in shift or 

change in teacher candidate attitudes, which makes the design most appropriate.  
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Additionally, with any use of self-reported surveys, instead of observation of actual 

behaviors, the researcher must rely on values that the participants ascribe to certain areas; 

however methodological triangulating between the survey data points, with inquiry group 

observations, and the evaluation interview response strengthens this area.  

 The short time frame of this study is not in alignment with effective criteria for 

professional development (Guskey & Yoon, 2009), or qualitative credibility (Hatch, 

2002), though the semester placement of teacher candidates at Jackson Elementary 

Schoolcreates this boundary. Additionally, teacher candidates may simultaneously take 

up to six credits of external coursework, which may limit free time outside of inquiry 

group sessions to engage in extensive data collection in their study area of interest and 

deep reflection. The responsibilities of clinical experience are also taxing on a teacher 

candidate which impacts the length and amount of inquiry group sessions held, and their 

structure. A more prolonged experience could potentially impact results and findings.  

 The focus of this study is on racial literacy and equity literacy, but teacher 

candidates are expected to begin the study with limited understanding of these ideas. 

However, the constructivist nature of inquiry group sessions pushes participants to drive 

their own inquiry. This may present a limitation as teacher candidates will not know what 

they do not know (Howard, 2006; Michael, 2014), which may force the inquiry facilitator 

to play more of a participant role than observer in the inquiry group process, as the 

teacher candidates may need to be guided, in a more structured and focused way.  

 Teacher candidate participants will also serve as instruments in this study, and 

though they are most likely novice data collectors, their perspective will present a unique 

view of the intervention. A limitation exists in that they will be reporting their data on the 
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inquiry facilitatorôs actions, to the inquiry facilitator. This may inhibit or cause them to 

soften, or omit, observations and feedback if they are apprehensive about sharing. 
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Appendix B-a 

School-based Stakeholder Meeting 

Guiding Questions Protocol:  

¶ When considering the way UD students interact with Jackson students, what are 

some things that you notice candidates do well? 

¶ What areas of instruction in the classroom do you see teacher candidates struggling 

with? 

¶ What are some possible biases or stereotypes that White teacher candidates might 

hold that need to be acknowledged and disrupted in order to help them build successful 

relationships with students of color?  

¶ What are some possible biases or stereotypes that White middle to upper class 

teacher candidates might hold that need to be acknowledged and disrupted in order to help 

them build successful relationships with students from low SES neighborhoods?  
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1.     Before your participation in the inquiry group, what opportunities did you 

have throughout your program to discuss and/or think about race?  

Probe: Tell me more about course work or the places these conversations occurred.  

 

2.   In what ways was your thinking about race influenced as you participated in the 

inquiry groups? 

 

3.     Looking back on your participation in the inquiry group sessions, what about 

that experience resonated most with you?  

Probes: "In what ways did it resonate for you? Was it meaningful, valuable or 

important in any ways?  

 

4.     Is there anything you will continue to explore, in terms of race and equity in 

schools? 

 Probes: How do you plan to explore these things? How is this related to your 

practice? Will it impact where you want to teach or the type of 

school/setting/community? 

 

5.    What are the first feelings that come to mind when you think about discussing 

race in schools? Probe: What responsibility do teachers have for discussing issues 

of race in school? What responsibility do students have? How can teachers manage 

their own, or their students' , emotional stress that may come with discussions of 

race?   

 

6.     Describe anything you learned about your own racial identity through this 

inquiry group? 

 

7.   At the beginning of this project, we talked about you helping me to understand 

my role in this process as an inquiry facilitator, can you share what you remember 

about our interactions?  

 

8.   Is there anything else you would like to share with me, that I havenôt asked 

about? 
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Inquiry Facilitator Observation Form  

FOCAL 

AREA 

Date(s): 
Type of Interaction:   Inquiry Group    Email     

Notebook Feedback      Other 

(Circle) 

Establish 

relevant 

background 

information 

 

 

 

Promote 

consideration 

of racial 

perspective 

 

 

 

Provide 

constructive 

feedback 

 

 

Encourage 

active 

reflection 

and 

participation 

 

 

Individualize 

support 

 

Other notes  



 

197 

 

Appendix B-d 
Table 13 

 

Individualized Resource List ï A Selection 

Participant  Question/Inquiry 

Focus 

Resources Supplied 

Astha How is my identity 

as lighter-skinned 

Black teacher 

perceived by my 

studentsô identity 

as Black people, 

and my Latino/a 

students? 

Dutro, E., Kazemi, E., Balf, R. (2006, April). óAbout your color, 

thatôs personalô: A Critical Discourse Analysis of Race and 

Resistance in an Urban Elementary Classroom. Paper presented at 

the annual meeting of the American Educational Research 

Association, San Francisco, California. (ERIC accession number: 

ED491665). 

 

Dutro, E., Kazemi, E., Balf, R., & Lin, Y. S. (2008). ñWhat are you 

and where are you from?ò Race, identity, and the vicissitudes of 

cultural relevance. Urban Education, 43, 269-300. 

 

Murray, M. M., Mereoiu, M., Cassidy, D., Vardell, R., Niemeyer, J. 

A., & Hestenes, L. (2016). Not Black Like Me: The Cultural 

Journey of an Early Childhood Program. Early Childhood 

Education Journal, 44, 429-436. 

 

Belinda Trauma-informed 

care 

Dworin, J. E., & Bomer, R. (2008). What We All (Supposedly) 

Know about the Poor: A Critical Discourse Analysis of Ruby 

Payne's" Framework". English Education, 40, 101-121. 

 

Ladson Billings, G. (2006). It's not the culture of poverty, it's the 

poverty of culture: The problem with teacher 

education. Anthropology & Education Quarterly, 37, 104-109. 

 

S. (2014, July). SAMHSAôs Concept of Trauma and Guidance for a 

Trauma-Informed Approach. Retrieved from 

http://www.traumainformedcareproject.org/resources/SAMHSA%2

0TIC.pdf 

 

Charisma Why do my 

students feel the 

need to call each 

other racist? 

 

Dutro, E., Kazemi, E., Balf, R. (2006, April). óAbout your color, 

thatôs personalô: A Critical Discourse Analysis of Race and 

Resistance in an Urban Elementary Classroom. Paper presented at 

the annual meeting of the American Educational Research 

Association, San Francisco, California. (ERIC accession number: 

ED491665). 

 

Hollingworth, L. (2009). Complicated conversations: Exploring 

race and ideology in an elementary classroom. Urban 

Education, 44(1), 30-58. 

 

Polite, L., & Saenger, E. B. (2003). A pernicious silence: 

Confronting race in the elementary classroom. Phi Delta 

Kappan, 85(4), 274-278. 

Giselle What are the racial 

dynamics in 

establishing direct 

classroom teacher-

student 

communication? 

Adair, J. (2008). White pre-service teachers and" de-privileged 

spaces". Teacher Education Quarterly, 35(4), 189-206. 

 

Baker, J. A. (1999). Teacher-student interaction in urban at-risk 

classrooms: Differential behavior, relationship quality, and student 

http://www.traumainformedcareproject.org/resources/SAMHSA%20TIC.pdf
http://www.traumainformedcareproject.org/resources/SAMHSA%20TIC.pdf
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 satisfaction with school. The elementary school journal, 100(1), 57-

70. 

 

Bohn, A. P. (2003). Familiar voices: Using Ebonics communication 

techniques in the primary classroom. Urban Education, 38(6), 688-

707. 

 

Jannette How does race of 

the teacher change 

the ways in which 

they relate to their 

students and the 

relationships they 

build? 

 

Baker, J. A. (1999). Teacher-student interaction in urban at-risk  

classrooms: Differential behavior, relationship quality, and student 

satisfaction with school. The elementary school journal, 100(1), 57-

70. 

 

Hollingworth, L. (2009). Complicated conversations: Exploring 

race and ideology in an elementary classroom. Urban 

Education, 44(1), 30-58. 

 

Vass, G. (2016). Everyday race-making pedagogies in the 

classroom, British Journal of Sociology of Education, 37, 371-388, 

DOI: 10.1080/01425692.2014.928585 

 

Malehna What are the racial 

dynamics in 

classroom teacher-

student 

communication? 

 

Baker, J. A. (1999). Teacher-student interaction in urban at-risk 

classrooms: Differential behavior, relationship quality, and student 

satisfaction with school. The elementary school journal, 100(1), 57-

70. 

 

Muller, C. (2001). The role of caring in the teacher student 

relationship for at risk students. Sociological inquiry, 71(2), 241-

255. 

 

Murray, C., & Malmgren, K. (2005). Implementing a teacherï

student relationship program in a high-poverty urban school: 

Effects on social, emotional, and academic adjustment and lessons 

learned. Journal of School Psychology, 43(2), 137-152. 

 

Marisol Aggression 

exhibited by Black 

and White students 

in the classroom 

Holmlund, K. (2012). Poverty Is Not a Human Characteristic: A 

Retrospective Study of Comprehending and Educating 

Impoverished Children. Online Submission. 

 

Ratcliffe, C. E., & McKernan, S. M. (2012). Child poverty and its 

lasting consequence. 

 

Simpson, A. W., & Erickson, M. T. (1983). Teachersô verbal and 

nonverbal communication patterns as a function of teacher race, 

student gender, and student race. American Educational Research 

Journal, 20(2), 183-198. 

 

Rebecca How do I maintain 

high behavioral 

expectations for 

my students and 

encourage them to 

practice self-

regulation?  

 

Bagozzi, R. P. (1992). The self-regulation of attitudes, intentions, 

and behavior. Social psychology quarterly, 178-204. 

 

Myers, S. S., & Pianta, R. C. (2008). Developmental commentary: 

Individual and contextual influences on studentïteacher 

relationships and children's early problem behaviors. Journal of 

Clinical Child & Adolescent Psychology, 37(3), 600-608. 
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Reid, R., Trout, A. L., & Schartz, M. (2005). Self-regulation 

interventions for children with attention deficit/hyperactivity 

disorder. Exceptional Children, 71(4), 361. 

 

Sethu How does race 

affect how students 

deal with 

frustration and 

influence their 

motivation? 

 

 

Diamond, J. B., Randolph, A., & Spillane, J. P. (2004). Teachers' 

expectations and sense of responsibility for student learning: The 

importance of race, class, and organizational habitus. Anthropology 

& Education Quarterly, 35(1), 75-98. 

 

Emdin, C. (2016). For White folks who teach in the Hood... and the 

rest of y'all too: Reality pedagogy and urban education. Beacon 

Press. 

 

Marcon, R. A. (1999). Demographic and Educational Influences on 

Academic Motivation, Competence, and Achievement in Minority 

Urban Students. 
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WHITE PAPER  

 

Hope Restored: 

 Evidence that Teacher Professional Development Can Work 

 

 The term ñprofessional developmentò is more likely to conjure teachersô 

smirks and jeers than smiles and cheers. The term, and activity, has become 

associated with obedient endurance, with teachers counting the seconds until they 

are free to jet out of the building. Some teachers drop the handouts in the trash on 

the way out; others file them away in an ever-growing binder full of PD documents 

ï out of sight, out of mind. Others place the Powerpoint slides on their desk with 

full intentions of effectively implementing the strategies that they heard, took notes 

on, and sometimes even discussed, but then a question arose about implementation, 

and there was no one to answer it. The next week, they promise they will simply 

Google the answer. ñEverything is on the Internet, right?ò But then they forget, and 

slowly but surely, the strategy notes are covered with student work, homework, and 

papers to be graded. The teacher might find the materials after a lesson that could 

have really used some boosting, or worse and more likely, at the end of the school 

year during classroom cleanup.   

Importance of Professional Development   

 Schools intend to use professional development (PD) as a tool to improve 

teaching and learning, but the goal is seldom realized (Borko, 2004; Correnti, 2007; 
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Guskey, 2003; Wang, Yoon, Zhu, Cronen, & Garet, 2008; Yost & Vogel, 2007). In 

professional fields, the responsibility for intellectual growth and continued learning 

to effectively teach is accepted by professionals and required by many 

organizations. Lifelong learning has become a trendy term used to describe an ideal 

student mindset toward learning, but schools have also begun promoting the 

ideology for employees (Webster-Wright, 2009). Teachers understand the emphasis 

placed on PD; however, the gravity behind the potential benefits or detrimental 

impacts of PD may not always be considered. In fact, PD seems to be one 

requirement that both central administration staff and teachers check off their to-do 

lists, and then go back to business as usual ï the ñchecklist mentalityò.  

 Of course, pockets of education revolution exist, but the larger population of 

students, teachers, and school district personnel follow the same educational 

practices that were the custom during the 1950ôs and 1960ôs (Slavin, 2002; Darling-

Hammond, 2006). School districts and teachers need to be prepared to educate 

students to achieve the 21st century goals and standards (Vecellio, 2013). The best 

way to prepare teachers to move toward proper implementation is to train them 

well, both initially and during the course of their career. Enter PD.  The 

predominant attitude toward PD is that it is ineffective, and teachers need to engage 

in high quality professional development to ensure that their practice meets the 

needs of students and the global society. 

 Luckily, there is growing information about what makes PD work for 

teachers. Characteristics of effective PD have been gathered from empirical studies 

((Cormas & Barufaldi, 2011; Garet, Porter, Desimone, Birman, & Yoon, (2001); 

Guskey, 2003; Guskey & Yoon, 2009; Penuel, Fishman, Yamaguchi, & Gallagher, 
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2007) to build a framework for what needs to be considered in designing 21st 

century PD, for 21st century teacher learning. A continuum of PD implementation 

will be discussed to illustrate how PD can be adapted to influence practice. Finally, 

studies utilizing high-quality PD will be highlighted as empirical evidence that PD 

can work.   

What is PD? 

 PD is continued and professional learning for educators.  At its best, it is 

ñcontinuing, active, social, and related to practiceò (Webster-Wright, 2009, p. 703).  

Webster-Wright recognizes that even with the growing body of literature that 

suggests PD to be evolving, there is still evidence that much PD is one-shot, 

episodic in nature, and grossly separated from ñauthentic work experiencesò (p. 

703). Guskey and Yoon (2009) point out that while there are indeed workshops that 

are poorly planned, ñworkshops are not the ineffective practice they are often made 

out to beò (p. 496). The opportunity for practical planning, active-learning 

experiences, reflective discussion, and research-based practices are what set 

effective workshops apart from ineffective workshops (Cormas & Barufaldi, 2011; 

Garet, Porter, Desimone, Birman, & Yoon, (2001); Guskey, 2003; Guskey & Yoon, 

2009; Penuel et al., 2007). In the data collection of my Education Leadership 

Portfolio, teacher candidates will engage in sustained PD, throughout their clinical 

practice experience, that incorporates the elements discussed above.  

 External forces have an impact on school organizational climates. Webster-

Wright (2009) asserts that employers hold a certain level of power to regulate what 

is ñvalued, rewarded, and considered justifiable to learnò (p. 718), and thus the 

reality is that PD content is often determined by central offices. However, the 
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ñuncertain and unpredictableò (p. 718) reality of teaching practice is what further 

complicates the matter. Different groups of students enter a teacherôs classroom 

with diverse upbringings, contrasting background knowledge, various learning 

strengths and weaknesses, ranging intellectual capacity, and varying interest in 

content matter. Additionally, the role of teachers has changed over the years from 

teachers as instructors, to facilitators of learning; this imposes pressure on teachers 

to make a shift in professional identity and practice. Possibly, many teachers may 

not even recognize the nuances in the two different roles as a classroom leader.  

 School district central offices and state Departments of Education assume 

that PD leads to increased teacher knowledge, and thus, improved instruction. Each 

year, the government, school districts, and schools spend billions of dollars in the 

name of PD (Corman & Noel, 2008; Corman, Young, & Herell, 2012), but little 

change actually takes place in teacher instruction (Klein & Riordan, 2009). There 

needs to be a clear shift in PD from ñpassive development to active learningò 

(Webster-Wright, 2009, p. 713) where teachers are not simply taking in knowledge 

during PD sessions, but sharing ideas, making meaning of new information, and 

adapting what is learned during PD to their own context. Pre-service teachers have 

undoubtedly learned about the aversion to the ñknowledge depositing method,ò but 

do teachersô in-service PD experiences perpetuate the same ineffective features? 

What do we know about Professional Adult Learning? 

  PD research reveals that professionals learn through practical experience, 

reflection, and consideration of context (Webster-Wright, 2009; Borko 2009).  

Experiential learning is a cyclic process that should include ñactive experience, 

observation and reflection, formulation of concepts, and applying and testing these 
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in practiceò (Webster-Wright, 2009, p. 721; Burke, 2013). Kolb and Kolbôs (2005) 

theory of experiential learning was developed from foundational work by John 

Dewey and Kurt Lewin and includes similar components. Figure 1 provides a 

visual representation of necessary components to adult professional learning. 

Repeated critical reflection on a learning experience, making meaning of that 

information gained, and action are highlighted as integral features to learning that 

can transform practice, which PD is often expected to foster. These components are 

what take the experience of professional learning to the level of potential impact on 

practice.  

 

 Additionally, context is ñperhaps the single most important influence on 

reflection and learningò (Boud & Walker, 1998, p. 196). Context is more than the 

physical location and organizational structures of a school; it is also the social 

norms and beliefs, implied power hierarchies, legitimized knowledge, and most 

importantly, include a teacherôs classroom climate and culture. Action, reflection, 

and context are necessary components in addressing how professionals learn in 

order to transform practice. PD is the current avenue of change in the teaching 

profession; so, high-quality PD needs to consider how professionals learn best, 

rather than continuing to operate in business-as-usual PD programming.  
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 Differentiation is another factor to consider in how adults learn. Teachers 

enter PD sessions with different levels of knowledge mastery around a topic and 

that needs to be integrated in the design of PD. Just as a one-size-fits all curriculum 

is no longer progressive for students, one-size PD is not sufficient for teachers. 

Some researchers (Cosmah & Saine, 2013; Klein & Riordan, 2009) suggest 

leveling PD sessions to successfully meet the needs of all teachers, while others 

encourage individualized or small group cohorts (Yost & Vogel, 2007).  

Characteristics of Effective, High-Quality PD 

 Studies have generated features that need to be present in PD program 

designs to better ensure effectiveness, with óeffectivenessô being measured against 

the criteria of improved student achievement outcomes: active learning strategies, 

duration, job-embedded learning, coherence, and collective participation.  (Cormas 

& Barufaldi, 2011; Garet, Porter, Desimone, Birman, & Yoon, (2001); Guskey, 

2003; Guskey & Yoon, 2009; Penuel et al., 2007).  Figure 2 presents a visual model 

of the PD features found to contribute to effectiveness. Although growth is present, 

there is still a need for empirical studies of effective PD features and how they 

affect student achievement (Guskey & Yoon, 2009; Yoon et al., 2007). The list that 

follows draw on highlighted effective PD features that are common elements 

among empirical work (Cormas & Barufaldi, 2011; Desimone et al., 2002; Guskey, 

2003; Guskey & Yoon, 2009; Penuel et.al, 2007; Yoon, Duncan, Lee, Scarloss, & 

Shapley, 2007; Sun, Penuel, Frank, Gallagher, & Youngs, 2013).  
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 Active Learning Strategies ï Similar to the reform movement that 

encourages students to learn in atmospheres that are intellectually stimulating, 

relevant, and have real world application, teacher PD must take on the same quality 

(Sun et al., 2013; Webster-Wright, 2009). The active learning approach in PD is 

closely aligned to a constructivist ideology (Edelson, Roy, & Pea, 1999; Garrison, 

Cleveland-Innes, & Shing Fung, 2010; Summerlee & Murray, 2010;) which allows 

students the opportunity to engage in a process of learning that is student-centered, 

rather than the transmission approach where the teacher deposits knowledge into 

students.  Hands-on PD experiences that include the components of planning, 

demonstration, observation, and reflection are beneficial. The change from the 

lecture type of PD, to which teachers and providers have grown accustomed, may 

be difficult, but not impossible. Perhaps, this ñsage on the stageò format contributes 

to teachersô dread of attending such educational gatherings. Engaging adults in 
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activities that directly impact their instructional practices and content will always 

be valuable.  

 Duration ï Effective PD is not a one-shot deal (Cormas & Barufadli, 2011; 

Sun et al, 2013). The development of a childôs learning does not occur overnight, 

and neither will change in a teacherôs practice materialize in a 2-hour session, or 

even one school day. PD that impacts change is ongoing.  In order for its content to 

be significant, follow-up must be organized well and carefully designed, with 

purposeful direction (Guskey, 2003). Although this sentiment is not a new way of 

thinking, teachers must make it a priority to hold central offices and administrators 

accountable for ensuring that PD is developed with duration in mind. Time to 

experience high-quality PD is a necessity, as well as the follow-up that promotes 

multiple cycles of presentation, observation, reflection, and then re-implementation, 

etc. Teachers who participate in PD that follows a cyclic, reflective model may be 

more likely to integrate newly gained knowledge into practice (Penuel et al., 2007). 

Most teachers have taught their students that ñpractice makes perfectò ï this idiom 

too, holds true for practitioners who wish to improve their craft (Klein & Riordan, 

2009).  

 Job-Embedded Learning - The strand of PD focused on content is taken one 

step farther in some literature (Sun et.al, 2013; Penuel et al., 2007) promoting the 

use of ñjob-embedded learningò, concentrated on real teacher problems in their 

classrooms/buildings, and related to the content they are currently teaching. 

Frequently, administrators or central office personnel choose a topic for PD, and 

sometimes the focus of a session isnôt remotely related to what teachers are 

currently struggling with. This type of job-embedded learning should be aligned 
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with teachersô authentic concerns, and it also needs to be related to the curriculum, 

which could potentially build coherence (Sun et al, 2013). Job-embedded learning 

also promotes the use of on-site PD, which is more than PD taking place in a 

teacherôs school building; it requires observation and analysis of a teacherôs 

instructional practices, the opportunities to discuss them with peers or an outside 

expert, and the motivation to continue practicing (Burke, 2013; Yost & Vogel, 

2007). 

 Coherence ï Coherence in PD is a major factor (Cormas & Barufaldi, 2011; 

Penuel et.al, 2007; Sun et a., 2013). The PD that teachers experience is essential to 

their ability to successfully change instruction, which may affect their instructional 

outcomes (Burke, 2013; Correnti, 2007; Sun et al., 2013; Klein & Rordan, 2009). 

PD has to be thoughtfully designed for maximum benefit ï aligned to school 

district, school building, and even teacherôs classroom goals for student learning ï a 

complex, yet necessary task. Perceived incoherence, for some teachers, may be the 

unfortunate custom, where top-down PD decisions are made in isolation of on-the-

ground teacher needs, and sometimes even district goals. PD chosen with the 

ñchecklist mentalityò is occasionally carried out, simply for the sake of meeting 

state Department of Education mandates. True coherence is when PD is aligned 

with all the triggers for teachers ï curriculum materials, systems of evaluation, 

district goals, and school organizational structures.  

 Collective Participation ï Collective participation has a host of sub-

features, and teacher collaboration has been cited as a component to the success and 

effectiveness of a PD program (Burke, 2013; Cormas & Barufaldi, 2011; 

Desimone, 2002; Penuel et al., 2007; Stanley, 2011).  This collaboration has taken 
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on the form of Professional Learning Communities (PLCs), peer mentoring with 

teacher leaders, group coaching, and teacher involvement in PD decision-making 

processes. 

 Collective participation is an area that could potentially best support 

teachers moving from simply attending PD, to actually implementing, or co-

facilitating sessions, to change teacher practice. Teachers can help each other work 

through problems and even provide constructive and non-threatening feedback 

(Borko, 2004; Yost & Vogel, 2007). PLCôs provide an opportunity for teachers to 

reflect on student work and teacher practices, observe each otherôs instruction, and 

make sense of their educational context (Borko, 2004; Stanley, 2011).  

Opportunities to work together can build positive collegial interactions and more 

efficiently reinforce school-wide learning initiatives (Sun et al., 2013). Stanley 

(2011), however, points out that in spite of potential benefits, PLCs could easily 

ñreinforce the status quoò (p. 73) if not properly moderated and designed. PLCs that 

are structured, with clear objectives, goals, and processes to reach and evaluate 

progress, counter the status quo (Stanley, 2011). Collective participation should not 

consist solely of a train-the-trainer method. Everyone expected to implement an 

initiative should be engaged in high-quality PD around that topic, strategy, or skill. 

Teacher leaders can be helpful in a school attempting collective teacher PD 

participation (Sun et al, 2013); however, the assistance of an outside expert can also 

be fruitful (Guskey & Yoon, 2009; Penuel et al., 2007).  
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Outside Expertise 

 The insight of an outside expert, coupled with support within a teacherôs 

school building could positively impact the instructional climate. Teachers 

exploring common problems and sharing experiential wisdom is valuable, but 

should generally be just a starting point (Bausmith & Barry, 2011). A problem in 

PD is that much of the information shared, and even taught is anecdotal in nature. 

Guskey and Yoon (2009) cite a review by Thomas Corcoran et al. (2001) who 

found that school based staff simply ñpaid lip service to the use of researchò (p. 81) 

and made decisions based on what they felt was good, rather than employing actual 

empirically researched evidence. Though unattractive, this is a stark truth in 

education ï people frequently operate off of emotions rather than concrete 

evidence. The involvement of outside experts, in partnership with teacher leaders, 

possibly in the form of group coaching, might be a more effective practice to ensure 

frequent integration of research-based evidence and pedagogical content knowledge 

into PLCs, than simply building leaders from within (Bausmith & Barry, 2011; 

Burke, 2009).  

Inquiry Groups as PD 

Guided experience in using the inquiry method can help teacher candidates 

to distinguish issues, explore various methods of examination and investigation, 

paired with collaborative construction of meaning (Garrison, Cleveland-Innes, & 

Shing Fung, 2010) in inquiry group meetings and critical reflection (Howard, 

2003). Critical race inquiry (Cochran-Smith, 2009; Michael, 2014) can serve as the 

vehicle to engage pre-service teachers in conversations about how to address 
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implicit assumptions and biases, promote positive racial identity, and create 

classroom spaces that respect and value differences.  

This PPD was designed specifically considering the characteristics of 

effective PD. Inquiry was considered the active learning strategy during this PPD; 

teacher candidates decided on an inquiry focus and were expected to discuss their 

observations, data collection, reflections, and/or findings during inquiry group 

meetings. This PPD was implemented over the course of one semester, during the 

required clinical experience of the teacher education program ï this duration was 

appropriate for teacher candidate placements, as they change each semester.  The 

inquiry focus was considered the job-embedded learning, as each candidate was 

encouraged to engage in inquiry, with their classroom being the inquiry site ï 

exploring racial dynamics of the environment they experienced each day could help 

the teacher candidates view and understand their placement in new ways. Though 

race inquiry groups (Michael, 2014) were the beginning of race-based 

conversations for many of the teacher candidates, coherence was addressed 

throughout the semester, with each new phase of inquiry building on the former. 

Finally, the function of the inquiry groups set the stage for collective participation; 

each meeting allowed each teacher candidates the opportunity to share their work, 

engage in productive conversations about race, and work collaboratively to 

construct meaning about race in the urban school environment. The inquiry 

facilitator served as the external expert partner.  

Development of the Pre-Professional Development 

 A school-based stakeholder meeting was organized prior to the start of the 

semester and all cooperating teachers were invited, along with school 
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administration, and other interested faculty and staff. The purpose of this meeting 

was for school personnel to contribute to the development of the PPD, by 

discussing their perspective on teacher candidatesô preparation to teach effectively 

in a school that predominantly serves students of color. The findings from this 

meeting were used to uncover thematic areas that were meaningful to the placement 

site. Teacher candidates were encouraged to distinguish an area of investigation 

under three central themes: classroom management through de-escalation tactics 

and trauma-informed care, building a learning community and getting to know 

students authentically, and positive identity development ï individual reflection on 

implicit bias, assumptions, and fears about urban areas.  

The three goals of the PPD were for teacher candidates to: 

1. Explore a commitment to equity to increase equity literacy 

2. Build teacher candidatesô racial literacy by focusing on racial identity and 

biases  

3. Engage in inquiry and reflection to support the building of racial literacy and 

equity literacy practices 

 

Especially important for candidates working in an urban school, exploring a 

commitment to equity also involved understanding the impact of racial dynamics in 

the effort of creating equitable learning environments and the knowledge and skills 

necessary to ñrecognize, respond to, and redress [inequitable schooling] 

conditions.ò (Gorski & Swalwell, 2015).  Deficit views of urban students and 

classrooms are often based in racial and socio-economic stereotypes, and this can 

lead to an unconscious bias toward students, which could ñattack [their] intellectual 

potential and motivationò (Michael, 2014). A racially literate practice includes the 

ability to recognize oneôs own racial identity, the racial identity of their students, 
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and how racial dynamics affect the school setting (Michael, 2014; Stevenson, 2014; 

Twine, 2004).  

 Inquiry group sessions provide the systematic opportunity to engage teacher 

candidates in meaningful learning experiences (Michael, 2014) that strategically 

prepare them for urban teaching. Collaborative construction of meaning through 

inquiry, draws on constructivist-based instructional approaches (Garrison et al, 

2010), which supports principles of effective professional development (Guskey & 

Yoon, 2009), and provides teacher candidates the opportunity to impact positive 

social change (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009).  

Evidence that PD does work  

 PD efforts are lauded as ñworkingò if increased student achievement is the 

outcome (Wayne et al., 2008); however, I argue that evidence of effective PD is 

more appropriately measured in a change in teacher practice. Even if the change is 

perceived as ineffective, the effort is just the beginning. The relationship between 

PD and improving student learning is certainly intricate (Yoon et al., 2007), but this 

limited area of research is gaining more attention. While the development of 

research examining the specific impact of PD on student achievement is still 

necessary in education (Sun et al., 2013), recent studies have found that PD does 

have the ability to change teacher practice, which may affect increased student 

achievement.  

 Yost and Vogel (2007) conducted a study in an urban middle school to 

measure the effect of PD on student achievement through district mandated core 

curriculum. The PD utilized high-quality features such as duration, active learning 

strategies, coherence, job-embedded learning, and some forms of collective 
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participation. The measure of student achievement was assessed through 

benchmark scores, and the studyôs results demonstrated major score increases in 

students of participating teachers, as compared to non-participating teachers. The 

implications of this study are that teachers need time to actively reflect on their 

teaching practice and how it impacts student learning. Regular, non-threatening 

feedback on teacher performance as a consistent component of PD can help to 

ground teachers in research-based best practices. Finally, intensive PD that includes 

high-quality features offered in personalized sessions, or small cohorts, can provide 

teachers the ongoing, need-based PD they require (Yost & Vogel, 2007).  

 In a longitudinal study of teachers participating in the National Writing 

Project, researchers (Sun et al., 2013) found that high quality PD positively 

impacted the a change in the instructional practice among colleagues. Teachers who 

participated in high-quality PD were more likely to support their peers in 

instructional improvement, than teachers in a non-PD-participating control group. 

The PD used in this study included the effective features of duration, content area 

focus, and active learning strategies. Subsequent teacher collaboration and collegial 

interaction around instructional strategies were then measured and examined 

through self-reported surveys. The researchersô findings suggest that high-quality 

PD, designed to build teacher leaders, may spread school-wide instructional reform 

initiatives, as teachers may be more likely to engage in professional communities of 

instructional support, after experiencing intensive PD. This study also highlighted 

positive changes in teachersô use of strategies for writing instruction, those who had 

experienced the high-quality PD, and the teachers who were helped by these more 

learned teachers (Sun et al. 2013).  
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 A 2007 study examining the effects of intense PD on literacy instruction 

utilized the effective features of a focus on content area and active learning 

strategies (Correnti, 2007). Data was collected over four years through language 

arts instruction logs and annual teacher questionnaires. The author found that PD 

had a greater impact on teacher practice than other classroom characteristics. As a 

result of intense PD, the teacher participants were more likely to frequently and 

explicitly teach strategies that had been covered in their PD sessions, reporting a 

10% or more increase in writing instruction, comprehension instruction, and 

frequency in student writing. The implications of this study provide hope that high-

quality PD can improve teacher practice.  

Closing Comments 

 I am hopeful that the information presented above begins to build, or 

restore, teachersô faith in PD. This article features characteristics effective, high-

quality PD and empirical evidence supporting PDôs possible effect on improving 

teacher practice. Upon experiencing the race inquiry group sessions, designed in 

consideration of the elements discussed above, it is my goal that teacher candidates 

will engage in powerful critical reflection on their thoughts, actions, and beliefs 

about teaching and the role of race and equity in urban schools.   

 This ELP is a step in enacting a change in PD culture that allows teachers to 

be an integral and valued part of the PD process. Guided experience in using the 

inquiry method can help teacher candidates to distinguish issues, explore various 

methods of examination and investigation, paired with collaborative construction of 

meaning (Garrison, Cleveland-Innes, & Shing Fung, 2010) in inquiry group 

meetings and critical reflection. There is evidence that PD can work; it is hoped that 



 

216 

 

the discussion in this article will empower teachers with research-based ideologies, 

tools, and substantiation to approach PD more optimistically, and to build a brighter 

educational future for their students, and for their own professional learning as 

instructors.  
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PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT PLAN  

School Professional Development Plan (PDP)  
 

1: Professional Learning Goals 

 

No. Goal 
Identified 

Group 
Rationale/Sources of Evidence 

1 Explore a commitment to 

equity to increase equity 

literacy 

 

Volunteer 

Teacher 

Candidates 

¶ The University of Delawareôs Conceptual Framework for 
Professional Education Programs asserts that teacher candidates 

will embody the trait of a ñcommitment to equity.ò1  

¶ Especially important for candidates working in an urban school, 

exploring a commitment to equity also involves understanding 

the impact of racial dynamics in the effort of creating equitable 

learning environments and the knowledge and skills necessary to 

ñrecognize, respond to, and redress [inequitable schooling] 

conditions.ò2  

 



 

 

 

2
2

4 

2 

 

 

Build studentsô racial 

literacy by focusing on 

racial identity and biases  

Volunteer 

Teacher 

Candidates 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

¶ Deficit views of urban students and classrooms are often based in 

racial and socio-economic stereotypes 

¶ Unconscious bias toward students can ñattack [their] intellectual 
potential and motivation.ò3 

¶  A racially literate practice includes the ability to recognize oneôs 

own racial identity, the racial identity of their students, and how 

racial dynamics affect the school setting.3,4,5 

3 Engage in inquiry and 

reflection to support the 

building of 

racial literacy and equity 

literacy practices 

 

Volunteer 

Teacher 

Candidates 

¶ The University of Delawareôs Conceptual Framework for 

Professional Education Programs expects candidates to engage in 

ñinquiry, reflection, learning and improvement of their 

practice.ò1 

¶ The focus on the improvement of racial and equity literate 

practices can support the positive impact of teacher candidates2,4 

in their clinical practice environment.  

¶ Inquiry group sessions provide the systematic opportunity to 

engage teacher candidates in meaningful learning experiences3 

that strategically prepare them for urban teaching. 

¶ Collaborative construction of meaning through inquiry, draws on 

constructivist-based instructional approaches6, which supports 

principles of effective professional development7, and provides 

teacher candidates the opportunity to impact positive social 

change.8 

¶ The inquiry process will follow the cycle of inquiryôs 5 steps: 

Ask, Investigate, Create, Discuss and Reflect.9 
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2: Professional Learning Activities 

 

 
Sess-

ions 
Initial Activities  

Follow-up Activities 

(as appropriate) 

1 INTRODUCTION:  

Teacher candidates will participate in Clinical 

Practice orientation where they will be introduced to 

specific areas that have been identified by Jackson 

personnel and supported through secondary sources: 

¶ Classroom Management through De-

Escalation Tactics and Trauma-Informed 

Care 

¶ Building a Learning Community and Getting 

to Know Students Authentically 

¶ Positive Identity Development - Individual 

Reflection on Implicit Bias, Assumptions, 

and Fears about Urban Areas 

Teacher candidates will be provided with an Inquiry 

Notebook for use throughout the study.  

An Inquiry Notebook is meant to help teacher 

candidates track observations, data collected, 

reflections, conclusions, etc. 

OBSERVE:  

Using the three themes as a guide, the teacher candidates 

will be asked to observe interactions in their clinical 

placement to better determine an area of focus/interest 

for the inquiry process.  

The introduction to the thematic areas at orientation will 

serve as a jumping off point, and the hope is that they 

will use their background knowledge to make real world 

connections and see what appeals to them. They will be 

provided a simple 3 column graphic organizer to aid in 

recording their thoughts and will bring brief notes with 

them to the first formal inquiry group session to use in 

narrowing down their focus for inquiry (Appendix E-1).  

2 ASK:  

This inquiry session will focus on introducing 

teacher candidates to the idea of inquiry, the process 

for the project, and narrowing down an area of 

interest within the three thematic areas: 

INVESTIGATE:  

After teacher candidates have chosen a question, they 

will begin to collect data in their placement. Students will 

have the options of: 

¶ Collecting observation field notes 
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¶ Classroom Management through De-

Escalation Tactics and Trauma-Informed 

Care 

¶ Building a Learning Community and Getting 

to Know Students Authentically 

¶ Positive Identity Development - Individual 

Reflection on Implicit Bias, Assumptions, 

and Fears about Urban Areas 

Teacher candidates will be encouraged to discuss 

their classroom observations of any examples 

connected with the three areas of focus for the 

project.  

Based on what peaked their interest, they will begin 

to formulate a question to explore throughout the 

intervention duration, with a focus on trying to 

understand the role that race plays in the situation 

they have chosen, for the purpose of recognizing the 

racial dynamic to impact equity.  

Teacher candidates will have the opportunity to 

discuss options with their peers and the facilitator.  

This session will conclude with a chosen area of 

focus.  

¶ Journaling 

¶ Reviewing school data 

¶ Interviews 

¶ Reading blogs, research articles, social media 

¶ Or other methods of data collection that are 

unique to their focal area 

 The inquiry facilitator will be available to guide teacher 

candidates through the investigation process, providing 

requested feedback, secondary research sources, and 

overall support. 

Teacher candidates will be encouraged to engage with 

their peers and the inquiry facilitator via an online 

discussion medium.  

 

3 CREATE/DISCUSS:  

The second inquiry session will focus on teacher 

candidates coming together to begin to synthesize 

the information they have gathered between 

sessions.  

Teacher candidates will be allowed the opportunity 

to discuss the beginnings of what their data could 

DISCUSS/REFLECT:  

Teacher candidates will be encouraged to engage with 

their peers via an online discussion medium.  

Teacher candidates will also be guided to begin to draw 

conclusions of their data, through reflections.  

The inquiry facilitator will be available to guide teacher 

candidates through the reflection process, providing 
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mean, how it impacts them, and what they are 

beginning to learn.  

The inquiry facilitator will have methods prepared 

for discussion, but these will only serve as backups.  

Teacher candidates will be invited and encouraged 

to lead the conversation, allowing time for everyone 

to share and provide/obtain feedback from the 

group.  

requested/targeted feedback, secondary research sources, 

and any unique support. 

 

4 DISCUSS/REFLECT:  

Teacher candidates will convene to discuss new or 

reinforced understandings of how thinking about 

their data has changed, how it continues to impact 

them, and their new learning.  

The inquiry facilitator will have methods prepared 

for discussion, but these will only serve as backups.  

Teacher candidates will be invited and encouraged 

to lead the conversation, allowing time for each 

member to share and provide/obtain feedback from 

the group. 

DISCUSS/REFLECT:  

Teacher candidates will be encouraged to engage with 

their peers via an online discussion medium.  

Teacher candidates will also be guided to begin to draw 

conclusions of their data, through reflections.  

The inquiry facilitator will be available to review data 

and conclusions with teacher candidates, providing 

requested/targeted feedback, and any personalized 

support. 
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5 CONTINUATION:  

Teacher candidates will be presented the opportunity 

to share their findings and conclusions with inquiry 

team members.  

They will also be allowed the time to decide 

whether this cycle of inquiry has run its course, or, if 

there are further areas for consideration.  

Teacher candidates will complete the post-

intervention questionnaire and provide feedback to 

inquiry facilitator. 

CONTINUATION:  

Though the treatment will have concluded at this point, 

teacher candidates will still be supported through the 

inquiry cycle, if they so choose.  

The goal is for teacher candidates to use this experience 

as a strategy that can be continually used throughout their 

time in the teaching profession. 

3:  Essential Resources 

 
PL 

Goal 

No. 

Resources                            Other Implementation Considerations 

1 ¶ Time during Teacher Candidate Orientation for 

(15-20 minutes) 

o recruitment  

o introduction 

o pre-survey 

¶ Access to specialized Equity-focused course 

content in Canvas 

 

 

¶ Informed Consent Forms 

¶ Participant Contact Information  

¶ Observation Graphic Organizer 

¶ Pre-survey 
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¶ One introduction and one conclusion session 

¶ At least three 60 minute inquiry sessions, from 

February to April, during the school day, 

dedicated to engaging in the inquiry process.  

¶ Each inquiry session will focus on a different 

stage of the inquiry cycle, so the inquiry 

facilitator will begin with providing information 

to the inquiry team members to drive the 

conversation and then turn the floor over for their 

discussion.  

¶ Dedicated online platform for communication 

between inquiry team and inquiry facilitator to 

extend inquiry group sessions.  

 

¶ Feedback forms to inform training and ongoing 

refinement (e.g., surveys, recordings of inquiry 

sessions, teacher candidate observation forms of 

inquiry facilitator). 

¶ Create embedded Canvas discussion page 

¶ See Inquiry Group schedule options in Evaluation 

Plan.  

¶ Availability of inquiry facilitator to support teacher 

candidates. 

¶ Possible strategies and pre-planned materials for 

struggling teacher candidates. 



 

 

 

2
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3 ¶ Dedicated time for inquiry team members to 

reflect on data collected (readings, videos, and 

share other evidence of inquiry) and new, or 

reinforced, understanding.  

¶ Ensure teachers candidatesô access to videos, 
webinars, and online communities. 

 

¶ Implement critical reflection prompts in 

corresponding coursework to supplement inquiry 

group sessions. 

¶ Inquiry facilitator should follow up with teacher 

candidates, individually, to identify areas where 

strategic support is required.  

¶ Make plan for tracking teacher candidate progress to 

assess impact of inquiry group sessions on 

candidatesô learning.  

o Implement óInquiry Notebooksô to help teacher 

candidateôs track observations, data collected, 

reflections, conclusions, etc.  

Á Inquiry Background Info,  

Á Graphic Organizers,  

Á Notes on Question Formation, Reflection, 

Data Collection, Data Analyses, Drawing 

Conclusions 

Á Blank Lined Paper (for notes) 

Á Blank Unlined Paper (for illustrations) 

o  

 
 

 

             

Inquiry Facilitator: Chanelle Wilson -Poe 

Endnotes: 
1. University of Delaware School of Education Undergraduate Advisement Handbook. (2015). Retrieved from 

Conceptual Framework for Professional Education Programs 
2. Gorski, P. C., & Swalwell, K. (2015). Equity Literacy for All. Educational Leadership, 72, 34-40. 
3. Michael, A. (2014). Raising Race Questions: Whiteness and Inquiry in Education. New York, NY: Teachers 

College Press. 
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4. Stevenson, H. C. (2014). Promoting racial literacy in schools: Differences that make a difference. New York: 

Teachers College Press. 
5. Twine, F. W. (2004). A white side of black Britain: The concept of racial literacy. Ethnic and Racial Studies, 27, 

878-907. 
6. Garrison, D. R., Cleveland-Innes, M., & Shing Fung, T. (2010). Exploring causal relationships among teaching, 

cognitive and social presence: Student perceptions of the community of inquiry framework. Internet and Higher 

Education, 13, 31-36. 
7. Guskey, T., & Yoon, K. (2009). What works in professional development? Phi Delta Kappan, 495-500 
8. Cochran-Smith, M., & Lytle, S. L. (2009). Inquiry as stance: Practitioner research for the next generation. Teachers 

College Press. 
9. Bruce, B. C., & Bishop, A. P. (2002). Using the web to support inquiry-based literacy development. Journal of 

Adolescent and Adult Literacy, 45, 706-714. 
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INQUIRY NOTEBOOK  

 

Inquiry Notebook Introduction  

 

 The Inquiry Notebook, for this ELP, was developed as a resource for teacher 

candidate participants, as this would be their first experience participating in an 

inquiry group process. The Inquiry Facilitator curated essential resources and 

materials that would be generally helpful to participants. The notebook featured 

information regarding the Inquiry Cycle, Teacher Action Research, Equity Literacy, 

Racial Literacy, Data Collection, Data Analysis, and Data Findings. These areas 

were chosen because they would provide valuable foundational knowledge to 

teacher candidates on the inquiry process, as well as base information on equity 

literacy and racial literacy ï major conceptual frameworks for the study. When I 

searched for resources to include, I chose materials based on their accessibility to a 

student teacher audience. With that in mind, I chose blog posts, written by credible 

authors, or articles from journals geared toward teachers. This Inquiry Notebook was 

crafted with future teachers in mind, so a plethora of examples were also included to 

support their journey into, and through, inquiry.  

Inquiry group members were encouraged to use their Inquiry Notebook as 

they progressed through the inquiry cycle, but it was not a mandatory research 

process resource. During the first inquiry group session, we took approximately 15 

minutes, before the meeting, for me to walk the participants through the resource, 
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providing detailed explanations of the notebook, information included, and 

answering any participant questions. The Inquiry Facilitator used this resource as a 

starting place for inquiry, and participants were referred back to specific materials, 

throughout the inquiry intervention term, when necessary. This notebook also served 

as a place to compile all of a teacher candidatesô individual data collection in a 

central location, in addition to its potential utility as a place to track their thoughts, 

analyses, and discoveries, over time.  
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What is Action Research? 

Action Research is a process in which participants examine their own educational 

practice systematically and carefully using the techniques of research.  It is based on the 

following assumptions: 

ω teachers and principals work best on problems they have identified for themselves; 

 

ω teachers and principals become more effective when encouraged to examine and assess their 

own work and then consider ways of working differently; 

ω teachers and principals help each other by working collaboratively; 

 

ω working with colleagues helps teachers and principals in their professional development. 

 

- Heidi Watts, Antioch Graduate School 
 

What Action Research Is Not 
 

1. It is not the usual things teachers do when they think about their teaching. Action Research is 

systematic and involves collecting evidence on which to base rigorous reflection. 

2. It is not just problem-solving. Action Research involves problem-posing, not just problem- 

solving. It does not start from a view of problems as pathologies. It is motivated by a quest to 

improve and understand the world by changing it and learning how to improve it from the 

effects of the changes made. 

3. It is not research on other people. Action Research is research by particular people on their own 

work to help them improve what they do, including how they work with and for others. Action 

Research does not treat people as objects. It treats people as autonomous, responsible agents 

who participate actively in making their own histories by knowing what they are doing. 

4. It is not the scientific method applied to teaching. Action Research is not just about hypothesis-

testing or about using data to come to conclusions. It is concerned with changing situations, not 

just interpreting them. It takes the researcher into view. Action Research is a systematically-

evolving process of changing both the researcher and the situations in which he or she works.  

The natural and historical sciences do not have this aim. 

- Henry and Kemmis 
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Five Phases of Action Research 

Phase I - Problem Identification : 

ω Why do you want to do it? Is it an important and practical problem, something worth your time 

and effort, something that could be beneficial to you, your students and others? 

ω Is the problem stated clearly and in the form of a question? Is it broad enough to allow for a 

range of insights and findings? Is it narrow enough to be manageable within your timeframe and 

your daily work? 

Phase II - Plan of Action 

ω Will you develop and implement a new strategy or approach to address your question? If so, 

what will it be? 

ω Will you focus your study on existing practices?  If so, which particular ones? 

 

ω What is an appropriate timeline for what you are trying to accomplish? 

 

Phase III - Data Collection 

ω What types of data should you try to collect in order to answer your question? 

 

ω How will you ensure that you have multiple perspectives? 

 

ω What resources exist and what information from others might be useful in helping you to frame 

your question, decide on types of data to collect, or to help you in interpreting your findings? 

Phase IV - Analysis of Data 

ω What can you learn from the data? What patterns, insights, and new understandings can you 

find? 

ω What meaning do these patterns, insights, and new understandings have for your practice? for 

your students? 

Phase V - Plan for Future Action 

ω What will you do differently in your classroom as a result of this study? 

 

ω What might you recommend to others? 

 

ω How will you write about what you have learned so that the findings will be useful to you and 

to others? 
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Starting Points 
 

ω Ask individuals to complete the "Starting Points" questions (see below). Tell them 

to think broadly about many areas for possible questions 

ω Go around the group one at a time and list on a flipchart all of the different areas that 

surface from this handout. 

ω Ask each person to take one of the areas from the flipchart (could be an idea of 

theirs or someone else's) and practice writing a question in that area. 

ω Go around the group, and one at a time, ask each person to read their question very 

slowly twice. The group should listen to the questions. Absolutely no comments are 

made after each question is read. 

ω Ask the group to generate characteristics, qualities, and guidelines for what makes a good 

action research question. 

1. I would like to improve... 

 

2. I am perplexed by... 

 

3. Some people are unhappy about... 

 

4. I'm really curious about... 

 

5. I want to learn more about... 

 

6. An idea I would like to try out in my class is... 

 

7. Something I think would really make a difference is... 

 

8. Some I would like to do to change is... 

 

9. Right now, some areas I'm particularly interested in are... 
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Data Collection: The 5 Ws and an H 
 

WHY are we collecting this data? 

 

ω What are we hoping to learn from the data? 

ω What are you hoping to learn from using this particular data collection strategy? 

ω Is there a match between what we hope to learn and the method we chose? 

 

WHAT exactly are we collecting? 

 

ω What different sources of data will allow us to learn best about this topic? 

ω What previously existing data can we use? 

ω How much data do we need to really learn about this topic? 

 

WHERE are we going to collect the data and for how long? 

 

ω Are there any limitations to collecting the data? 

ω What support systems need to be in place to allow for the data collection to occur? 

ω Are there ways to build data collection into the normal activities of the classroom? 

 

WHEN are we going to collect the data and for how long? 

 

ω Have we built into the plan collecting data at more than one point in time? 

ω Are there strategies we can use to easily observe and record data during class? 

ω Can you afford the time to gather and record data using the strategies you have selected? 

 

WHO is going to collect the data? 

 

ω Are there data which can be generated by students? 

ω Is there a colleague who can observe in your room or a student teacher who can assist with data 

collection? 

ω What can you do yourself without it being too overwhelming? 

 

HOW will data be collected and displayed? 

 

ω How will you collect and display the qualitative data? the quantitative data? 

ω What plan do you have for analyzing the data? 

ω To whom will you present what you have learned? 
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Writing Prompts for Classroom Action Researchers 

September 

 

Begin by visualizing what an observer might sense as they shadow you as you go about 

your work: the physical environment (sights, sounds, smells, arrangement of furniture, 

what hangs on the walls, from the ceilings); the interactions among individuals in the 

setting (students, teachers, administrators, support staff, and parents); and the activities 

(what are people doing.) Write about this now, and then revisit the vision of your work 

environment later in the year. 

October 

 

Write a story about an event or circumstance that illustrates the issue(s) you are 

interested in studying. 

 

November 

 

What question(s) would you have to answer to understand your issue 

better? 
 

December 

 

How do you get at the "real" issue that interests you, how do you peel back the layers to 

reveal the root causes of the condition/circumstance/situation you would like to change 

or better understand? 

 

January 

 

Think about the kinds of "evidence" that convince you that something is working...then 

answer: What data do I currently have about my students? What feedback do I have from 

parents, administrators, and others which will influence my thinking?  Where are the 

gaps?  What do I do with the data? 
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February 

 

How can I use the data I've collected to better understand my question? My issue? What do 

I do with the data? March 

 

What have I learned from the data I collected after reading through it, rereading it, 

looking for patterns, themes, curiosities? 

April  

 

How can I tell my story, what I have learned, to others? What parts do I leave in? What 

do I leave out? What form should I take?  Who are the others who 

might/should/could see what I have written? 

May 

 

Revisiting September's writing...what would an observer sense as they shadow you 

going about your work...the physical environment, the interactions among 

individuals and the activities. Compare this with your September entry.  How 

has the vision changed? How is it the same? 

Other 

 

What is the action in your action research? 
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Ideas for Your Final Write -Up 
 

ω Your name/what you do (district position) 

 

ω Background information (setting, population, school, class) 

 

ω Question (expectations, assumptions, evolution, if applicable) 

 

ω Why chose the question; (rationale).  What drew you to the question? 

 

ω Why important to you.  Educational philosophy, if applicable to question. 

 

ω Instruments used to collect data (surveys, questionnaires, etc.) 

 

ω Actual data (students' samples, quotes, voices; adult quotes; observations) 

 

ω Literature review/references (if used) 

 

ω Organization of data/analyzing data by themes, chronologically, by questions, by source 

 

ω Struggles (to arrive at question, to collect data, findings, etc.) 

 

ω Reflections on action research process, separate from the topic 

 

ω Changes you've gone through in the process; insights, inconsistencies 

 

ω Conclusions/findings; what I learned; interpretation 

 

ω Feelings, intuitions not encountered in the study 

 

ω Future directions; Where do I go from here?; impact; new questions; ideas for implementation 

changes in practice/perspective; recommendations 

ω Pictures 

 

Other thoughts: 

 

ω All write-ups should not/will not look alike. They will reflect not only the teacher and his/her 

particular style, but also the nature and context of the question. 

ω Remember you are telling a story. You can organize this chronologically, by themes, by data 

source (i.e.: students, parents, staff), or some other way.  It's up to you! 
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What Do Teacher Researchers Do? 
 

 

Teacher researchers... 

 

ω develop research questions based on their own curiosity about teaching and learning in 

their classrooms; 

ω examine their underlying assumptions about teaching and learning; 

 

ω systematically collect data from and with their students; 

 

ω share and discuss their data and research methodology with fellow teacher researchers; 

 

ω analyze and interpret their data with the support of their colleagues; 

 

ω write about their research; 

 

ω share their findings with students, colleagues, and members of the educational community; 

 

ω discuss with colleagues the relationships among practice, theory, and research; 

 

ω assume responsibility for their own professional growth. 

 
Source: Fairfax County Public Schools, Office of Research and Policy 

Analysis 
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Reasons to Do Action Research 
 

What works... 

 

ω To figure out a particular "how to" of teaching 

ω To demonstrate to principals, parents, students, ourselves that a teaching practice is useful 

 

Collegiality... 

 

ω To have time to talk about teaching with our colleagues 

ω To develop better overall relationships with our colleagues 

 

Personal/Professional Development... 

 

ω To be supported and pushed in our development as teachers 

ω To recognize that growth doesn't just happen, that often we need more formal structures in order 

to grow 

ω To enable teachers to engage in intellectual pursuits and become continuous learners 

Starting where we are... 

 

ω To start with the teacher that I am, not that someone else thinks I should be 

Consistency... 

 

ω To practice being a continuous learner, to live by what I am trying to help my students learn 

ω To connect teachers in different roles, schools, districts 

Challenging the norm... 

 

ω To create new forms of professional development 

ω To create new forms of research 

ω To construct knowledge with teachers at the center 

 
Robin Marion - Professor at National Louis University 
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Guidelines for Developing a Question 
 

 

1. One that hasn't already been answered 

 

2. Higher level questions which get at explanations, reasons, relationships. "How does...?", "What 

happens when...?" 

3. Not "Yes-No" question 

 

4. Everyday language; avoid jargon 

 

5. Not too lengthy; concise; doesn't have to include everything you're thinking 

 

6. Something manageable; can complete it 

 

7. Something do-able (in the context of your work) 

 

8. "Follow your bliss"; want to feel commitment to the question; passion 

 

9. Keep it close to your own practice; the further away you go, the more 

work it is 10.Should have tension; provides you an opportunity to stretch 

11.Meaningful to you; provides you a deeper understanding of the 

topic 12.Question leads to other questions 

Generated by one Madison Metropolitan School District Action Research Group 
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Techniques for Gathering Data 
 

 

1. Interviews with students, parents, teachers 

 

2. Checklists of skills, behaviors, abilities, movement, procedures, interactions, resources 

 

3. Portfolios of a range of work from students of different abilities around a particular topic; a 

representation of a total experience; a collection of documents for analysis 

4. Individual files of students' work (e.g., tapes, samples of work, art work, memos, photos of 

models/projects, reports), of students' opinions; of student attitudes, of students' experiences 

5. Diaries/journals written by teachers, students, parents, class groups, teachers 

 

6. Field notes/observation records - informal notes written by a teacher 

 

7. Logs of meetings, lessons, excursions, school expectations, material used 

 

8. Student-teacher discussion/interaction - records of comments and thoughts generated by 

students 

9. Questionnaires of attitudes, opinions, preferences, information 

 

10. Audiotapes of meetings, discussions in class or about data gathered, games, group work, 

interviews, whole class groups, monologues, readings, lectures, demonstrations 

11. Videotapes of classrooms, lessons, groups, demonstrations, a day in a school, lunch times 

 

12. Still photography of groups working, classrooms, faces, particular students over time, at fixed 

intervals in a lesson 

13. Time-on-task analysis of students, teachers; over a lesson, a day, a 

week 14.Case study - a comprehensive picture/study of a student or a group of 

students 
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A Process for Analyzing Your Data 
 

In using qualitative research, you will be collecting and analyzing at the same time. 

These processes inform each other.  Be open to new ways of thinking as you learn more 

from your data. 

1. Go through everything you have collected. Make notes as you go. 

 

2. Look for themes, patterns, big ideas. Key words and phrases can trigger themes. Determine 

these themes by your scan of the data, not on your preconceived ideas of what you think the 

categories are. 

3. Narrow the themes down to something manageable (3-5 of your most compelling and 

interesting). 

4. Go back through all of your data and code or label information according to the themes in order 

to organize your ideas. Some ideas may fit into more than one theme. Create sub-groups under 

each theme. 

5. Write continuously. Jot down what you are seeing, what questions are emerging, and what you 

are learning. Keep notes on those new ideas which are unanticipated. These may be findings or 

surprises which you had not planned. 

6. Review your information after it is coded/labeled to see if there is 

ω a frequency of certain items and/or 

ω powerful, interesting, unusual comments or behaviors which are of particular interest to you. 

This may be an incident which gives you a new insight, and it may be one of the most important 

to hold on to. 

7. Identify the main points which appear most frequently and are the most powerful. It will be hard 

to let go of some of your information, but it is important to sift through it. 

8. Write up your major points.  You can write them up by 

ω theme, 

ω chronologically, or 

ω the different modes you used for collecting information. 

9. Draw the information together to include some of the evidence which supports each of your 

themes. The reader should be able to draw conclusions based on the evidence you have 

presented. 
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What Are Some Effects of Teacher Research Projects? 

 

Some effects are: 

 

ω increased sharing and collaboration across departments, disciplines, and grade levels; 

 

ω increased dialogue about instructional issues and student learning; 

 

ω enhanced communication between teachers and students; 

 

ω improved performance of students; 

 

ω revision of practice based on new knowledge about teaching and learning; 

 

ω teacher-designed and initiated staff development; 

 

ω development of priorities for schoolwide planning and assessment efforts; 

 

ω contributions to the profession's body of knowledge about teaching and learning. 

 
Source: Fairfax County Public Schools, Office of Research and Policy Analysis 



 

256 

 

Descriptors of Action Research 
 

 

 

practical 

everyday 

life 

action-oriented 

evolving 

intuitive flexible 

narrative 

own words 

reflective 

process 

purposeful 

exploratory 

interpretive 

interactive 

holistic 

qualitative 

collaborative 

heuristic 

discovery 

descriptive 

accessible 

open-ended 

complex 

relevant 

practitioner's point of view 
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Guidelines for Data Collection 
 

 

Asking the right questions is the key skill in effective data 

collection. 
 

ω Be clear as to why you are collecting data. Formulate good questions that relate to the specific 

information needs of the project. 

ω Be clear about how you are going to use the data you collect. 

 

ω Design a process to collect data.  Our beliefs and values affect this selection process. 

 

ω Use the appropriate data analysis tools and be certain the necessary data are being collected. 

The data: 

ω must be accurate; 

ω should be useful; 

ω must not be too time consuming; and 

ω must be reliable enough to allow you to formulate hypotheses and develop strategies 

with confidence. 

ω Decide how much data is needed. Ask: 

 

ω what is an accurate sample size? 

ω for how long should the data be collected? 

ω Make sure that the data make your job easier. 

 

ω Use multiple sources of data to increase the believability of the findings.  Collect data from more 

than two sources or points of view, each which provides a unique justification with respect to 

relevant information about the situation. 

ω Present the data in a way that clearly communicates the answer to the question. 

 

ω Be aware that how you set up the situation influences the results. 

 

ω Review the data. Ask: 

 

ω do the data tell you what you intended? 

ω can you display the data as you intended? 
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ω Do not expect too much from data. Remember: 

 

ω data should indicate the answer to the question asked during the design of the collection 

process. 

ω you do not make inferences from the data that the data will not support. 

ω data don't stand alone. It's the meaning we apply to the data that is critical. "Data do not 

drive decisions; people do." 

ω the stronger the disagreements with the data, the bigger the learning potential. It is 

important to validate the different views and try to come up with a world view. 

ω Visually display the data in a format that can reveal underlying patterns. 

 

ω Look for patterns related to time or sequence as well as patterns related to differences in 

staff and other factors. 

ω Remember that your primary job is not data collection. No research method should interfere 

with your primary job. 

ω While good information is always based on data (the facts), simply collecting data does not 

necessarily ensure that you will have useful information. 

ω The key issue is not how do we collect data, but how do we generate useful information? 
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Guidelines for Analyzing Your Data 
 

 

ω Design a systematic approach to analyze your data. This may develop as you become more 

comfortable with what you are learning. 

ω Do not be afraid to let the data influence what you are learning as you go deeper with your 

analysis. 

ω Look for themes and patterns to emerge. Look for those unique ideas that you had not 

considered which may influence your thinking. 

ω Make sure that you are organizing your data based on what you are actually learning from the data, 

not on the assumptions you bring with you to your analysis. 

ω Don't censor the data, even if you don't like what you are learning. Include data that doesn't 

necessarily reflect change or growth. All of this is part of the learning experience and can still 

inform our practice. 

ω Go through your data several times.  New ideas will occur to you with a fresh perspective. 

 

ω Think about creating visual images of what you are learning. A grid, an idea map, a chart, or some 

visual metaphor are all possibilities to help make sense of the data and display a powerful 

presentation of your ideas. 

ω Write lots of notes to yourself (post-its work well) as you are sorting. This kind of reflection will 

help you as you step back and try to look at the big picture. 

ω Share your findings with a colleague.  Do new questions emerge from this discussion? 

 

ω Let the data influence you. Jot down ideas for actions you will take as a result of what you are 

learning. 
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Role of Participants in a Group 
 

 

ω The most important role of participants is to be good listeners and to ask the group 

member, who is talking about his or her study/research, good questions. The intent of 

these questions should be to open up new possibilities and new ways of thinking for 

the person who is sharing. 

ω If you, as a group member, have suggestions, new ideas, or solutions to offer...wait. If 

you jump in with the strategies that you think will work, you are not giving your 

colleagues the opportunity to own and explore their situations deeply. This is hard, but 

with practice, it becomes easier. 
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