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ABSTRACT

TORI AN ADEL WHITE
HIGHLY INFORMED, RARELY CONSULTED: HOW AFRICAN-AMERICAN HIGH 
SCHOOL GRADUATES DESCRIBE THEIR MOST INFLUENTIAL TEACHERS 
Under the Direction of ISMAIL GYAGENDA, Ph.D.

Students matter, and their voices matter, but they are rarely consulted about their 

learning experiences (Cook-Sather, 2002; Hattie, 2009, 2012; Howard, 2002, 2003; 

Kozol, 1991; Mitra, 2004). While the current educational agenda seeks to close 

achievement gaps across subgroups for graduation rates and standardized assessments, 

there is little discussion with students in underperforming subgroups about teaching that 

helps them learn best. African-American students’ voices become more critical to this 

discussion as the reported high school dropout rate for African-American students lags 

behind other subgroups (U.S. Department of Education, 2010a). Although there are 

sociopolitical challenges that undergird the narrative of underperformance of African- 

American students, there is a need to consult with high school graduates as experts who 

can provide feedback about teacher characteristics and teacher practices that supported 

their learning.

Drawing on the principle of student voice, this research investigated student

perspectives of influential teaching. Using a purposive sample of three African-American

high school graduates, the purpose of this study was to determine the teacher

xiii



characteristics and practices that had the greatest influence on the participants’ learning 

while in high school. This was a phenomenological study that utilized student 

questionnaires and semi-structured interviews to collect data. A constant comparison 

method of analysis (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) guided the analytic process.

Data analysis revealed the following influential teacher characteristics: a) 

passionate for the work, and b) relationship-driven. The results of the analysis also 

indicated the following influential teacher practices: a) providing varied forms of help, b) 

attending to student differences, c) challenging students with the future in mind, and d) 

maintaining consistency in structure and expectations. Collectively, these characteristics 

and practices define influential teaching from the participants’ perspectives.

Further research should explore the constructs of influential teaching through 

participants’ consideration of teachers in other grade bands. These constructs should be 

explored with larger participant samples of varying demographics that include a) 

ethnicity, b) academic history, c) grade band, and d) school context. Additionally, other 

research design methods could be used to conduct similar studies that maintain an 

emphasis on students’ verbal and/or written descriptions of their experiences.

xiv



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

Students matter. Our entire educational system exists for one purpose: to educate 

students. Without students, the enterprise of education would be lost and of no value. The 

U.S. Department of Education (USDOE, 2010b, 2010c) reported 74.3 million children 

and adults enrolled in U.S. public and private pre-kindergarten, elementary, secondary, 

and postsecondary institutions in 2008. Additionally, approximately five million teachers 

served these students within the same sectors during that year (USDOE, 2010d). This 

does not include support personnel, such as bus drivers, cafeteria workers, and other P-12 

district support personnel, and other postsecondary employees who help the school 

system to function. Also excluded in these statistics are the thousands of consultants and 

researchers who base their livelihood on the improvement o f the educational system and 

reform efforts.

Throughout history, the majority of reform efforts have hinged on improving the 

educational quality for all students. If students are such critical components for schooling, 

why are they often not consulted about the direction of institutions whose existence 

depends on their presence? While the U.S. educational system has relied heavily on 

experts, researchers agree that students have largely been omitted from the educational 

conversation and should be consulted about school improvement efforts (Cook-Sather,

1
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2002; Fullan, 2001; Howard, 2002; Kozol, 1991). There is no magic pill to cure the woes 

facing education, such as the achievement gap, student disengagement, and high school 

dropout rates. However, if invited, students may be able to offer insight on these and 

other phenomena that problematize education within this country. This is perhaps most 

pronounced at the secondary level.

The U.S. Department of Education (2010e) reported an 81% graduation rate for 

the public high school seniors who graduated in 2012. This figure represents the 

percentage of students who were ninth graders in 2008 and earned a high school diploma 

in 2012. While this graduation rate is the highest since 2003, one must consider the 

remaining one-fifth of students who did not graduate on time, dropped out of high school, 

or obtained a high school equivalency credential (USDOE, 2010e).

While the USDOE (201 Of) reported 467,419 and 605,674 high school graduates 

in 2012 for African-American and Hispanic students respectively, the data also suggests 

an event dropout rate of 6.7% and 6.0% for those respective groups. These dropout rates 

are only surpassed by the 7.3 percent of another minority group, American 

Indian/Alaskan Native, while White and Asian students’ dropout rates hover under 3 

percent (USDOE, 201 Of). This is significant when considering research findings that 

suggest a high school dropout experiences a lifetime earnings loss of $630,000 when 

compared to a high school graduate (Levin, Belfield, Muennig, & Rouse, 2007).

Why are these students dropping out? Many of the students have the answer. 

According to Gewertz (2006), high school dropouts described a lack of motivation and a 

lack of interesting classes as reasons for their departure from high school. Specifically,
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“Sixty-nine percent said they were not motivated or inspired to work hard. Nearly half 

said their classes were not interesting. Two-thirds said they would have worked harder if 

they had been challenged to do so” (Gewertz, 2006, p. 1). Despite this grim outlook,

Nieto (2004) offered hope that dialogue with students could influence students’ decisions 

to drop out: “. . .  student voices sometimes reveal the great challenges and even the deep 

pain young people feel when schools are unresponsive, cold places” (p. 420). This 

contention spawns the consideration of the possibility of dissonance between adults’ 

intent and students’ perceptions. Just as there are perceptive differences of school climate 

for administrators and teachers, there are likely differences in perceptions between 

teachers and students. Educators will not know unless they ask students; students’ 

responses could include surprising narratives.

While there are many factors outside of the school that may cause a student to 

drop out, tapping into these students’ voices—either before or after their departure— 

could be a mutually beneficial gesture. However, if  student feedback is generated, it must 

also be considered and visible within school improvement efforts. This is common 

practice in other places, such as the United Kingdom, Denmark, Chile, and Australia 

(Bahou, 2011), but it is largely absent in the United States. Perhaps student feedback 

would make the greatest difference if sought within the classroom. Researchers agree that 

students have the capability to articulate what helps or hinders their learning to 

teachers—if given the opportunity (Cook-Sather, 2002; Cushman, 2003; Fullan, 2001; 

Howard, 2002). Students are the essential components of schools, their operations, and 

their purpose for existence. If given the opportunity, students could engage in rich



dialogue with educators about school improvement efforts, but most importantly, about 

teacher behaviors that make the difference in their learning. Nieto (2004, p. 420) wrote, 

“Those who spend the most time in schools and classrooms are often given the least 

opportunity to talk . . .  students have important lessons to teach educators and we need to 

begin to listen to them more carefully.”

Theoretical and Conceptual Framework

The following section outlines the study’s theoretical and conceptual 

underpinnings. This study uses critical theory as a frame, and a social constructivist 

epistemology grounds the study. The concept of student voice is central to the inquiry, as 

well as the significance of learner context. Figure 1 is a graphic summary of the study’s 

theoretical and conceptual framework and includes the research design and data analysis 

method. The next section discusses a description of the model.

The model provides a preview of the first three chapters, including key 

descriptors regarding the theoretical framework, the methodological approach, three 

critical pieces of the problem, and epistemological perspectives upon which the study is 

built. A brief explanation of the graphic is necessary. Within the bounds of the frame, 

critical theory (Freire, 1970) appears, denoting the study’s theoretical framework. The 

next section will discuss it more in-depth. The boundaries of the frame communicate the 

study’s methodological approaches. The selected research design was phenomenology 

(Moustakas, 1994; Van Manen, 1990), and the study used constant-comparison analysis 

(Glaser & Strauss, 1967) to determine results. The third chapter discusses both. The 

funnel includes three elements that constitute the current challenges that justify the need
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for this study, each related to one another. The review of literature is organized around 

these three challenge areas, and they come together to form this study. This study is built 

upon a social constructivist epistemology (Piaget, 1955; Vygotsky, 1978; Wood, Bruner, 

& Ross, 1976), and the importance of context is a significant conceptual underpinning. 

The following section discusses them as well.

PHENOMENOLOGICAL DESIGN

Need to  
improve HS 

experience of 
A frican 

American
, students

Need to  access 
African- 

Amerfcan 
stu d en t voice

Need to  examine 
influential 

teaching practices 
for African- 

American learners

< ^ ~ THIS STUDyJ ^ )  

Sudiat C e m tro c tra s t 
Epistemology 4

Content

CONSTANT COMPARISON ANALYSIS

Figure I. Study Framework
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Critical Theory

Largely framed by critical theory, this study finds its roots in the salient work of 

theorist Paulo Freire. In his seminal work, Pedagogy o f  the Oppressed, Freire (1970) 

offered a suitable argument for accessing and using students’ perspectives as an 

emancipator act from “oppression”: “Critical and liberating dialogue, which presupposes 

action, must be carried on with the oppressed at whatever the stage of their struggle for 

liberation (p. 65).

According to Freire (1970), students are “oppressed” largely because they have 

been subjected to a banking model of education rather than a problem-posing model. 

Given the research that highlights the significant absence of student voice in school and 

instructional improvement (Cook-Sather, 2002; Hattie, 2009, 2012; Howard, 2002, 2003; 

Kozol, 1991; Mitra, 2004), one can ascertain students’ oppression within current trends in 

schooling. “Critical and liberating dialogue” allows the dialogue to be uninhibited “in 

accordance with historical conditions and the level at which the oppressed perceive 

reality” (Freire, 1970, p. 65). The juxtaposition of African-Americans with a historical 

narrative filled with truths and untruths about them as learners and people can offer their 

rich perceptions of what good teaching is to them (their reality). The resulting dialogue 

can be mutually liberating. Such liberation involves redefining existing power 

structures—not to create chaos, but to engage all school participants at higher levels. The 

next section outlines the study’s epistemological position.

Social constructivist epistemology. Grounded within a social constructivist 

epistemology, this study sought the perspectives o f African-American high school
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graduates about the teacher who had the greatest impact on their learning. While many

theorists are associated with components of social constructivism (Piaget, 1955;

Vygotsky, 1978; Wood, Bruner & Ross, 1976), Oldfather and West (1999) offered a

succinct definition: “Social constructivism is a particular view of knowledge, a view of

how we come to know. In this view, learning is constructed through interactions with

other, which take place within a specific socio-cultural context” (p. 8). This study’s

research questions focus on how the identified teachers helped the African-American

participants “come to know” within their classrooms. More broadly, this study’s

epistemological roots span to the selection of a research design. During the data analysis

process, I, as the researcher, would “come to know” the perspectives of the participants,

which have been (and continue to be) shaped by their experiences. When consulted,

students provide us with insight about how they interpret teacher practices and

dispositions as helpful or harmful to their learning. With an aligned epistemology from

almost two decades ago, Duckworth (1996) supports this study’s intent, particularly with

respect to the selected sample:

Curriculum, assessment, teacher education programs—and all of our teaching— 
must seek out, acknowledge, and take advantage of all the pathways that people 
might take to their understanding. We cannot plan for “the logical sequence” 
through a set of ideas, especially if we want schools to make sense for students 
whose backgrounds differ from our own. We must find ways to structure subject 
matter so as to enable learners to get at their thoughts about it. Then we must take 
those thoughts seriously, and set about helping students to pursue them in greater 
breadth and depth. This is the way to capture the intelligence of all our students, 
so we do not lose one-half, three-quarters, nine-tenths of the youngsters in our 
schools, (p. xii)

In light of Duckworth’s (1996) salient work, this study aimed to engage 

African-American high school graduates in reflective inquiry about what worked
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or did not work for them. When members of the educational community attune to

educational practice through students’ eyes, a mutually beneficial dialogue

emerges rather than a misguided monologue. The next section describes the

significance of context as a component of the conceptual framework.

Context and learning. Jonassen (1998) also added a salient view on the

importance of contextual factors of learning and schooling, particularly with regard to the

reform efforts we see within the field of education:

Throughout the history of instructional design and technology, projects have 
failed most often because of poor implementation. Why? Because the designers or 
technology innovators failed to accommodate environmental and contextual 
factors affecting implementation. Frequently, they tried to implement their 
innovation without considering important physical, organizational, and cultural 
aspects o f the environment in which the innovation was being implemented, (p. 
230)

Essentially, each educational setting is unique, in ways that Jonassen (1998) designated 

(physically, organizationally, and culturally) because the organisms that affect change are 

different: they are people.

This study places great emphasis on the contextual factors associated with the 

learning of African-American students, as these contextual elements will filter into their 

descriptions of their learning experiences. This includes the non-school factors, known as 

cultural referents, students bring into the learning situation. Dilworth and Brown (2001) 

described the importance of understanding the multiple factors that affect teachers’ 

ability to develop the knowledge, skills, and abilities of their students. State and local 

policies, curricula, and school-based organization and operations have a critical effect on
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how teachers provide instruction within their classrooms and how they help students 

navigate through challenges they face.

Student Voice

The same three reasons for reorganizing the secondary school curriculum in 1918 

are relevant for today’s current reform efforts: changes in society, changes in school 

population, and changes in educational theory (National Education Association, 1918). 

These efforts call for new, innovative means of addressing school issues; student voice is 

one of them. Thus, this researcher contends that schools should be places where students 

have the opportunity to communicate their perceptions of the schooling and teaching 

processes, offer feedback, and defend their arguments in a democratic, participatory 

manner. When students and educators collaborate in school and instructional 

improvement, schools benefit because educator hypotheses about schooling practices 

juxtapose against students’ honest perceptions and interpretations of these practices. In a 

North American study by Mitra (2001), teachers “were struck by the difference it made 

having students interpret the focus group data rather than adults alone. Having . . .  

students at the table ensured adults understood the issues students felt were most 

important” (p. 302).

While U.S. research community does not use student voice frequently, it appears 

that other countries have actualized its use. Bahou (2011) reported evidence of student 

voice work in Denmark, New Zealand, and Chile. This is ironic since the predominant 

student voice 21st century scholars in the research literature include Allison Cook-Sather, 

Tyrone Howard, Kathleen Cushman, and Dana Mitra from the United States; Julia
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Flutter, Donald McIntyre, and Jean Ruddock from the United Kingdom; and Michael 

Fullan and Michael Fielding from Canada.

Throughout history, schools have not permitted the recommended collective effort 

of students as a key component of the school environment’s direction, and the mutual 

benefits have been lost. According to Mitra (2004), student voice movements occurred 

sporadically in the 1960s and early 1970s, as student power movements created the 

opportunity for decision-making at the school and classroom levels. Beginning in the 

mid-1970s, however, the role of students as decision makers declined, as the U.S. entered 

a heightened era of reform and the quest for excellence instigated by the 1983 publication 

of the Nation at Risk. In the early 1990s, there was a reemergence of the topic, as 

educators and social critics noticed that many school reform and standardization efforts 

did not include the perspectives of students. In fact, Kozol (1991) stated, “The voices of 

children...have been missing from the whole discussion” (p. 5).

Cook-Sather (2006) also referenced the student voice pioneers of Rudduck, 

Chaplain, and Wallace (1996) from the United Kingdom who each contributed to the 

field that needed student input on school improvement efforts. Another instance, 

according to Bahou (2011), was the 1989 advocacy of student voice initiatives through 

policy decisions at the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). 

Because of policy decisions like those passed by the UNCRC, there has been debate over 

the extent to which student voice should become a thread in the existing power structures 

of schools. Additionally, Cook-Sather (2006) offered the negative aspects of student 

voice work by warning against student tokenism, manipulation, and practices not
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matching rhetoric. Ultimately, when soliciting students’ voices, there must be some level 

of educator obligation to engage in improvement that considers student recommendations 

and perspectives.

It is noteworthy to consider that the solicitation of the honest feedback of students 

may be difficult for school staff to accept. In another study from the United Kingdom by 

Cruddas (as cited in Fielding, 2004), one female secondary school student with 

behavioral difficulties communicated her disdain about her teachers’ behaviors: “It’s the 

way they [the teachers] talk to us. We’re not dirt you know” (p. 303). How will teachers 

know the impact of their words if they do not ask students?

Regardless of the discomfort encountered when faced with student criticism, there 

is evidence to suggest that students’ academic outcomes improved when teachers valued 

student voice and students’ suggestions aided their teachers in the improvement of 

classroom curriculum and instruction (Oldfather, 2002). Students benefit because they 

develop a greater sense of self-efficacy and value in the educational process as co

participants in improvement efforts (Armstrong, 2006). Decisions are not done to them, 

but they are constructed with them. Further, with recommended parameters, opportunities 

for student voice widen the scope of democratic participation in decision-making (Biesta, 

2007).

While general school improvement initiatives offer rich opportunity for student 

input, Mitra (2004) emphasized the significance of conversations that target curriculum 

and instruction. Regardless of political agendas, it is sensible for schools and teachers to 

gain students’ perspectives on instructional practice. In current higher education settings,
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student feedback is prevalent and supported by key scholars in the field. Brookfield 

(1995) suggested that teachers should not be too hasty to withhold their thoughts on a 

problem or topic in hopes that this omission will stimulate student responses. When 

consulting with students, he found that this withholding of information was interpreted as 

a sign of trickery and mistrust because students are not willing to take a risk in making 

their responses (Brookfield, 1995). Hence, students can clearly describe hindrances to the 

classroom dynamics and how learning progresses when risks are addressed. Brookfield’s 

(1995) work supports students’ ability to ascertain classroom hindrances with the critical 

incident questionnaire (CIQ). The CIQ is a student feedback tool that teachers can use to 

reflect upon their own teaching. Moreover, most universities have some form of course 

evaluation that solicits feedback from the students regarding teacher and instructional 

practices.

A few significant contributions to the literature illuminate the merit o f students’ 

feedback to inform instruction at the high school level. Cushman’s 2003 text, Fires in the 

Bathroom: Advice fo r  Teachers from High School Students, is among the most authentic 

21st century texts that communicate students’ perspectives and recommendations on 

teaching from high school students. Using a diverse student population, Cushman (2003) 

provided brief recommendations for the artful and scientific, methodical aspects of 

teaching, and she and her co-researchers offer suggestions when teaching specific high 

school subjects.

Cook-Sather (2009) wrote the canonical text, Learning from the Student's 

Perspective: A Sourcebook for Effective Teaching, to move this field of inquiry forward.
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Not only does this work offer explicit suggestions on soliciting feedback in an equitable 

solicitation of student perspectives on various school and instructional improvement 

efforts, it also makes a salient point regarding the link between student voice practice and 

educational theory. While student perspectives are articulated using their words, 

indicating the significance of meaningful relationships and curricular relevance, there are 

also theoretical underpinnings that point to constructivist, critical, feminist, and equity 

principles (Cook-Sather, 2009). Thus, there is great opportunity to develop inquiry in any 

of these research paradigms, such as the perspectives o f students from diverse 

backgrounds.

Effective Teaching as Influential Teaching

There is no singular definition for effective teaching. In fact, one of this study’s 

aims is to determine how African-American high school graduates construct their own 

meaning of influential teaching. However, the varied definitions and connotations of the 

term effective teaching are based largely upon the pervasive ideology within education 

today that derives from the current process-product political agenda: what “works” is 

what gets results. Though an overemphasis on quantitative determinations of 

“effectiveness” (or even influence) is pervasive in our current accountability landscape, 

this research offers an opportunity to provide a different perspective. This study gives rise 

to the need for researchers to use qualitative modes of inquiry to investigate stakeholders’ 

perceptions of teaching in order to capture what data and statistics absorb. More 

importantly, it reflects a more democratic approach to education and school improvement 

by inviting students to join the conversation about what practices influence their learning
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most. The variety of educational settings around the world provides ripe opportunities in 

the field for the generation of meaningful dialogue of ways instruction can improve 

within individual contexts. This includes widening the scope of who determines 

effectiveness, as well as looking in neglected places for answers.

Also pertinent is the current major research project sponsored by the Gates 

Foundation (2010). Known as the Measures of Effective Teaching, the researchers seek 

to determine the latest findings regarding effective teaching across multiple grade levels. 

According to the Gates Foundation policy brief (2010), the project’s “goal is to help build 

fair and reliable systems for teacher observation and feedback to help teachers improve 

and administrators make better personnel decisions” (p. 3). This project includes 3,000 

teachers from select urban districts, as well as a survey that seeks student feedback. 

Developed and refined by Harvard University’s Ronald Ferguson, the Tripod Survey 

assesses teachers on seven constructs (7Cs) of effective teaching from the perspectives of 

students. The 7 Cs include care, control, clarify, challenge, captivate, confer, and 

consolidate. Initial analysis from the policy brief indicates that students can identify 

effective teaching practices, and, using the students’ perception data, the most predictive 

qualities for teachers were control over the classroom and the challenge o f  rigorous work 

(Gates Foundation, 2010). The preliminary findings of this work reflect promise for the 

context of this study because they affirm a need to address student perceptions 

concerning teaching practice.
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Statement of the Problem 

The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) spawned a new era in American 

educational settings. One positive consequence of the era is a new sense o f urgency for 

schools to monitor and be responsible for all students’ achievement, including students 

from ethnic minority and economically disadvantaged backgrounds. Unfortunately, this 

responsibility has often transferred into a watered-down, test preparation curriculum 

filled with ubiquitous drill-and-practice methods and little critical thinking skills 

instruction for these students, while their more affluent counterparts engage in curricula 

and schooling that prepare students for postsecondary educational opportunities. Through 

an overemphasis on high-stakes assessments and data, the legislation has relied too 

heavily on researchers’ quantitative definitions of student achievement, successful 

schools, and effective teaching practices. The Measures of Effective Teaching Project 

(Gates Foundation, 2010) provided research on a multi-dimensional view of effective 

teaching; however, it uses a quantitative analysis to achieve this aim. Hence, there is a 

need for a more balanced definition of these terms. Since research suggests that teachers 

are the most important factor in student achievement (Gordon, Kane, & Staiger, 2006; 

Marzano, Pickering, & Pollock, 2001; Wong, 1998), a reconsideration of effective 

teaching is important.

Research suggests that this process must include individuals erroneously absent 

from educational reform conversation: students (Cook-Sather, 2002; Cushman, 2003). 

Ironically, postsecondary institutions have left secondary institutions behind in this area. 

Most institutions offer teacher evaluation surveys for students to rate their instructors in a
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variety of areas. The assumption is that frequent use of surveys gauge students’ 

perspectives of the university teacher as a means of instructional improvement and 

institutional quality control. It is a severe tragedy that this practice is not a fundamental 

component of high school improvement efforts as a means of developing a multi

dimensional data analysis framework with regard to classroom instruction. The need for 

multiple perspectives is supported in the proposed blueprint for the Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act reauthorization, which “would require that states create 

definitions of [teacher] effectiveness developed in collaboration with teachers, principals, 

and other stakeholders” (Winters, 2010, intro.).

Furthermore, legislation known as the Effective Teaching and Leading Act, 

drafted in October 2011, proposed systems that “represent a rigorous and transparent 

teacher and principal evaluation system based on multiple criteria, including student 

achievement and classroom practice” (Association for Supervision and Curriculum 

Development, 2011, para. 3). It appeared the negative consequences of NCLB and 

intense pressures on principals and teachers gave rise to legislation that would provide a 

more balanced view of educator performance. With this shift toward multiple measures 

of performance, it behooves educators to consider previously untapped sources of data to 

improve schools, particularly those populations who have historically underperformed in 

U.S. schools, such as African-American students. While Howard (2002) addresses a 

cross-section of elementary and secondary African-American school students, he writes, 

“This study did not examine high school students’ descriptions of effective teaching. The 

degrees of maturity and complex insights that older students have of their school



17

experience, their interpretations of teachers are desperately needed in the professional 

literature” (p. 441).

Consequently, there is a place for African-American high school students’ 

perceptions of teacher effectiveness. African-American students’ voices become more 

critical as the reported high school dropout rate for African-American students is twice 

the dropout rate for their white counterparts (U.S. Department of Education, 2010a). 

Further, it is important to understand that the role of race and its cultural capital are 

important to know in schooling, teaching, and learning experiences because they 

influence behavior, especially in teaching and learning experiences. Failure to 

acknowledge the impact of race on learning can affect one’s ability to make a difference 

in student learning. As Ladson-Billings (1994, p. 33) stated, “If teachers pretend not to 

see students’ racial and ethnic differences, they really do not see the students at all and 

are limited in their ability to meet their educational needs.” Having completed 13 years 

of schooling, African-American high school recent graduates are a rich data source 

because they are in a position to provide insights and reflect adequately about what works 

and what does not work in the schooling process. In particular, they can describe the 

teachers in whose classrooms they learned most, and they can articulate what practices 

helped them learn and understand curricula more fully. Their perspectives can provide a 

different lens to view effective teaching.
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Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to use African-American high 

school graduates’ perspectives to describe their most influential teachers in a 

metropolitan Atlanta school district.

Research Questions 

There are two research questions for this study:

1. According to African-American high school graduates, what were the most 

influential teaching practices from their high school learning experiences?

2. What characteristics did African-American high school graduates use to 

identify the high school teacher who had the greatest influence on their 

learning?

Limitations, Assumptions, and Design Controls

One limitation of this study is its context. There were unique characteristics to the 

school district in which the study takes place that might inherently affect the study’s 

findings. Due to the nature of qualitative research, it is not the intent to generalize the 

findings, and this researcher did not attempt to make such claims. Another limitation of 

the study is its participants. While it is the position of this researcher that student 

perspectives must be considered to contribute to continuous improvement of school, the 

participants’ individual biases and interpretation of interview questions limit this study.

The primary assumption made for this research is that participants readily 

provided responses for each of the questions presented by the researcher. Additionally, 

the researcher assumed that participants could vividly recall some elements of classroom



19

experiences, as some questions focused on specific aspects of teaching and learning 

references in classroom activities and lessons.

Definition of Terms

It was necessary to define relevant key terms for the study. When appropriate, 

these definitions concur with definitions from cited research because the researcher 

interpreted them as such.

Critical theory describes teaching and learning practices and educational theory 

designed to raise learners' critical consciousness regarding oppressive social conditions 

(Freire, 1970)

Dropout rate refers to the event dropout rate, which describes the percentage of 

public school students in grades 9 through 12 who dropped out of school between one 

October and the next (USDOE, 2010a).

Economically disadvantaged describes the student subgroup that represents 

students who qualify for free or reduced lunch within a school.

Influential teaching is teaching that uses teacher passion and caring relationships 

to a) provide varied forms of help; b) attend to student differences; c) challenge students 

with the future in mind; and d) provide consistency in structure and expectations. In 

addition, influential teaching can be assessed most authentically using student voice.

Graduation rate represents the averaged freshman graduation rate, which 

provides an estimate of the percentage of students who receive a regular diploma within 

four years of entering ninth grade. The rate uses aggregated student enrollment data to



20

estimate the size of an incoming freshman class and aggregated counts o f the number of 

diplomas awarded four years later (USDOE, 2010a).

Phenomenology is a research methodology described by Moustakas (1994) as 

“evidence . . .  derived from first-person reports of life experiences. In accordance with 

phenomenological principles, scientific investigation is valid when the knowledge sought 

is derived through descriptions that make possible an understanding of the meanings and 

essences of experience” (p. 84).

Student voice in this study refers to any activity that allows students the 

opportunity to provide input on the direction of their schooling experience. The work of 

this field includes student commentary on teaching, learning, and schooling. It also refers 

to the solicitation of students, listening to students, and action based on students’ 

feedback as a part of the educational community (Cook-Sather, 2006).

Summary

As highlighted within the research problem, African-American high school 

dropout rates double the dropout rates of their White counterparts (USDOE, 2010a). 

Inherent in this difference is a historical gap in student performance between these two 

groups. Therefore, this study sought African-American students’ perspectives on 

effective teaching in order to determine what practices work successfully for students 

within this specific context. There is value in combining students’ perspectives with those 

of teachers, administrators, and researchers to examine the similarities and tensions. 

Hence, a critical theory theoretical framework organizes this study. This study intended 

to begin rich conversations to broaden the boundaries of the educational community by
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considering multiple perspectives and roles that educators and students play within the 

school context. Further, it sought to make rigid power divisions more flexible by opening 

communication between two of the most critical entities within school systems: teachers 

and students.



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

The advent of No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 has generated legislation 

requiring multiple methods to provide evidence of effective teaching practices in the 

United States. The majority of these methods consist of quantitative instruments that fail 

to represent the major stakeholders in the public education system: the students. When 

considering the fact that the dropout rate for African-American students is double that of 

White students (USDOE, 2010a), it is logical to acknowledge that the addition of 

qualitative studies involving the voices of African-American students are needed in order 

to understand their perceptions of influential teachers and the role of race in the public 

education system. However, including the voices of students is rare in school reform 

efforts.

This chapter presents a review of the literature on effective teaching, referred to 

as influential teaching in this study. In addition, it contains a discussion of the rationales 

for including student voice in educational reform. The chapter begins with a historical 

discussion of the high school curriculum. Next, the chapter addresses educational 

reforms. Following that is an investigation of the research of influential teaching 

practices. Finally, there is an examination of student voice and motivation. Throughout 

the discussion, the lenses of critical theory and social constructivism are used to 

investigate the effect of context and race.

22
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African-American students’ perspectives framed this study contextually. High 

school is the selected school grade band due to the graduation rate lag that persists for 

African-Americans. However, the graduation rate lag does not find its root cause 

independently within the social construct of race. The complexity of the high school as a 

system has challenges that impede the performance of many students, not just African- 

American students. Some of these challenges are curricular or instructional in nature. 

Hence, a brief review of the historical perspective of U.S. high schools is relevant to this 

study.

The High School Curriculum: Past and Present 

Current trends in today’s high schools have historical antecedents, many of which 

offered little opportunity for students’ input or participation in school decisions. This 

section presents a history of high school curriculum changes in America. Emphasized are 

the debates over curriculum and the impact upon African-American students.

Industrial vs. Classical Education for African Americans

Booker T. Washington believed that manual labor, hard work, and spiritual 

fortitude would lead to racial uplift for African-Americans (Aldridge, 2009). After 

founding Tuskegee Institute in Alabama, he met the challenge of inadequate resources 

head-on by using students to build and maintain the school campus, thereby enforcing a 

focus on “discipline, work ethic, and vocational skills necessary to earn a living” 

(Aldridge, 2009, p. 27). In essence, Washington perceived industrial education as the best 

means of educating African-American people for the reality of the early 20th century.

Two core ideas exist within Washington’s argument: a) education should meet the needs
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of current society and (b) education should provide pupils with employability skills. It is 

important to note that while Washington viewed vocational education as a priority, he did 

not shun classical education. In fact, he hired classically trained instructors and argued 

that liberal education was useful within the larger context of vocational curriculum.

Washington’s critics viewed his philosophy as “accommodationist”, for they 

interpreted his emphasis on vocational education as a means of denying African- 

Americans’ rights to an education with more options. In addition, many thought that he 

placed too much faith in the potential for vocational education to solve the social, 

economic, and political issues for African-Americans. Perhaps Washington’s most well 

known critic was W. E. B. Du Bois, who believed “education should help train Blacks to 

engage in the struggle for democracy and equality . . . .  The battle for equality would 

occur in the courts, in classrooms, in science and in the arts” (Aldridge, 2009, p. 28). 

Viewing education as an opportunity to influence policy during a time of harsh injustice 

for African-American people, Du Bois advocated for a classical/liberal education that 

would allow African-Americans to engage in the scholarly conversations with White 

intellectuals. At the core of his argument, Du Bois wanted to use the obvious objects of 

political power as his greatest resource to combat injustice, and he assumed that 

accessing greater academic knowledge would provide the greatest opportunity to reach 

change. Suggesting the notion of the “Talented Tenth,” Du Bois believed that a class of 

African-American, educated individuals would be able to use their newfound knowledge 

to navigate the treacherous terrain of social injustice and uplift the entire race. In order to 

revere the culture heritage of African-Americans, he argued that African-Americans
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grappled with a “psychic duality and double-consciousness in which Blacks were 

potentially tom between their Black identity and their American identity” (Aldridge,

2009, p. 28). This notion of duality in America finds its educational descendants in the 

topics of identity theory for African-Americans youth and the equating of academic 

achievement with “acting white” (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986).

At the root of the argument among these scholars is the notion of educational aims 

for context, particularly for high school students. Washington’s argument for a utilitarian 

education stemmed from his belief that vocational training of African-Americans would 

increase their employability and allow them greater access to financial resources. This 

was most likely an attempt by Washington to make education useful for his people at that 

time. The dualistic view of school curriculum and the polarized debate over industrial and 

classical curricula within the African-American scholarly community embodied the 

conversation between the two most crucial high school curriculum reform models in at 

the start of the 20th century: The Report of the Committee of Ten and the development of 

The Seven Cardinal Principles of Secondary Education.

The Report of the Committee of Ten (National Education Association, 1894) was 

an impetus in the shift from emphasis on vocational education to classical education, as 

university scholars recommended a rigorous college preparatory curriculum for all 

students with four courses of study. Schiro (2008) referred to this approach as a scholar- 

academic ideology, in which the learning of academic content, usually through a lecture- 

style instructional method, is the greatest priority. With the advent of the high school 

elective systems, students had the opportunity to choose electives based on their goals



26

and interests, although the system was deceptively permanent based on students’ initial 

decisions (Urban & Wagoner, 2009).

Opposition to this approach in favor of a more diversified, practical curriculum 

that advocated preparation for the workforce arose from various individuals, including 

high school students, their parents, and executives (Urban & Wagoner, 2009). In fact, 

Urban and Wagoner (2009) asserted many of the guidance programs and standardized 

tests used to place students in their “proper” (p. 238) curricular tracks were camouflaged 

tactics of classism and racism. This assertion derives from the fact that, typically, the 

academic tracks consisted of upper and middle-class students, and lower-class students 

disproportionately populated the vocational track.

The birth of the comprehensive high school, which offered a differentiated 

curriculum with academic, commercial, and vocational foci, was a result of another 

National Education Association (NEA) report, the Cardinal Principles of Secondary 

Education (Urban & Wagoner, 2009). This report designated seven objectives of a high 

school education: “health, command of fundamental process, worthy home membership, 

vocation, citizenship, worthy use of leisure and ethical character” (National Education 

Association, 1918, p. 26). Interestingly, the document cited three reasons for reorganizing 

the secondary school curriculum that are relevant today: (a) changes in society; (b) 

changes in school population; and (c) changes in educational theory (NEA, 1918). Using 

preparation for adult life as its primary aim, the core of the comprehensive high school 

reorganization was grounded in a social efficiency ideology that sought to “identify
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strengths and weaknesses of students and then fit them into their appropriate social and 

vocational roles” (Urban & Wagoner, 2009, p. 272).

John Dewey, an influential American educational philosopher and reformer, 

criticized the American school curriculum. He saw America’s dichotomous aims as 

tension between educating for labor or for leisure. According to Fishman and McCarthy’s 

(1998) analysis, Dewey viewed the typical presentation content within vocational training 

courses as impractical and disconnected. Additionally, Dewey conceived liberal arts, in 

its original form, as a grandiose showcase, lacking the intent to liberate the learner. 

Inherently, in Dewey’s view, America was providing a dualistic education, poorly 

designed, and orchestrated for what was a supposedly democratic society. Dewey 

suggested a solution for the dually principled system of education in the United States: 

use vocational and academic curricula tools for addressing pressing social problems. 

Current Legislation

The launching of the Soviet satellite Sputnik in 1957 ushered the U.S. into the 

technological age and began a campaign to connect student performance with national 

security, as student intelligence was an indicator of technological advancement and 

military intelligence (Urban & Wagoner, 2009). This notion of global competition was 

instrumental in the development of the groundbreaking No Child Left Behind legislation. 

It continues today as schools implement the Common Core State Standards Initiative 

(CCSSI).

The advent of the Common Core State Standards places greater emphasis on 

college and career readiness and shifts in curriculum, instruction, and assessment
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required to help students master designated standards. In general, the perception of the 

U.S. high school as the predominant preparer for society, whether through college or 

career readiness, remains. The CCSSI logo’s tagline reads, “Preparing America’s 

Students for College & Career” (Corestandards.org, 2011) The CCSSI website describes 

the initiative as a state-led effort coordinated by the National Governors Association 

Center for Best Practices (NGA Center) and the Council of Chief State School Officers 

(CCSSO). Additionally, individuals from Achieve, Inc., ACT, the College Board, the 

National Association of State Boards of Education, and the State Higher Education 

Executive Officers served as advisory experts for the Initiative’s development 

(Corestandards.org, 2011). To date, 44 states have adopted the Common Core State 

Standards.

The CCSSI is a bold curriculum reform effort to reshape the “output” or

“product” of our U.S. high schools. Major shifts in English include a gradual increase in

text complexity at the secondary level and higher Lexile grade-level determinations.

Moreover, according to the CCSSI website (Corestandards.org, 2011),

Evidence shows that the complexity of texts students are reading today does not 
match what is demanded in college and the workplace, creating a gap between 
what high school students can do and what they need to be able to do. (para. 10)

In mathematics, the new Standards for Mathematics Practice articulate a vision

for what the CCSSI mathematics teachers and students should be doing, with an emphasis

on building an argument with evidence. Expectations are for students to solve a greater

amount of open-ended problems and justify their position with a written argument as well

as mathematical representation. Across the content areas, defending a position and
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supporting arguments with evidence will be a key interdisciplinary learning goal for 

students. This curriculum reform effort has key implications for instruction and 

assessment.

Students’ ability to solve social problems, as recommended by Dewey, is a key 

bridge to the possibilities of student voice in today’s high school. This conversation 

speaks entirely to the historical issue of tracking and dualistic educational aims at the 

high school level. This is not a new conversation in the literature for high schools since it 

dates back to the Committee of Ten Report (NEA, 1894), the rebuttal from the Seven 

Cardinal Principles of Education (NEA, 1918), and the classical-vocational education 

debate between Booker T. Washington, W. E. B. DuBois, and other African-American 

pioneers. When the current discussion about the Common Core Standards is considered, 

Dewey’s vision for educational aims and the required instruction is both suitable and 

pertinent.

Considerations for Reform

The (under)education of African-American students in the U.S. The story of

African-American students’ education in the U.S., often painted with a grim, gloomy

brush, emphasizes shortfalls and underperformance. Tillman (2009) argued:

Current discourse and practice regarding the education of African-Americans in 
this country is often framed in deficit perspectives about underqualified teachers, 
ineffective leadership and administration, poor student test scores . . .  high 
dropout rates, poor college-going rates, and the likelihood that they will end up in 
prison, (p. xi)

Referencing the work of Joyce King, Tillman (2009) asserted that these issues and their 

possible solutions should be at the forefront of policymakers’ minds along with the
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development of standards, accountability measures, and resource distribution with 

schools. Making a bold contention, Tillman (2009) claimed, “Our African-American 

children are being held hostage in these dysfunctional, resource-starved school systems” 

(p. xi).

There is great debate over the impact of NCLB on African-American students, 

with particular emphasis/discrepancy on the idea of intent versus reality. There is 

agreement that NCLB has brought attention to the performance disparity between racial, 

ethnic, socioeconomic, and exceptional population subgroups (Tillman, 2009). According 

to Hilliard (2007):

We are well into the NCLB initiative, and I cannot see how we could call the 
results achieved as anything more than a miserable failure. Since NCLB, United 
States academic achievement is actually down, expectations are down, and the 
promise for the future may soon be down as well. (p. 17)

Internal and External Influences

Oliva (2009) considered the media as a possible culprit for the “widespread

dissatisfaction with the public schools” (p. 45) that provokes parents’ requests for reform

in curriculum, instruction, and programming. Wilcox and Angelis (2011) linked the

systems of and within high schools to chaotic systems, studied by mathematicians and

scientists and influenced by both internal and external forces. External to the school are

district bureaucracy, mandates, and agendas; external to the district are state and federal

bureaucracies, mandates, and agenda. Thus, these systems are external to the school

leaders and outside of their locus of control.

Hannay, Smeltzer Erb, and Ross (2001) argued that the institutional response to

the often “unpredictable, nonlinear, and threatening” activities distinguishes high-
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performing from low- to average-performing high schools. When considered within the 

systems thinking framework, the internal school systems must be able to support and 

facilitate appropriate response to external forces. These systems must be “dynamic and 

able to adapt and respond to internal and external stimuli” (Wilcox & Angelis, 2011, p. 

10). Central to this discussion is the connectivity of the members of the high school 

learning community and the methods of facilitating communication through the 

organization. Mitchell (2007) offered a noteworthy reminder that the connections or links 

between its members, not necessarily the members themselves, support strong 

organizational networks. Therefore, the operation of the high school as an organization is 

of paramount significance while considering reform initiatives. Wilcox and Angelis 

(2011) highlighted the inclusion of the following key practices as critical to successful 

high schools: (a) rigor, (b) innovation, (c) transparency, (d) evidence-based decision

making, and (e) strategic targeting of resources.

Power, Knowledge, and Education

The direction of high school reform has strong political roots in power in

schooling, and consequently, power structures in schools directly affect high school

students’ experiences. Spring (2005) defined power as “the ability to control the actions

of other people and the ability to escape from the control of others . . .  including the

attempt to gain economic advantages” (p. 56). Freire’s (1970) words capture the current

trends in educational reform, which lack active participation by students.

Attempting to liberate the oppressed without their reflective participation in the 
act of liberation is to treat them as objects, which must be saved from a burning 
building; it is to lead them into the populist pitfall and transform them into 
masses, which can be manipulated, (p. 65)
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These reform efforts continue to seek increased student outcomes using measures largely 

based on empirical measures. Such designs do not offer opportunity for student 

perspectives regarding some of the unintended consequences of many reform efforts. 

Rationing Education—Children in Triage: A Useful Metaphor

In a quest to enhance the educational experiences and student achievement of 

students, a reform agenda concerning standardized curricula, higher standards, and 

testing provides the basis of the current educational agenda (Apple, 2008). Unfortunately, 

throughout this discourse, there are unintended consequences, particularly for 

consistently disenfranchised groups such as students of color and economically 

disadvantaged students. Gillbom and Youdell (2000) likened the notion of raising 

standards with the idea of rationing education through a metaphor related to triage within 

an emergency room. Figure 2 depicts this metaphor.
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T  r i a g c

W i t h o u t  h o p e
(hopeless eases)

S a f e
(nan-urgent cases)

U n d e r - a c h i e v e r s  
(suitable cases for) 

(treatment)

Figure 2. Triage Model. Adapted from “Rationing Education: Policy, Practice, Reform, 

and Equity, ” by D. Gillbom and D. Youdell, Open University Press. Copyright 2000 by 

David Gillbom and Deborah Youdell. Reprinted with permission.

Seminal research by Gillbom and Youdell (2000) chronicled the ways in which 

policy development, aiming to raise standards, increase accountability, and increase test 

scores, have had unfortunate consequences in England. They contend that when resources 

are limited and performance benchmarks are mandated, our schools become sites of 

educational triage that categorize students as one of three cases: “non-urgent/safe; 

suitable cases for treatment/underachievers; and hopeless/without hope” (Gillbom & 

Youdell, 2000, p. 134). This powerful metaphor is applicable within the educational 

sector as schools and districts struggle to meet performance targets in defined deadlines 

that do not take into consideration other influential school or district factors. Each year, 

schools must attain accountability benchmarks and performance targets incrementally. 

The harsh reality of this process is that some students have been placed within the 

“hopeless/without hope” group, and students of color and students of poverty are likely to
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be within this group (Gillbom & Youdell, 2000), which causes great cognitive dissonance 

for their access to learning that will offer equitable opportunities for their future.

According to Gillbom and Youdell (2000), the consequences of accountability 

included relegation of students of working class and impoverished families to deliberate 

and unintended forms of tracking within their schools. Moreover, the perception of Black 

and economically disadvantaged students as inferior was obvious as these individuals 

received academic and career advice that offered limited opportunity for mobility. 

Gillbom and Youdell (2000) also provided accounts from teachers and administrators of 

the debilitating effect of accountability mandates in the forms of more rigid curricular 

directives and the unintentional chasm formed between those students who could achieve 

and those who could not. Drawing on the importance of student voice, they contend that 

students are fully aware and recognize how a test-focused system affects their experience, 

and furthermore, that students often question and even rebel against it. Through these 

conversations with students, Gillbom and Youdell (2000) made a discovery that provides 

a rationale for the inclusion of student voice in reform: “. . .  pupils are clearly positioned 

as the subject of numerous organization and disciplinary discourses in which the young 

people themselves play little active role” (p. 194).

Culturally Responsive Pedagogy

Many individuals may attribute African-American students’ underperformance to 

the idea that African-Americans do not value education. In a study where African- 

American high school students were surveyed about their school experiences, 

approximately 90% of the 147 African-American male study respondents indicated some
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form of agreement with the statement “I think education is important” and “I want to go 

to college” (Noguera, 2000). Conversely, less than 25% indicated they received fair 

treatment by teachers or that they worked hard to achieve good grades (Noguera, 2000). 

Noguera’s analysis reflected a disconnection between African-Americans’ stated value of 

education, the effort they exert, and actual teacher support. Mickelson (1990) framed this 

misalignment between desired support for education and actual commitment to hard work 

as the attitude-achievement paradox, a discrepancy due to a difference in abstract and 

concrete beliefs. More specifically, Mickelson (1990) claimed that African-American 

students’ communicated value of education is a representation of an “abstract” (p. 45) 

belief. When asked if they believed that educational outcomes were beneficial to their 

lives, the participants stated a “concrete” (p. 45) belief that it was not.

Further analysis of Mickelson’s 1990 work led to two salient points that 

reemphasized Noguera’s (2000) work. First, students may possess a belief of 

achievement and success, but they may not possess the wherewithal, skills, or will to put 

the belief into action. Secondly, considering African-Americans’ responses about the 

benefits of educational through the lens of student exposure may reveal that the study’s 

participants lacked exposure to the rewards of educational attainment. If that is the case, 

providing that exposure may result in shaping their beliefs to conceptualize the concrete 

and abstract notion of educational value.

However, if the converse is true, as it often is for marginalized populations such 

as African-American students, the value of education is held concretely in question. 

Noguera (2008) provides evidence that the poor response of schools to African-American
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students may be the culprit for African-American students’ lack of effort. Results from 

the 2000 Metropolitan Life annual survey on teaching revealed that only 39% of the 

3,961 participants contended they trusted their teachers “only a little or not at all” 

(Noguera, 2008, p. 184). The survey data showed higher levels of distrust by minorities 

(47%) and economically disadvantaged (53%) students. According to Noguera (2008), 

these results substantiate the essential role teacher behavior plays in determining student 

performance, particularly for African-American students.

Irvine (1990) recognized the important role teachers play in student success: 

“Certainly, good teaching benefits all students’ learning, but underachieving African- 

American students need to be taught by teachers recognized as effective and 

experienced” (p. 93). Irvine (1990) asserted that effective teachers of minority children 

“have high expectations; optimize academic learning time; organize, manage, and plan 

well; match instructional objectives to the student’s ability; use active teaching methods; 

and maintain a pleasant and respectful classroom environment” (p. 96). Irvine (1990) 

explained the teacher expectancy theory as “... teachers form expectations for student 

achievement and thus treat students differentially because of their expectations” (p. xix), 

and then related how students’ behaviors become consistent with teachers’ expectations, 

either positively or negatively. This self-fulfilling prophecy occurs “when a false 

definition of the situation evokes a new behavior that makes the originally false 

conceptions come true” (Merton as cited in Irvine, 1990, p. xvii). Teachers’ overt and 

covert expressions, statements, and interactions with students can have unintended
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consequences, especially for students of color. Irvine (1990) further explained that these 

interactions can affect students’ self-concept, motivation, aspirations, and achievement.

Irvine’s (1990) process model, which sought to explain the factors that contribute 

to the success or lack of success for African-American students in school, derived from 

teacher expectancy theory and cultural synchronization. Citing anthropological research 

indicating that African-Americans have a distinguished culture rooted on norms, 

behaviors, language, and attitudes derived from Africa, Irvine (1990) contended that a 

lack of cultural synchronization occurs when “the culture of black children is different 

and often misunderstood, ignored, or discounted” (p. xix). Further, within the classroom, 

a lack of cultural synchronization manifests when “teachers misinterpret, denigrate, and 

dismiss black students’ language, nonverbal cues, physical movements, learning styles, 

cognitive approaches, and worldview” (Irvine, 1990, p. xix).

Irvine’s conclusions are significant given that the current African-American high 

school population is 2.5 million students and is unmatched to the 92,000 African- 

American teachers. There is a great possibility that African-American students are 

misunderstood or dismissed in classrooms and schools on a daily basis. Irvine’s research 

suggests that teachers and school leaders must develop awareness and understanding of 

their students’ cultures to avoid unknowingly marginalizing or stifling their students’ 

learning through exclusionary practices. When understood appropriately, students’ 

culture is an asset in the teaching and learning experience, a practice Ladson-Billings 

(1994) referred to as culturally responsive pedagogy.
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Identity and its Impact on Achievement

The notion of social value patterns contends that ethnic groups possess an

expected, accepted set of social practices and behaviors understood and accepted by

members of that ethnic group. Fordham and Ogbu (1986) explained that African-

American students align academic achievement with “acting white”, and many choose to

subscribe to this identity based on a deficit perspective. Thus, they underperform

academically. In short, based upon a pervasive deficit perspective that is grounded in

African-Americans’ historical underperformance in school, African-American students

must abandon a prevailing identity and choose to excel, or they must accept the identity

and choose to underperform.

Intertwined within this discussion is the adolescents’ need for belonging and

desire to have a peer group and “fit in” within some type of peer group. Hilliard (as cited

in Tillman, 2009) stated,

Our children, if respected, and if exposed to good teaching, have the genius to 
master any content, even alien content.. .Certainly it is the task of educational 
researchers to illuminate whatever the essential realities are, hegemony and 
success in spite of it, and where possible, to communicate findings in a clear way 
to those who need the data and interpretations, (p. ix)

Influential Teaching

Hattie claimed that his work, Visible Learning (2009), is the largest collection of

evidence-based practices that have the greatest influence on student learning. It included

the synthesis of 800 meta-analyses of 50,000 research articles, involving over 240 million

students. Since its initial publication, Hattie has added over 100 meta-analyses, available

in Visible Learning for Teachers. In this 2012 work, Hattie sought to break down his
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research findings into digestible, methodical means for planning, delivering, and 

evaluating great teaching. He also provided the top 11 influences on achievement and 

their corresponding effect sizes (Hattie, 2012, p. 251):

1. Self-reported grades/student expectations (1.44)

2. Piagetian programs (1.28)

3. Response to intervention (1.07)

4. Teacher credibility (.90)

5. Providing formative evaluation (.90)

6. Micro-teaching (.88)

7. Classroom discussion (.82)

8. Comprehensive interventions for learning disabled students (.77)

9. Teacher clarity (.75)

10. Feedback (.75)

11. Reciprocal teaching (.75)

Researchers agree that instructional improvement cannot be limited to an 

emphasis on regurgitated instructional strategies that have no rationale or theoretical 

basis for their use and fail to consider the important contextual nature of the task or the 

learner (Ertmer & Newby, 1993; Marzano, 2009). For example, there are instances where 

building or district leaders mandate the use of certain high-probability strategies, such as 

the nine strategies listed in the best-seller, Classroom Instruction That Works (Marzano, 

Pickering, & Pollock, 2001), for the purpose of increased student achievement. 

Unfortunately, since educators and researchers have given little attention to the
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contextual nature of the course, the contextual nature of the learners, or the content- 

specific tasks, the result is superficial, short-lived, unsustainable practice that is based on 

a lack of knowledge and application of learning theory.

Marzano (2009) agreed that a frenzy has developed within the educational 

community that neglects fundamental teaching principles, such as teachers’ knowledge of 

their subject matter, their students, and their context. Moreover, Marzano (2009) 

reminded his readers that “effective pedagogy involves a variety of interacting 

components” (p. 30). He warned members of the educational community o f three 

mistakes incurred due to the popularity of the 2001 work, Classroom Instruction That 

Works', (a) focusing on a narrow range of strategies; (b) assuming that high-yield 

strategies are required in every class; and (c) assuming that high-yield strategies will 

always work.

While educators recognize researchers as the experts on effective teaching, the 

voices of students offer their own unique expertise. Dilworth and Brown (2001) 

highlighted the voices of three African-American high school students who described the 

daily challenges in Chicago’s inner city, where violence was pervasive out of school and 

academic underachievement was pervasive within school. The students discussed the 

impact of their environment on their academic performance and suggested that a different 

environment would yield a different performance level because of a different surrounding 

and mindset. This hints at the notion that the policies, practices, and hidden curriculum of 

school may be in direct conflict with what students are facing and what is normal for 

students outside of school.
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By no means does this suggest that schools ought to refrain from teaching 

students the appropriate coping and behavioral skills that promote respect, cordiality, and 

professional decorum. However, schools and school leaders must be willing to determine 

how they will allow counseling and advisement programs, character education, and 

discipline plans to teach or re-teach what comes natural for students so that students may 

un-leam negative behavioral patterns. According to Dilworth and Brown (2001), the 

curricula also showed evidence of this described disconnect and lack of relevance 

between students and their schools.

Dilworth and Brown (2001) recounted their study where children described their 

lives in a Midwestern city and their contrasting discussions with their schooling. For 

these students—just like the Chicago teens described earlier—damaging events outside of 

school had an impact within the school. In particular, students discussed the increase in 

gun violence and how their daily living patterns had to change based on this shift. 

Individuals who once were able to spend a great amount of time outside in evenings had 

to adjust to being inside more often. The students depicted their social studies curriculum 

requirements as having to memorize people and events, but there was little or no 

application to the connection between those historical figures and their everyday living.

Therefore, the discussion by Dilworth and Brown (2001) was not only important 

for the purpose of schools providing a relevant curriculum, but it also situated student 

voice as a valuable tool for school-based curriculum innovation and renewal. While the 

state standards and district curriculum guides provide a framework for what students 

should learn, school leadership teams (including teachers) must evaluate their curricula to
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emphasize aspects that would align more with students’ lives and context. For example, 

there should be pictures and biographical information for famous scholars, academicians, 

and scientists representative of the races and ethnicities within the school. As recounted 

earlier in the students’ descriptions of their violent environment, students’ surroundings 

and everyday environment can have a significant impact on their accomplishments. 

Consequently, students must see examples of success to understand that they can become 

great individuals and do great things within the world. Nieto (1994) adds that schools 

should “develop conditions . . .  that let students know that they have a right to envision 

other possibilities beyond those imposed by traditional barriers o f race, gender, or social 

class” (p. 5).

Motivation. The significance of student motivation is often unaddressed within 

the discussion of influential or effective teaching. However, it may be more cost-effective 

and more meaningful to determine what motivates students to learn and perform in 

school and equip educators with that knowledge. In fact, research indicates motivation is 

a “critical component” of what teachers need to know in order to assist students at the 

optimal level (Mitchell, 2007).

Succinctly, Woolfolk (2001) defined motivation as “an internal state that arouses, 

directs, and maintains behavior” (p. 366). Simply put, motivation is the impetus, 

energizer, or catalyst that causes one to behave in a particular manner. Some may simply 

define it as their “drive”. Most individuals familiar with motivation first think in terms of 

two specific types of motivation: intrinsic and extrinsic.
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According to Woolfolk (2001), intrinsic motivation is “motivation associated with 

activities that are their own reward” (p. 369). Intrinsic motivation is one’s natural 

tendency to seek out and conquer those challenges that are meaningful and present an 

opportunity to demonstrate one’s capability. Deci and Ryan (1992) contended this quest 

to conquer derives from the human need for competence. Remarkably, learning that is 

intrinsically motivated has been linked to higher levels of conceptual learning (Grolnick 

& Ryan, 1987). An example of intrinsic motivation is one’s commitment to completing a 

reading assignment of interest before the due date. No one has to remind the individual 

about when the reading is due because the topic is interesting and valuable to the 

individual.

Extrinsic motivation, on the other hand, involves tangible gain that is provided or 

inherited as a result of a particular action. Specifically, Woolfolk (2001) described 

extrinsic motivation as . .  motivation created by external factors like rewards and 

punishments” (p. 369). Schools use these rewards, commonly referred to as incentives at 

almost every level of K-12 education, to recognize students for academic and/or 

behavioral performance. As another example of extrinsic motivation, Davies (2011) 

argued that the superior skills of older adults and children are often a source of 

motivation for children. This example supports the use of mentoring programs for 

elementary, middle, and high school students with positive role models. Apprenticeship 

programs where students learn special skills alongside an exemplar are another example. 

These examples of extrinsic motivation have obvious benefits; however, extrinsic 

motivation is not a sustaining force to motivate individuals in the long-term.
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Experts recommend an emphasis on developing intrinsic motivation instead of an 

overemphasis on more superficial external sources of motivation. Santrock (2004) 

claimed that prizes and external rewards often restrict students’ creativity by undermining 

their naturally intrinsic pleasure derived from creative activity. If the purpose of school is 

to prepare students to be independent learners and thinkers, then intrinsic motivation is 

essential. Quite often, external rewards may not be immediate. When this delay occurs, 

an individual must have an inward catalyst to complete tasks in order to earn a living and 

advance professionally. It comes as no surprise that many theories of motivation find 

their basis in intrinsic motivation instead of extrinsic motivation.

Woolfolk (2001) organized her discussion of the views on motivation into four 

general approaches: behavioral, cognitive, sociocultural, and humanistic. Of these four 

approaches described, the latter three have underpinnings in intrinsic motivation. The 

cognitive approach examines motivation in terms of how thoughts affect behavior. The 

sociocultural approach to motivation relates to this work, as it describes viewpoints that 

highlight participation, identities, and interpersonal relationships within communities of 

practice (Woolfolk, 2001). Hence, a student’s motivation connects to their peer, 

classroom, or school community values of learning, and the student’s participation 

affirms his/her inclusion in that community. Lastly, the humanistic approach to 

motivation claims that individuals are continually motivated by an innate need to carry 

out their potential (Woolfolk, 2001). According to Reeve (1996), “From the humanistic 

perspective, to motivate students means to encourage their inner resources—their sense 

of competence, self-esteem, autonomy, and self-actualization” (p. 60). Maslow’s (1970)
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hierarchy of needs has been a fundamental framework to describe a humanistic view of 

motivation (Leaming-Theories.com, 2008; Woolfolk, 2001). Maslow (1970) suggested 

that all humans have a hierarchical organization of needs, ranging from lower-level needs 

for survival and safety to the higher-level needs of self-actualization. Much of the 

affective domain research is pertinent to the humanistic view. Therefore, after a thorough 

investigation into the discrete details of affective domain and motivation, an interrelated 

discussion is now appropriate.

Student perspectives. Hattie’s (2012) research claimed that there is little research 

on students’ perspectives on feedback. Consequently, he reviewed the work of existing 

research in an attempt to use assessment concepts as the foundation for an instrument’s 

design. The work did not provide adequate predictive value. Therefore, during Hattie’s 

(2012) second stage of the instrument design, he involved students and teachers in the 

process by asking teachers to interview five teachers and five students. Additionally, 

researchers took scripts from teachers’ classrooms and held discussions with participating 

teachers and students regarding received feedback. An instmment that began with 160 

open- and closed-ended questions emerged; after the statistical method of factor analysis, 

this number reduced to 45 questions. The scale assessed three components: what 

feedback sounds like, types of feedback, and sources of feedback. Hattie’s (2012) 

findings suggested that teachers see feedback more in terms of “commentary, criticism, 

and correctives” (p. 131), while students’ prefer to view feedback as “forward-looking”

(p. 131), helping to address where students should be headed next in the learning process. 

When linked across achievement levels, Hattie (2012) added that students prefer
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feedback that is appropriately timed and specific about their work and not about them as 

individuals.

Hattie’s (2012) work embedded a surprising, yet familiar, idea within his highly

quantitative argument—the credibility of, and the need for, student voice in instructional

improvement. He makes a bold recommendation for classroom observers and brings new

definition to the meaning of effective teaching:

I allow them [teachers] to observe only students—the reactions that students have 
to incidents, to teaching, to peers, to the activity. Then, they interview and listen 
to the student about what the student was doing thinking, and not understanding. 
Such observation adds another pair of eyes to help the teacher to see the effect of 
his or her teaching, and moves the discussion away from the teaching towards the 
effect of the teaching. (Hattie, 2012, p. 138)

There are a few interesting observations with Hattie’s claim. First, he implicitly moved

the observer’s focus from teaching to student learning. He implied that teaching is of

little ‘effect’ (meaning ineffective) if  student learning is not occurring. Teaching without

learning is like a speech without an audience, or a leader without followers. In its most

authentic sense, teaching, by definition, is not occurring if there are no learners within the

setting. Secondly, Hattie (2012) urged teachers to consult students’ voices as a viable

source of feedback on how well they are performing. Inherent in this discussion is a

philosophy that student voices are valuable to instructional and school improvement.

Further, he encourages teachers to act upon their findings from students by listening to

what they have to say and considering student feedback into their planning. Hattie (2012,

p. 151) articulated nine essential practices for improved outcomes:

• high expectations for all students;

• personal connections between students and adults;
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• greater student engagement and motivation;

• a formal and informal curriculum that is engaging;

• effective teaching practices in all classrooms on a daily basis;

• effective use of data and feedback by students and staff to improve

learning;

• early support with minimum disruption for students in need; 

strong positive relationships with parents; and

effective engagement with the broader community.

Typology for Student Voice

Fullan (2001) claimed that educators consider students as beneficiaries of change 

and “rarely think of students as participants in the process of change and organizational 

life” (p. 151). He states, “Unless they have some meaningful (to them) role in the 

enterprise, most educational change, indeed most education, will fail” (Fullan, 2001, p. 

151). This is particularly true for students within the realm of the multi-faceted high 

school. Dilworth and Brown (2001) pointed out the fact that schools overemphasize 

students’ challenges, when compared to what those students face outside of school, and 

the authors underscore the importance of using students’ voices in order for teachers and 

school leaders to gain a glimpse of students’ realities.

Mitra (2006) developed a typology for student voice work that describes the 

various levels of student voice work within schools. Figure 3 illustrates this typology.
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Col labora t ing  w i t h  adul ts

Being heard

Figure 3. Pyramid of Student Voice. Adapted from “Increasing Student Vice and Moving 

Toward Youth Leadership,” by D. Mitra, 2006, The Prevention Researcher, 13( 1), p. 7. 

Copyright 2005 by Integrated Research. Reprinted with permission.

The following discussion addresses the three levels of the typology: 1) Being heard, 2) 

Collaborating with adults, and 3) Building capacity for leadership.

Being Heard

At the foundational level, Mitra (2006) discussed opportunities when students can 

voice their perspectives through a variety of ways. In the most common form of student 

voice work, listening to students is adults’ attempt to access neglected sources of 

information (Mitra, 2006). Further, investigations by Kushman (1997) and Mitra (2004) 

confirmed that students’ perspectives, due to their uniqueness, remind educators that 

adults cannot replicate students’ knowledge and perspectives.
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As found in research by Cook-Sather (2006), the mere act of asking students for 

their opinions diminishes rigid power structures that prevent students from becoming co

creators of their educational experiences. In addition, because of the empowerment 

students feel as a part of the educational community, they perceive school as something 

that is done with them and not to them. Mitra (2004) and Oldfather (1995) found students 

exhibited great appreciation and honor for the opportunity to have their voices heard. It is 

at this level that schools can develop multiple opportunities to gain access to student 

perspectives. Practitioners and researchers use focus groups, surveys, interviews, 

shadowing, visual representations, and blogs as a means of learning about student 

experiences.

Mitra and Gross (2009) described the ability for students to address topics that are 

often latent to adults’ minds and daily work tasks. When accessed frequently, students 

can provide a realistic “pulse check” of what is occurring within U.S. high schools. 

Cushman’s 2003 landmark publication, Fires in the Bathroom, alluded to this possibility 

when students of color described the realities of America’s urban high schools in 

Oakland, San Francisco, New York, and Providence that were contrary to adults’ 

perspectives and unknown to many high school teachers and administrators. Commenting 

on multiple topics from classroom instruction to school climate, the students indicated a 

need for the critical elements of respect, trust, fairness, great teaching and relationships 

with students. Perhaps the greatest example discussed students’ unique commentary on 

various topics including school policy, classroom instruction, and general school 

improvement (Cushman, 2003).



50

Due to the pervasive omission of student voice at this foundational level, this 

study focused on this particular level of student voice implementation. As Figure 3 

implies, this stage of being heard is the most feasible and the most accessible for 

practitioners and researchers to implement. Amidst the variety of beliefs and practices 

within high schools today, it is conceivable that many schools may not ascend on the 

pyramid beyond this foundational level; however, the opportunity for students to be heard 

can begin to reformulate the reform efforts of the school (and district) by including 

perspectives that may appear to be foreign to current efforts. It is important to emphasize 

that this type of engagement with students should align with school-based improvements. 

Collaborating with Adults

At this level, Mitra (2006) described students’ involvement where they have an 

opportunity to influence relevant issues to them and engage in problem solving. Further, 

through this process, they develop more close-knit relationships with their peers and 

adults. Citing the work occurring at Whitman High School, Mitra (2006) detailed 

evidence of this level when teachers and students engaged in periodic focus group 

sessions. Reciprocity emerged at this stage. While teachers assisted with research 

methods and informed students of “education lingo” (Mitra, 2006, p. 8), the students 

helped participating teachers with deciphering student explanations into language adults 

could readily understand. They collaboratively reviewed the transcripts of focus groups to 

ensure a common understanding for both parties. The result for Whitman High was the 

emergence of four main themes that were the most pressing areas for school reform: (a) 

improving the school reputation, (b) enhancing ninth grade guidance and information
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improving teacher quality (Mitra, 2006, p. 8). As students presented the findings from the 

focus groups to the entire faculty, the collaboration with adults extended from the private 

to public settings. In fact, the increased growth in mutual respect and understanding 

prompted students to form a group called “Student Forum” (Mitra, 2004, p. 8).

Building Capacity for Leadership

Actualization of this final stage occurs when students receive the time and space 

to activate youth-centered leadership. The example provided by Mitra (2006) reflected 

the time constraints that are a major hindrance when attempting to unite teachers and 

students for the purpose of joint school improvement efforts. While it was most 

convenient for teachers to meet after school, students’ after school jobs within the 

working class community presented a roadblock to the building of the student-teacher 

collaboration. Hence, only six students could meet as a class to focus their leadership 

efforts on behalf of the student body. For those who participated, the results included a 

shift in teacher perspectives about youth, teacher-student partnerships to change 

classroom pedagogy, and a stronger adult belief in the value of student-teacher 

partnerships (Mitra, 2006).

Research on Student Voice 

Listening to students may provide insight into the ways students have developed 

tolerance and respect for others. Findings from the MetLife survey of the American 

Teacher revealed 74% of surveyed students believed that their teacher was doing an 

average or poor job of teaching them how to be tolerant (Dilworth & Brown, 2001). The
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implication of these findings is critical to our American society that will become 

increasingly more diverse. In a climate of high accountability and emphasis on 

achievement results, schools that choose to be democratic schools must never lose sight 

of their intent and purpose contended by this study: to produce self-sufficient democratic 

citizens.

Fullan’s (2001) perspective on the role of students in school reform further posits 

the essential need for greater student participation. Despite the research conducted in the 

1980s investigating the possibilities of students in the change process, Fullan (2001) 

asserted that there has been little advancement in the use of students to aid in the reform 

and renewal of schools and their effectiveness. This is an unfortunate reality when the 

myriad developments in educational research since the 1980s are considered. Despite 

increased knowledge of teaching, learning, and school improvement and advances in 

technology, there has been no significant inquiry into the most constant entity within the 

educational enterprise: students.

Student Voice and Motivation

Fullan (2001) discussed the importance of motivation and relationships as a happy 

medium for once polarized cognitive scientists and sociologists’ views on how effective 

schooling and teaching works. In doing so, he echoes pertinent research by Daggett 

(2005) and the significance of relevance and relationships within the schooling context. 

Fullan (2001) offered new collective meaning for the interaction of the cognitive science 

learning principles and the socio-emotional, affective aspects of learning. He used the 

concepts of motivation and relationships to conceptualize his assertion: “. .  . that is, it is
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only when schooling operates in a way that connects students relationally in a relevant, 

engaging, and worthwhile experience that substantial learning will occur” (Fullan, 2001, 

p. 152).

Fullan (2001) argued that the recent emphasis on student achievement and 

accountability would not see success unless there is attention paid to dimensions of 

learning that lie outside of the cognitive domain. Too much emphasis on the cognitive 

dimension of achievement widens the gap between high-achieving and low-achieving 

students because of the absence of motivation and relationships often needed for many 

students to perform well. In any attempt to improve the schooling, teaching, and learning 

process, teachers and leaders cannot overlook motivation and relationships.

Student perceptions of the learning environment. The social environment o f the 

classroom is a key component of what helps students feel supported or unsupported. 

Teachers may perceive the classroom’s social environment differently than students. 

Without student feedback, teachers could be creating an unsupported classroom 

environment. Using a student sample of 233 students, Ryan and Patrick (2001) conducted 

a study to determine if students’ perceptions of their eighth grade classroom social 

environment related to any modification in motivation or engagement as students moved 

from seventh to eighth grade. While students’ gender, race, or prior achievement were 

unrelated to motivation and engagement changes, prior motivation and engagement from 

seventh grade were strong predictors for motivation and engagement in eighth grade. 

Using quantitative factor analysis, Ryan and Patrick (2001) found that three of the four 

dimensions of the social environment were associated with positive changes in students’
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motivation and engagement: students’ perceptions of teacher support, the teacher as 

promoting interaction, and mutual respect. Student perceptions of teachers promoting 

performance goals were associated with negative changes in student motivation and 

engagement. Consequently, when students feel that their teacher is not drawing attention 

to their relative performance publicly, the findings suggest that students will “engage in 

more adaptive patterns of learning” (Ryan & Patrick, 2001, p. 456) than the predicted 

behavior, based on previous year’s data.

Student Voice and Student Engagement

The High School Survey on Student Engagement, developed by Yazzie-Mintz at 

Indiana University, is an annual survey available for a small fee to any high school 

seeking to gain significant data about the classroom learning occurring in the school. In 

addition, the survey seeks to expand the body of research on student engagement 

annually. To make this assessment, the survey addresses four dimensions of engagement: 

Cognitive/Intellectual/Academic Engagement, Social/Behavioral/Participatory 

Engagement, and Emotional Engagement. It is available for spring or fall administration 

each year, and participating schools receive a comprehensive report that includes 

recommendations and comparison to other participating schools.

In a discussion of student engagement and student voice, Jensen (2009) 

referenced results from the 2006 High School Survey on Student Engagement. Data 

indicated that students enjoyed the following classroom activities “not at all” or a “little”: 

teacher lecture (65% of participants), writing projects (60%), and individual reading 

(52%). Conversely, discussion and debate (51 %), group projects (50%), art/drama
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activities (40%) student participants “somewhat” or “very much” enjoyed. However, 

when asked if students were ever bored in high school, 50% of students responded by 

saying they are bored every day. These results led Jensen (2009) to conclude that those 

activities most enjoyed by high school students (involvement in discussion, debate, 

projects, and the arts) are the least frequently experienced by students.

Comparing 2006 and 2009 survey results revealed even more student 

dissatisfaction with classroom activities. Yazzie-Mintz, (2010) found there was an 

increase in the category of instructional techniques rated as “not at all” or a “little” 

enjoyable: teacher lecture (73%), writing projects (67%), individual reading (63%). 

research projects (63%). For those activities rated as enjoyable somewhat or very much, 

student respondents demonstrated their preference for the following activities: student 

projects (60%), discussion and debate (60%), technology-infused projects and lessons 

(55%), and art/drama activities (48%). These results reaffirm the notion that students 

enjoy classroom activities that offer opportunities to collaborate and interact with others 

and allow students to use their nonacademic talents to bring content to life.

One limitation of Yazzie-Mintz’s (2010) study was that the sample consisted of 

50% White students, a limitation possibly associated the fact that over 60% of 

participating schools are located in the Midwest or West, in areas where there are more 

White students. Of the 103 participating schools in the 2009 administration, only 19 

schools were located in the southeast region, with Georgia, Florida, Alabama, and 

Louisiana as being the only four states represented from this region. Regardless, this
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research on student engagement from the voices of student participants reflects the

powerful possibilities of using students’ perspectives to improve classroom instruction.

The 2010 study by Yazzie-Mintz also included an optional ffee-response

question: “Would you like to say more about any of your answers to these survey

questions?” (p. 12). While there were references to positive and negative appraisals of

their high school facilities, safety concerns, teachers, and administrators, Yazzie-Mintz

(2010) summarized the most pervasive theme of the ffee-response question:

No one listens to students or cares what students have to say, and no one will take 
action in response to students’ views. The irony is that the act of surveying 
students and garnering information on student experiences and beliefs, when the 
data are used in meaningful ways, is in itself an act of engagement; many 
students, however, given their perception that adults do not know or care what 
they think, see the survey as a meaningless act, contributing further to student 
frustration and dis-engagement. (p. 12)

Student Voice in High School Reform

While the accountability movement is in transition, the rigid emphasis on

quantitative ends for student learning have overshadowed other aims, such as developing

democratic citizens. In the current era of accountability, Mitra and Gross (2009) used

Dewey’s research as a basis for their contention, “As the pressure to equate student

outcomes with test scores increases, the broader democratic mission of schools to prepare

students to be engaged and contributing citizens is fading into the background” (p. 522).

Citing the research of more recent scholars, such as Fullan, Noguera, and Ruddock, Mitra

and Gross (2009) described the abundance of disengaged students and how their lack of

school connection affects their attendance, self-perception, academic achievement, and

ability to graduate. Using hints of a participatory/advocacy paradigm (Creswell, 2007),
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Mitra and Gross (2009) advocated for students to learn habits that prepare students to 

function in social situations as responsible citizens and permit them to become involved, 

integral parts of their communities and their school communities.

Student Voice and Common Core

Student voice programs demonstrate a commitment to the facilitation of student 

agency and to the creation of policies, practices, and programs that revolve around the 

students’ interests and needs. Toshalis and Nakkula (2012) asserted, “In this era of 

standardization and the Common Core, the practice of elevating student voice might 

seem countercultural, but given the importance of agency, autonomy, and self-regulation 

in student learning, it is really rather commonsensical” (p. 23). This statement not only 

communicated the relevant application of students’ voices within the context of new 

Common Core initiative, but it also illuminated possibilities of student voice to the 

forefront with the advent of new educational policy initiatives. There is no question that 

many teachers and school leaders will grapple, both in content and content delivery, 

while transitioning to the Common Core State Standards Initiative.

The increase in informational text and the use of the Standards for Mathematical 

Practices each require a shift in teacher practice. While undergoing this transition, the use 

of students’ perspectives makes sense because their perspectives can serve as gauge of 

the reform efforts’ success in addressing students’ learning needs. At the heart of the 

Toshalis and Nakkula’s (2012) work was a clarion call for educators to subscribe to the 

student-centered perspective on learning, thus concurring with the theoretical position of 

this study. They asserted, “Social context or location can critically inform the level of
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motivation students possess, the extent of engagement they commit to academic activity, 

and the degree to which they feel they have a voice in any of it” (Toshalis & Nakkula, 

2012, p. 4).

Use of student surveys in teacher evaluation systems. Research highlights the 

benefits and challenges of using student surveys to provide feedback on teacher 

performance. There is increasing value in the use of student perspectives for instructional 

improvement. One way to achieve instructional improvement is through a teacher 

evaluation system. Upon receipt of a $4 billion grant from the American Recovery and 

Reinvestment Act of 2009, the Georgia Department of Education (GaDOE) developed 

the Race to the Top (RT3) Plan to afford the opportunity to improve teacher quality 

through the implementation of an enhanced teacher evaluation system, known as TKES, 

the Georgia Teacher Keys Effectiveness System (GaDOE, 2012a). As a component of the 

Georgia TKES, student surveys allow student perceptions to serve as an additional source 

of documentation for specific teacher performance standards within this evaluation 

system (GaDOE, 2012b). According to the Georgia Department of Education (2012b), 

“The purpose of student surveys is to collect information that will help the teacher set 

goals for continuous improvement and to provide feedback for professional growth and 

development” (p. 81).

Georgia Department of Education officials analyzed student survey results 

uploaded into an electronic platform. Data and findings were available to the district 

leaders, building administrators, and teachers. Citing Fullman’s research, the GaDOE 

(2012b) identified the perceptions of students as key data sources for teacher growth.
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This research suggested that teachers consider students’ perspectives with greater value 

than external sources. Further, students provided feedback that principals, school leaders, 

and experts could not offer (GaDOE, 2012b).

The Importance of African-American Student Voice

A growing body of qualitative research draws upon African-American students' 

voices—voices too often left out of the educational debate—to examine these students' 

performance in U.S. schools (Bergin & Cooks, 2002; Carter, 2003; Fordham & Ogbu, 

1986; Nieto, 2004). While African-American high school students’ perspectives have not 

been widely sought regarding instructional practice, Thompson (2002) conducted a 

mixed methods study soliciting the perspectives of African-American high school seniors 

during the 1999-2000 school year. The study administered questionnaires to 271 African- 

American high school seniors and conducted interviews with 28 Back high school 

seniors, a small sample extracted from 1,983 Hispanic, White, and African-American 

high school seniors.

Thompson (2002) stated that these participants attended seven high schools in 

five school districts across two counties with extremely low college attendance rates. 

Thompson decided to use only the data from the African-American participants and save 

the other data for future research. The questionnaires, divided into experiences derived 

from elementary, middle, and high school with an additional section that inquired about 

other issues, included 59 questions with an open-ended commentary section. For the 

interview portion, Thompson (2002) included a survey item that stated, “If you would 

like to be interviewed in order to provide more information for the study, please include
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your name and telephone number” (p. xxii). While Thompson (2002) mentioned that 48 

students wrote of their interest in interviewing, only 28 could actually participate. Using 

tape-recorded interviews, Thompson (2002) asked participants to elaborate on their 

survey question responses that inquired about teacher practice at various grade levels. In 

addition, Thompson asked interview questions about school discipline and safety, teacher 

expectations, sexual harassment, and students’ postsecondary plans.

Two areas of Thompson’s (2002) research on African-American perspectives of 

their schooling were significant: a) the outstanding teacher qualities delineated by 

students and b) their descriptions about their high school teachers. The following 

qualities and their respective response rates provide a snapshot of what Thompson’s 

(2002) participants deemed as “outstanding qualities” of teachers (p. 33):

• explains things well (74%);

• makes the course work interesting (74%);

• gives extra help (67%);

• patience (66%); and

• fairness (62%).

Thompson (2002) argued that teachers play a critical role in African-American 

student achievement, and students’ perceptions of their teachers can influence student 

performance and behavior within the classroom. Many students of color do not 

differentiate a person from his/her behaviors, thus they must have a mutually caring and 

respectful relationship with a teacher to assist them in the learning process (Thompson, 

2002). Roberts and Irvine (2009) purported the notion of a teacher as a “warm demander”
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who “maintains high standards for students, reaches out to them, and provides assistance 

to students who need them (p. 144). They suggested that African-American ..  students 

tend to be more dependent on teachers than their other-race peers and tend to perform 

poorly in school when they do not like their teachers or feel that their teachers do not care 

for them” (p. 144).

Seminal research by Noddings (2005) supports this inquiry with regard to the 

notion of caring. Drawing on the relational nature of caring, Noddings (2005) defined 

caring as "a connection or encounter between two human beings" (p. 15). With the two 

entities, both human beings must contribute to the connection, or caring cannot occur. In 

order to develop an ethos of care within schools, Noddings (2005) recommended 

educators building relationships with individual students first and as groups. A key 

component of her work advocates for the adults in the building to have a moral 

responsibility to support the development of an ethic of care within students. She 

advocates boldly that this should begin with adults modeling it towards students and one 

another.

In a 1996 study, Slaughter-Defoe and Carlson studied 1,000 African-American 

and 260 Latino third-grader perceptions of school climate. They used a 24-item 

questionnaire to ascertain students’ perception of their teacher-student relationships and 

peer relationships within the classroom. The research revealed that African-American 

students considered their relationship with their teachers as the most critical factor in 

school climate. Additionally, they defined “caring teachers” as those who listened, were 

available to assist, and recognized their efforts (p. 144).
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Roberts and Irvine (2009) chronicled an ethnography conducted by Lee of 

African-American high school students. The participants believed the following 

contributed most to poor performance in school: a) teacher-centered classrooms, rather 

than student-centered; b) perceived racism and discrimination, particularly relevant to 

testing; and c) a lack of positive teacher- student interaction and expectations. Students 

could pinpoint negative teacher behaviors, including teacher apathy and negative 

messages about students’ perceived abilities. However, they were also able to articulate 

those “transformative” (p. 145) differences that their caring teachers exhibited a 

challenging curriculum, high expectations, interactive learning, and close relationships 

with teachers (Roberts & Irvine, 2009, p. 145).

Interestingly, the identified low-achieving students within Lee’s study believed 

their performance would improve if they encountered caring individuals, such as 

teachers, more frequently. An underlying premise of this argument is that teachers who 

care are teachers who care enough to act; this meaning of care goes beyond a simple 

emotive feeling—there is action attached to it. Teachers care enough about the student to 

find out that student’s deficits, and then use their teaching skills to help that student learn 

and make needed improvements.

Howard (2003) conducted a qualitative study of 20 African-American high school 

students in a majority African-American high school. Students reported that teachers 

prejudged them and their abilities because of their race, generally displayed apathy, and 

made them feel incompetent, perceiving them as “lazy underachievers” (p. 145).
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Interestingly, the participants in Howard’s study did not view their teachers’ attitudes and 

“demoralizing” (p. 145) dispositions as hindering their academic achievement.

Summary

Based on the persistent narrative within the literature, African-American high 

school students often have a grim story of academic performance. However, very little 

literature gives African-American students the opportunity to rewrite such a dismal script. 

If asked, these students’ voices can provide the educational community with a 

perspective that is up-close-and-personal, revealing, and possibly shocking regarding 

their daily learning and social challenges. Moreover, their voices can provide possible 

solutions for problems that dumbfound many adults within a local context. African- 

American students’ feedback could be one opportunity to puncture the pipeline fueling 

the reform merry-go-round that often hinders the improvement of the educative act that 

matters most: teaching.

Toshalis and Nakkula (2012) pointed out that some social and learning contexts 

possess hidden messages of marginalization rather than value, where curricula, faculty 

members, or behavioral expectations do not reflect the norms, values, and diversity of the 

student body. Toshalis and Nakkula (2012) asserted, “To be motivated to succeed in such 

a context is often a challenge, as is mustering the energy to stay engaged within it” (p. 4). 

This assertion connects with the work of Gewertz (2006) in which high school dropouts 

cited a lack of motivation as a reason for their disengagement and discontinuity with 

schooling. Thus, it is critical for high school leaders to be aware of the school climate 

factors that influence students’ motivation, and it remains an ongoing challenge for the
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21st century high school to enhance students’ motivation. More importantly, the 

classroom teacher’s disposition and classroom ethos may be more significant to students’ 

motivation because the teacher plans and implements the learning activities. 

Consequently, amidst the current era of standardization through curricular and policy 

reform, accessing students’ voices qualitatively could provide a rich opportunity to 

change students’ trajectories in high school and beyond high school.

This chapter outlined descriptions of key theories, principles, and big ideas that 

surround student voice. It also addressed influential teaching and the African-American 

student learning experience. Chapter 3 describes the methodology for the study.



CHAPTER 3

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

Students matter, and their voices matter, but they are rarely consulted about their

educational experiences and how they can be enhanced (Cook-Sather, 2006; Mitra,

2004). Chapter 2 presented the salient research conducted in the quest to use students’

perspectives for improvement in schooling, teaching, and learning. The studies

mentioned represent a diversity of methodologies, contexts, and participants. However,

the concluding section of Chapter 2 asserted there are few studies that specifically use

qualitative inquiry to ask African-American high school graduates about their teachers’

most influential teaching practices. Consequently, in this study, recent graduates have an

opportunity to reflect upon their high school experiences, select their most effective

teacher based solely on their individual evidence, and describe the evidence o f their

selection in detail. More importantly, as suggested by research (Cook-Sather, 2006;

Kozol, 1991), their responses may inform professional practice within the specific

context of the study.

This chapter begins with a description of the study’s research design and the

rationale for the selected design. Following this is a discussion of the study’s context or

setting. Next, the sample for the study is described, along with the process for sample

selection. Then, the chapter provides an outline of the researcher’s role and presents

ethical safeguards used in this study. The chapter then discusses the data collection

65
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procedure, followed by the plan to analyze the data. This chapter concludes with a 

discussion of the critical issues of dependability and credibility and a chapter summary. It 

is significant to note that this study uses the terms participant and co-researcher 

interchangeably, in keeping with the tradition of phenomenology (Van Manen, 1990) as a 

shared inquiry experience.

Design and Rationale 

Inquiry that accesses student perspectives on influential teaching could use a 

quantitative, qualitative, or mixed methodology to accomplish its goal. A variety of 

studies discussed in Chapter 2 used quantitative and mixed methods research to gain 

students’ perspectives on their schooling, primarily using surveys. As with any research 

design, survey research has its benefits and challenges. It offers researchers the 

opportunity to gain participants’ perspectives and analyze this data in an efficient 

manner. However, there is a specific challenge of survey research with students: the 

researcher may be unsure if  the student is offering authentic or impulsive answers during 

survey administration. Personal experience with high school students as a secondary 

educator and desire to obtain the most authentic data from students offer support for this 

assertion. Thus, the most genuine data would derive from students’ voices with their 

words, their expressions, and their answers to the questions of this inquiry. This is one 

reason why qualitative methodology was most appropriate.

The second reason for selecting a qualitative methodology had its basis in 

research design literature and the tenets associated with this type of inquiry. While 

Becker (1990) contends that qualitative and quantitative designs are inextricably
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connected, Denzin and Lincoln (2011) offer a generic definition for qualitative research

that resonates with the aims of this study:

Qualitative research is a situated activity that locates the observer in the world. 
Qualitative research consists of a set of interpretive, material practices that make 
the world visible. These practices transform the world. They turn the world into a 
series of representations, including fieldnotes, interviews, conversations, 
photographs, recordings and memos to the self...involves the studied use and 
collection of a variety of empirical materials— case study, personal experience, 
introspections.. .that describe routine and problematic moments and meanings in 
individuals’ lives, (p. 3)

After considering this definition of qualitative research, it is befitting that the text 

describes a qualitative researcher as a “bricoleur, as a maker of quilts” (Denzin &

Lincoln, 2011, p. 4). At the conclusion of a qualitative work, the researcher has the 

opportunity to “patch together” key representations of material that bring meaning to the 

world. This metaphor creates an appreciation for the juxtaposition of seemingly similar 

and disparate representations alongside one another to reveal the uniqueness and diversity 

of perspectives. Rather than retreating safely to the land of Or, this study sojourns into 

the land of And, by valuing and respecting the individual perspectives of participants.

Each participant’s perspective regarding their teacher’s most helpful teaching practices 

contribute equally and substantially to the findings of this study. Thus, the individual 

point of view is critical as participants reconstruct their experiences with their own words 

rather than the words of the researcher. Therefore, a qualitative methodology was most 

appropriate for this study, for it allowed construction of a tapestry using the participants’ 

ideas about the most helpful teaching practices, using “real material” from their own 

world.
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Rationale for Phenomenology

Work by various researchers in the field of phenomenology influenced the design

of this study. According to Moustakas (1994), the purpose of phenomenological research

is to capture the essence of the lived experience of a phenomenon. Moustakas (1994)

offered the following concerning this type of methodology:

Evidence from phenomenological research is derived from first-person reports of 
life experiences. In accordance with phenomenological principles, scientific 
investigation is valid when the knowledge sought is arrived at through 
descriptions that make possible an understanding of the meanings and essences of 
experience, (p. 84)

The study used the words, expressions, and events described by participants to

gain an understanding of the teaching practices that helped them learn. Focusing on their

first-person accounts, as recommended by Moustakas (1994), facilitated the development

of a more authentic representation of their realities. This allowed the study to remain true

to the goal of presenting the liberating act of student voice.

Van Manen (1990) also described the relevance of phenomenology as a design for

investigating experiences of teaching and learning:

Pedagogy requires a phenomenological sensitivity to lived experience (children’s 
realities and lifeworlds). . .  [and] requires a hermeneutic ability to make 
interpretive sense of the phenomena of the lifeworld in order to see the pedagogic 
significance of situations and relations of living with children. And pedagogy 
requires a way with language in order to allow the research process of textual 
reflection to contribute to one’s pedagogic thoughtfulness and tact. (p. 2)

The connection between phenomenology and pedagogy are relevant within the context of

this study. One goal of this investigation was to determine the significance of certain

teaching practices from students’ perspectives. Details from students’ lived learning

experiences can offer insight regarding the significance of certain aspects of their
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learning. The interpretation of their experiences can offer great direction for educators

about the nature of their learning experiences. As mentioned within the literature review,

students are not consulted frequently about what they find significant (or insignificant)

about their learning. The use of their words and their language not only offers rich text

for analysis within this research design, but it also allows the power differential to be

lessened by placing their voices and experiences at the center of the research. This was

another critical goal of this research. Van Manen (1990) posited that research is a caring

act, for it seeks to discover what is essential to being. In this case, this research sought to

discover what teaching practices the participant deemed essential to their development of

understanding as high school students.

Van Manen (1990) also commented on the critical significance of context in his

distinction between experimental research designs and phenomenology:

Actions and interventions, like exercises, are seen as repeatable; while subjects 
and samples, like soldiers, are replaceable. In contrast, phenomenology is, in a 
broad sense, a philosophy or theory of the unique; it is interested in what is 
essentially not replaceable. We need to be reminded that in our desire to find out 
what is effective systematic intervention, we tend to forget that the change we aim 
for may have different significance or different persons, (p. 7)

This statement not only provides more evidence for choosing phenomenology as a

design, but it precisely offers a countemarrative to the pervasive use of empirical studies

that, in a quest to replicate and generalize, may not always consider the value of this type

of research. Moreover, it describes how phenomenology can enhance the attention to the

unique contextual factors that exist within the world. Kincheloe, McLaren, and Steinberg

(2011) supported this claim as they assert, “In social research, the relationship between

individuals and their contexts is a central dynamic to be investigated” (p. 170). In this
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study, the participants’ life experiences, as high school students and now graduates, 

inside and outside of school, factored into their descriptions of what helps them learn. By 

examining the multiple perspectives of African-American high school graduates, the 

researcher sought to fulfill the goal of this study: gain access to their realities within the 

framework of their lived learning experiences. Hence, phenomenology stood as the most 

appropriate qualitative tradition to examine the nexus of how students perceive the most 

influential teaching practices.

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to describe the student 

perceptions of most influential teaching practices for participants who were 2012 

African-American high school graduates in a southeastern metropolitan school district. In 

this study, the definition of most influential teaching practices is the participant-reported 

practices, strategies, or methods that had the greatest influence on their high school 

learning.

Research Questions 

There are two research questions for this study:

1. According to African-American high school graduates, what were the most 

influential teaching practices from their high school learning experiences?

2. What characteristics did African-American high school graduates use to 

identify the high school teacher who had the greatest influence on their 

learning?
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Sample and Sample Selection

The sample is comprised of three African-American public high school graduates 

within the southeastern United States during the years 2012 or 2013. Specific information 

about the participants and their identified teacher is available in Chapter 4. The selection 

of participants for the study’s sample utilized a purposive sampling method. According to 

Teddlie and Yu (2007), “Purposive sampling techniques are primarily used in qualitative 

(QUAL) studies and may be defined as selecting units (e.g., individuals, groups of 

individuals, institutions) based on specific purposes associated with answering a research 

study’s questions” (p. 77). Patton (1990) suggested that purposive sampling, often 

referred to as nonprobability, purposeful, or qualitative sampling, assists in research 

participant selection by increasing the likelihood of obtaining essential information using 

specific criteria for participant inclusion. Teddlie and Yu (2007) provided a 

comprehensive list of criteria for determining the appropriateness of using purposive 

sampling. This study met the following six of nine criteria listed by Teddlie and Yu 

(2007):

• designed to generate a sample that will address research questions;

• to address specific purposes related to research questions;

• the researcher selects cases she or he can learn the most from;

• typically small (usually 30 cases or less);

• focus on depth of information generated by the cases sample is selected based 

on expert judgment; and

• focus on narrative data, but numeric data can also be generated (p. 84).
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This study’s intent for using purposive sampling derived from the desire to acquire a

variety of perspectives from African-American students with varied learning experiences.

Not only was this study interested in the participants’ descriptions as learners, there was

interest in their descriptions as they emerged from their different schooling contexts

across the southeastern United States.

Role of Researcher and Ethical Safeguards

This study employed qualitative data collection and analysis methods, and thus, it

was necessary to consider my role as the researcher and research instrument. A critical

first step in the data analysis process was the process of bracketing. Drawing on the work

of Husserl, Van Manen (1990) used the term to describe “. . .  the act of suspending one’s

various beliefs in the reality of the natural world in order to study the essential structures

of the world” (p. 175). Moustakas (1994) referred to the process of bracketing as a

component of the Epoche process:

In the Epoche, we set aside our prejudgments, biases, and preconceived ideas 
about things . . .  this is an opportunity for a fresh start, a new beginning, not being 
hampered by voices of the past that tell us the way things are or voices o f the 
present that direct our thinking, (p. 85)

In the following narrative, I describe my personal suppositions about what participants

might say and how I arrived at these assumptions through my own life experiences.

Marshall and Rossman (2011) recommend this section of the methodology as an

appropriate place to describe the researcher’s preconceived reflections about the research.

I believe that we bring all of our experiences to every learning experience. Thus,

it would be illogical for me to describe my intended analysis of this study’s emergent

data without an account of salient experiences that have shaped and molded my thinking.
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For example, my own experiences with effective teachers, who supported my learning 

and development, have contributed to my advocacy perspective for students and the need 

to seek students’ perspectives. Chapter 4 of this study provides these experiences, along 

with a more detailed bracketing narrative. However, now, I briefly offer my disclosure of 

any preconceived ideas, describe my relationship with research participants, 

communicate the limitations of the study, and discuss the ethical safeguards.

My Preconceived Biases and Perceptions

Many of my preconceived biases and perceptions are evident through the previous 

discussion. In keeping with the concept of bracketing (Van Manen, 1990), I must disclose 

any other preconceptions about what participants say to the study. Based on experience 

and research, I assumed that the construct of relationships would be evident within 

participants’ identification of influential teaching practices, drawing on the work of 

several researchers in the field (Cushman, 2003; Daggett, 2005; Fullan, 2001; Roberts & 

Irvine, 2009). Thus, if  that theme emerged, this study would affirm the work of previous 

researchers. Additionally, I assumed there would be some similarities and differences 

between the descriptions of teachers based on students’ educational contexts.

I must reemphasize my rationale for only including 2012 and 2013 graduates as 

opposed to high school seniors. The key distinction is that, regardless of their academic 

performance during high school, their distinction as high school graduates represents 

their ability to accomplish what many other African-American students have not been 

able to do. Thus, this inquiry sought descriptions of motivation and self-determination 

that developed with or without the participants’ described effective teacher. In addition,
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the selection of participants who have been away from the high school setting was 

certainly a limitation of the study, but it offered the opportunity for participants to 

inherently consider their postsecondary experiences as they identified influential teaching 

practices. Further, I believe it caused their descriptions to be even more powerful to have 

survived maturation that has occurred since their lived experience as high school 

students.

The culmination of my experiences forms the basis for my identity as an African- 

American educator and African-American man. Education has been, and always will be, 

a major component of my life, and I must state that I view it as a calling, and not simply 

an occupation. I do not believe that all educators have the same sense of urgency to 

educate our young people, especially when they have students whose behavior and 

pervasive lack of motivation often frustrate many teachers within our classrooms. For me, 

I have a particular motivation to work with those kids. This unwavering commitment to 

students stems from a perspective that all students deserve to discover the experts within 

themselves, and I want to assist in this discovery just as my teachers, Ms. King and Mrs. 

Carter, did for me. Students deserve educators who view them through an asset 

perspective and not a deficit perspective. When students enter the school building, there 

is no clue as to who or what they can become, but it is my belief that educators should 

prepare them for the multiple opportunities that life offers. I believe this work is a calling, 

and I believe that my life’s work will always be connected to students and the teachers 

who teach them. This is my life’s purpose.
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My Relationship with Participants

The participants within this study graduated from one of three high schools within 

the southeastern United States. In this instance, purposive sampling suited this study 

because it allowed investigation of the lived experiences of students in varied educational 

contexts. While remaining true to the phenomenological design, Van Manen (1990) 

reminded us of the uniqueness that participants’ lived experiences offer. The following 

brief descriptions of the participants offer variety and great opportunity for rich 

introspection into their lives as high school students, and the variety of their educational 

contexts and lived experiences offered great promise for interesting analysis of 

commonalities as well as unique elements of their stories. Personal previous experiences 

with the graduate participants as students served as the basis for much of the selection in 

order to ascertain their likelihood for participation. It is necessary to disclose my 

involvement with the purposively selected participants at each of these institutions.

Having worked as an administrator at one of the participant’s schools, I selected 

participants for the study for whom I have written letters of recommendation for college 

admittance or scholarship applications in the past. I disclose this to acknowledge 

preexisting relationships between the participants and the researcher. I felt honored that 

they asked me to write letters of recommendation for them because it indicated to me that 

they considered I was personally aware of their school involvement and characteristics, 

such as work ethic, perseverance, and character. Based on these qualities, I believed they 

would contribute richly to this study and provide authentic responses. Further, I believed 

their postsecondary experiences over the past year would add a new dimension to their
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responses as they recounted their high school experiences. It is important to note that I 

have not had any level of influence to affect their participation or contributions within 

this study since their graduation in 2012. Thus, the students were completely removed 

from the school and district settings. I also disclose that I have interacted with the other 

two participants through a mutual community organization.

Limitations of the Study

Ideally, the data collection for this study would be captured within a few months 

of graduation. However, at the time of data collection, the participants had been away 

from high school for at least one to two years. Therefore, one limitation of this study 

involved the maturation of the participants since high school. Thus, I prepared myself to 

encounter some issues with participants recalling and recounting detailed descriptions of 

experiences that may have taken place as early as their ninth grade year, which could 

have been six years ago. In addition, other life events that have taken place since their 

graduation may have altered their worldview. During the data collection process, I alerted 

the participants of this possibility and asked them to engage fully in this work by first 

thinking of the teacher whose practices influenced their learning most. Then, once they 

identified the teacher, our inquiry permitted us to explore the practices the teacher used.

In using this approach, my assumption was that participants would find it easier to 

identify the teacher before the practices. I reminded them of the confidentiality of their 

responses, in hopes they would feel free to disclose their perspectives without inhibition. 

To aid in participants’ sense of safety and confidentiality, I asked participants to assign 

pseudonyms to themselves and their identified teachers.
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A second limitation of the study was the notion of positionality, which in this 

study was my preexisting relationship with the participants. I served in an administrative 

role for part of the high school career of one participant, and I knew the other two 

participants through a mutual community organization. Additionally, an unintended 

power differential between the female participants and me as an adult male might exist. 

Ravitch and Wirth (2007) offered a mechanism to safeguard against issues of 

positionality in educational research: maintaining a "participant-centered rather than a 

researcher-centered study" (p. 83) is critical toward this goal. To safeguard against this 

limitation, the researcher attempted to help the participants feel comfortable to share their 

experiences. In addition, pertinent reminders of their significance were at the core of this 

work.

Another limitation of this study was the fact that participants may have provided 

the answers they thought I wanted to hear, due to my writing letters of recommendation 

or positive feedback as an administrator. To safeguard against this limitation, I reminded 

participants the basis for participant selection included their insightful contributions they 

could offer about learning as African-American students. I reemphasized the fact that 

they had the opportunity to have their voices heard through this research.

A final limitation of the study concerns the lack of generalizability offered by the 

design. While there are always implications for further research and practice, discussed in 

Chapter 5, the goal of this study was not to provide an “answer” for all African-American 

students or even those who graduated within the selected school district. The goal of the
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study was to focus on the common and discrepant themes within the participants’ 

descriptions.

Ethical Safeguards

Based upon the purposive sample’s graduation date of May 2012 or May 2013, 

the school system did not need to grant permission to access participants. As delineated 

in the next section, the researcher assigned pseudonyms for all schools, participants, and 

participants’ described teachers to ensure anonymity. The only identifier available within 

the study is my description of my past work experience at one of the schools and a 

mutual community organization.

Prior to the study, I obtained permission from the university’s internal review 

board (IRB) to conduct this study. A copy of this permission is located in Appendix A. 

After obtaining permission, I contacted the potential study candidates and, upon their 

agreement to participate in the study, the participants read and signed the informed 

consent form, which included the purpose of the study, study timelines, participant 

expectations assurance of confidentiality, and permission to record and publish. A copy 

of this consent form is located in Appendix B. I also ensured they understood that they 

were free to discontinue their participation at any time. The process of member checking 

allowed the participants to verify if the interpretation of their words were accurate. 

Additionally, these instances offered the opportunity to comment on the interpretations of 

their experiences.
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Data Collection

After obtaining IRB approval and candidates’ consent to participate in this study, 

the study used a variety of data collection methods. Seidman’s (2006) salient work on 

qualitative interviews provided guidance for this study’s data collection. The following 

section describes his recommended three-part “in-depth phenomenological interview 

structure” (Seidman, 2006, p. 9) along with each interview’s chief goal:

• first interview: establishes context of participants’ experience;

• second interview: allows participants to reconstruct the details of their 

experiences in which it occurs;

• third interview: encourages the participants to reflect on the meaning their 

experiences holds for them (Seidman, 2006, p. 9).

This study employed a modified sequence of Seidman’s three-interview series.

The sequence included: 1) an initial questionnaire, 2) a questionnaire follow-up 

interview, and 3) a final interview. Each interview followed a semi-structured format, 

lasting at least 60 to 90 minutes in length each, thereby permitting the gathering of rich 

descriptions from the participants’ experiences. All interview responses were recorded 

and transcribed. The following section outlines the data collection and instruments.

Initial Questionnaire

The purpose o f the initial questionnaire, located in Appendix C, was to gain a 

sense of context for the selection of the graduates’ identified teacher. Participants were 

contacted to complete an electronic questionnaire, with the following prompt:

The following questions relate to your high school learning experiences. Think
about those experiences where your teachers helped you learn and those
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experiences where teachers were not as helpful. Who is the one high school 
teacher that you believe helped you to learn best? Why did you select this 
teacher? What did this teacher do in his/her classroom that others did not?
Provide as much information as possible about why you believed you learned best 
from the selected teacher.

The researcher read this questionnaire, and the researcher wrote informal memos from

each participant’s responses about teachers’ practices and characteristics.

Interviews

In this manner, this second instance of data collection involved an in-depth 

interview that built on information revealed within the questionnaire. As recommended 

by Moustakas (1994), informal, topical-guided interviews included open-ended 

questions. Additionally, the use of the interview as a data collection method aligned with 

the study’s phenomenological design, as mentioned by Seidman (2006). His work 

indicated that “in-depth, phenomenologically based interviewing...combines life-history 

interviewing, and focused, in-depth interviewing informed by assumptions from 

phenomenology” (p. 9). The qualitative method of interviewing allowed graduates to 

describe their experiences in their own words, rather than have the taxonomy or lexicon 

of educational jargon dictate their experiences. Thus, in a manner consistent with 

Seidman’s recommendation, this interview’s purpose was to obtain more detail-oriented 

information about the participants’ learning experiences with their identified teachers and 

the practices that the teacher used. As a method of qualitative inquiry, Seidman (2006) 

affirms this claim by contending that in-depth interviews permit the researcher to 

continually build upon and examine the meaning of participant responses. The interview 

protocol located in Appendix D governed the structure and outline of interview
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proceedings. Then, the initial and final interviews served as the final two steps of the 

modified Seidman (2006) model. The researcher followed these steps for each 

participant.

Questionnaire follow-up interview questions. I utilized member checking to 

ensure the accuracy of the interview transcriptions and subsequent narrative. Since the 

participants’ views and ideas were valued within this study, I could use member checking 

as a “means of equalizing power relationships within the research relationship by 

enlisting participants as members of the research team” (Koelsch, 2013, p. 171). 

According to Koelsch (2013), this promotes researcher reflection upon personal biases 

and deters misinterpretation. I met with each participant and provided each individual 

with a transcribed copy of his or her interview as well as a copy of the composite 

narrative. Clarifying questions about the participant’s questionnaire responses lasted no 

more than 10 minutes so that the individual participants could devote their energies fully 

to the following anticipated interview questions. While these were anticipated questions, 

the semi-structured nature of the interviews permitted the researcher to ask clarifying 

follow-up questions to elicit detailed accounts from participants. During the recorded 

interviews, the researcher made informal memos regarding descriptions that appeared to 

be significant.

Recommendations and Summary Interview

The interview protocol located in Appendix D guided the work. I reviewed and 

recapped data gathered from the initial questionnaire and the questionnaire follow-up 

interview. As a form of member checking, the researcher shared and verified general
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impressions from the data and significant statements from the questionnaire with each 

participant. After generating an analysis of the data, I used clarifying questions to frame 

initial discussion within the final interview. Additionally, I made any needed notes or 

corrections. Since the analysis of the initial questionnaire and initial interview served as 

the basis of the final interview, questions were fluid and specific to the participant:

1. If I asked you to think of all of your best teachers from Kindergarten to 12th 

grade, would this teacher still be the teacher that had the greatest influence on 

your learning? Describe why or why not.

2. Think about the teacher we discussed. What were the three most influential 

things he/she did to help you learn?

3. Suppose you were asked to share your insights with new high school teachers. 

What advice would you give in order for them to be successful in teaching 

high school students?

Data Analysis

Holloway (1997) indicated that phenomenological researchers might be hesitant 

to employ fixed systematic techniques. Likewise, Hycner (1999) concurred by stating 

that “[tjhere is an appropriate reluctance on the part of phenomenologists to focus too 

much on specific steps” (p. 143). However, to analyze the data in this study, a 

combination of methods served as a guide. Before data analysis began, the researcher 

reviewed interview transcriptions along with interview recordings for accuracy. This 

review of the data also served to familiarize the researcher with the data.
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A constant comparison method of analysis (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) guided the 

analytic process for this inquiry. Constant comparison requires a line-by-line procedure 

o f analysis to examine significant statements, assign them to categories using a coding 

procedure, and compare data segments with established categories for inclusion or new 

category development. Upon review of the first transcript, the researcher made initial 

jottings, using the Comments feature in Microsoft Word. Transcripts were reviewed line- 

by-line in consideration of previous jottings. The researcher kept analytic ponderings and 

presuppositions in an electronic researcher journal. Data were then coded using a second 

comments box, based upon the reading of initial comments box. The researcher 

conducted a review of the comments box jotting and the data segment to ensure 

alignment with the data. An electronic Microsoft Excel codebook utilized modified 

headers from a peer researcher’s (Westbrook, 2014) management method to maintain the 

data in a logical manner. Excel was selected as the data management tool because of its 

filter and sort capabilities for more comprehensive data analysis.

The first column, entitled “Code,” housed the actual code used in the Comments 

section. The “Line” column included the interview number, page number, and line 

number for the respective code. The “Part” header housed the initials of the participant. 

The “subcode” column contained any emerging subcodes. The “Prac/Char” header 

housed a place to indicate if the data reflected a practice or characteristic, although this 

was left blank unless it was obvious. The final column “Note/Transcript Quotes housed 

researcher observations or verbatim quotes from the transcript in Word.
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During the coding process, when possible, the researcher used in vivo codes 

(Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 2014) to amplify the participants’ voices and provide a 

rich description of their perspective. In keeping with constant comparison, there were no 

a priori categories established before coding began. The researcher looked for statements 

of significant in light of the two research questions. The researcher entered codes into the 

codebook previously described and utilized a tab labeled “CodeKey” to maintain a log of 

established codes and their meaning.

Upon completion of coding for the first interview, the researcher reviewed the 

codes and developed analytic memos to capture initial ponderings. A review of the list of 

codes within the codebook ensured meaning for them was clear. The researcher assigned 

the code “ClarQu” in order for data to be easily identifiable for the next interview as a 

clarifying question. General presuppositions for the first participant were developed and 

written within the researcher journal. The codes for the first interview transcript guided 

the analysis of the remaining transcripts. However, if warranted, more explanatory codes 

were developed and logged on the CodeKey tab. This cyclical process continued until the 

researcher analyzed the last transcript for the questionnaire follow-up interview. The final 

interview was scheduled, and clarifying questions served as the primary focus on the 

interview, along with questions that sought to gain greater contextual depth about the 

participant and the teacher. The researcher made interview jottings during recorded 

interview sessions.

As done previously, the researcher reviewed recorded transcripts for accuracy 

along with the recording. Then, answers to clarifying questions were entered into the
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codebook and a summary of codes were generated along with their respective 

frequencies. To facilitate category development, the researcher used Excel to filter data 

with like codes and print for ease of use. Delineation of “Practice-related” codes from 

“Characteristic-related” codes occurred in light of the research question. The researcher 

cut and sorted by hand significant statements for each of the printed areas, then examined 

codes frequencies and categories in a logical manner that was consistent with the research 

questions. Throughout this process, the researcher generated analytic memos and 

maintained a researcher journal. During the final stages of the data, Figure 4 served as a 

mental map for the development of key final categories, key concepts, and a grounded 

theory.
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^  THEMES/ 
CONCEPTS

SSERTIONS,
THEORY

CODE
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CODE

Figure 4. Streamlined Codes-to-Theory Model. Adapted from “7%e Coding Manual for  

Qualitative Researchers,” by J. Saldana, Sage Publications. Copyright 2009 by Saldana. 

Reprinted with permission.



86

The category frequency table helped develop a summary of individual cases. 

Examination of categories by participant resulted in logical clustered categories. In 

keeping with the conceptual framework of student voice, a participant case summary was 

developed. The researcher emphasized high frequency counts that were unique to the 

individual, thereby reflecting a unique-case orientation (Patton, 1990).

In conducting a cross-case analysis of teacher characteristics and practices, 

analysis of data from interview transcripts and questionnaires determined emergent 

themes within the data. Coding of data with descriptive codes and categorized labeling of 

codes reflected the two primary areas of inquiry for this research: characteristics or 

practices. A summary table of all codes by participant and area of inquiry was developed, 

and frequencies across cases were examined to determine codes for inclusion. In an 

attempt to examine the collective experiences o f the participants, the researcher selected 

codes with at least one reference to the data. Categories were examined per participant, 

and logical clustered categories were made. Chapter 4 provides a participant-teacher 

snapshot and single-case analysis, and Chapter 5 reports findings from the cross-case 

analysis.

Dependability and Credibility

The concerns for dependability and credibility are of high importance in the field 

of qualitative research. Maxwell (2005) uses the term validity to refer to the “correctness 

or credibility of a description, conclusion, explanation, or interpretation” of qualitative 

data (p. 106). Shenton (2004) contends that critics scrutinize the trustworthiness of 

qualitative research due to the issues related to the quantitative design constructs of
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reliability and validity. However, to develop a rigorous, trustworthy research project, 

Shenton recommended Guba’s (1981) four constructs are alongside their corresponding 

positivist research counterparts including:

• credibility (as opposed to internal validity);

• transferability (as opposed to external validity);

•  dependability (as opposed to reliability); and

• confirmability (as opposed to objectivity).

Using Guba’s concepts, Shenton (2004) provides concise explanations for each of these 

criteria for trustworthiness within qualitative research, and he provides clear examples of 

safeguards that can be included. While this study did not enact all of Shenton’s 

recommendations, provisions guarded against threats to each of Guba’s (1981) 

constructs.

Credibility

One of Shenton’s (2004) recommendations was the adoption of well-established 

research methods (p. 64). The data collection and analysis methods outlined in the 

previous sections of this chapter derive from seminal researchers within the field, and full 

disclosure of the process occurred. Secondly, triangulation established study’s credibility. 

Triangulation of data, according to Mathison (1988), involves the cross-referencing of 

multiple data sources to increase the validity of results and reduce bias. Moreover, the 

notion of triangulation “reduces the risk that your conclusions will reflect only the 

systematic biases or limitations of a specific source or method” (Maxwell, 2005, p. 95). 

Facilitation of triangulation in this study involved the employment of multiple data
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collection methods, including the initial questionnaire and two interviews building upon 

one another.

The interview protocol addressed the next provision by offering participants the 

chance to exit the study at any time, if desired. The purpose was then to ensure that 

participants desired to participate and contributed honestly within the data. Member 

checks were available after each data collection session to give the participant an 

opportunity to comment on the interpretation of their experience. Lincoln and Guba 

(1985) also recommended member checks as a critical component to enhance credibility. 

Lastly, while the reporting of results utilized the narrative tradition (Clandinin & 

Connelly, 2000) to develop a vignette of each participant, the study’s findings were 

juxtaposed key findings from the literature. By employing these processes, the researcher 

increased credibility.

Transferability

Shenton (2004) reminds readers that transferability or generalizability to other 

settings is not the intent of qualitative research. However, by providing full disclosure of 

contextual, background characteristics of participants, setting, and methods, the 

researcher or reader could assume direction of subsequent work. To accentuate his point, 

Shenton relates the significance of several studies that investigate the same phenomenon 

to gain deep understanding of it.

Dependability

According to Shenton (2004), the key to demonstrating a high level of 

dependability is through detailed explication of its processes. This facilitates replication
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of the study’s method by future researchers. In this study, the specific chronicling of the 

data collection and analysis methods, along with a reflection of the processes, provides 

evidence o f dependability.

Confirmability

To safeguard against results that feed the preferences of the researcher, there must 

be evidence the study’s results are objective and grounded in the experiences of the 

participants to meet the confirmability criterion. Thus, the disclosure of preconceived 

biases and assumptions of the researcher in this study, as well as the rationale for 

phenomenology, prevented this threat. Following Shenton’s (2004) recommendation, an 

audit trail’s use enhanced the study’s confirmability. Cohen and Crabtree (2006) defined 

an audit trail as “a transparent description of the research steps taken from the start of a 

research project to the development and reporting of findings. These are records that are 

kept regarding what was done in an investigation” (para. 1). An audit trail allowed full 

disclosure of this study’s data collection and data analysis processes.

Summary

This study used a qualitative, phenomenological approach to gain the perspectives 

of three African-American high school graduates on their self-identified, most effective 

teacher. The study used a constant-comparison method of analysis (Glaser & Strauss,

1967) that is associated with grounded theory. The rationale for this methodology, 

grounded in the framework of critical theory (Freire, 1970) advocates for the use of 

students’ voices, as described in the review of literature. Based on this perspective, it is 

important to use the words of students, rather than of research, to construct their
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collective descriptions of the most influential teaching practices from their high school 

learning experiences. After collecting and analyzing the data using the aforementioned 

methods, the researcher reviewed research on instructional practice and on student voice 

to see what similarities or differences arise. As high school graduates, the participants 

stood at a critical, reflective juncture in their lives as they continued to pursue a variety of 

postsecondary plans. This insightful position allowed them to offer meaningful feedback 

on their educational experiences. By prompting these participants about the practices’ 

influence, their consolidated descriptions could offer rich information for teachers and 

administrators.

The next chapter focuses on the results from each participant. The chapter 

provides background information about the participant and the identified teacher. In 

addition, classroom environmental descriptions are presented. The chapter also includes 

the single-case analysis results in response to the study’s two research questions.



CHAPTER 4

PARTICIPANT-TEACHER SNAPSHOT AND SINGLE-CASE RESULTS

The organization of this chapter emphasizes the individual perspectives of the 

participants. There are three major sections: research questions, participant-teacher 

information, and chapter summary. The first section restates the research questions that 

guided this inquiry. In order to amplify the participant’s individual perspectives, the 

second section reports participant-specific information and is divided into four 

subsections: a) participant profile; b) teacher profile; c) classroom environment 

description; d) single-case analysis. The participant profile and teacher profiles offer 

specific contextual information about the participant and the teacher, gathered from the 

inquiry’s data. These profiles provide background information about the participant and 

the teacher. The classroom environment description gives more insight into the 

environmental aspects of the learning environment from the participant’s perspective. 

This description provides a glimpse of where the influential learning occurred, including 

a range of details offered within the data.

Lastly, the single-case analysis reports the results of data analysis for the

identified participant with respect to teacher characteristics and teacher practices. A range

of data were analyzed, including interview transcripts, an initial questionnaire, and a final

questionnaire. At this juncture, it is appropriate to note that during the analytic process,

the constructs of characteristics and practices are more easily distinguishable at some

91
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times than at other times. In some instances, they sometimes inextricably intertwine and 

could be identified as a characteristic or a practice. While the teacher characteristics may 

provide a label that succinctly captures the teacher’s humanistic qualities, the associated 

practices actualize and illustrate the elements that define the characteristics. Excerpts 

from the data were organized into small vignettes with analysis narrative. I have elected 

to include many verbatim quotes in order to capture the depth of unique description that 

each participant offers and magnify each participant’s voice. Hudson-Ross, Cleary, and 

Casey (1993) inspired the emphasis on participants’ verbatim data. In their revolutionary 

and visionary work, the authors captured students’ voices in a full-volume narrative 

devoted to a discussion about literacy. Following the single-case analysis, the third and 

final section of the chapter is a summary.

Research Questions 

There are two research questions for this study:

1. According to African-American high school graduates, what were the most 

influential teaching practices from their high school learning experiences?

2. What characteristics did African-American high school graduates use to 

identify the high school teacher who had the greatest influence on their 

learning?
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Participant-Teacher Pair #1: Rochelle and Mr. Brooks

Rochelle selected Mr. Brooks as her most influential high school teacher for this 

study. Mr. Brooks was Rochelle’s mathematics teacher for two years: Accelerated Math 

III during her junior year and AP calculus during her senior year. The next section 

provides more contextual information about Rochelle, Mr. Brooks, and a brief description 

of Mr. Young’s classroom.

Participant Profile

Rochelle was a 20-year-old African-American female who attended a private 

university in a neighboring state. She was an athletic training major who was a student- 

athlete on a soccer scholarship. She was the younger of two children, both girls, and both 

of her parents were retired administrators. Rochelle had played soccer since elementary 

school and varsity for most of her high school career. She was of medium height, with an 

athletic build and shoulder-length, straight hair. She appeared to have a jovial, energetic, 

and happy disposition. With her iPhone vibrating periodically, she seemed very relaxed 

and engaged during interviews, often smiling, joking, and answering as if the memories 

were fond ones. In high school, she participated in dual enrolled in high school and a 

nearby community college, while simultaneously attending a local career academy.

Although Rochelle selected Mr. Brooks as her most influential teacher, she 

revealed his classes were the hardest classes she ever had taken. As a learner, she said 

math really does not “click” for her, and she has to talk it through. Until her junior year, 

Rochelle said she really did not feel like she had to go to tutoring regularly or seek help. 

However, as one who secretly struggled with math, she attended tutoring religiously, and
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she did not care who saw her at tutorial. At the time of this study, as a college student-

athlete, Rochelle attended tutorial sessions and utilized professor office hours on an as-

needed basis. She said she did not really need to go to tutorial (for her non-math classes),

but she likes to have the material explained again.

Mr. Brooks’ Physical Appearance

Rochelle described the physical appearance of Mr. Brooks, the teacher who had

the greatest influence on her learning:

Mr. Brooks was tall, about 6’2”, Caucasian, and balding a little. He wore a polo 
most times, along with khakis and sneakers. He was into running and biking, and 
he was on crutches for a minute during my senior year because he had a biking 
accident. He was married to an Asian lady, and they had two kids, both girls, in 
elementary school then. Not long after our class graduated, he moved to another 
school in a nearby district.

Classroom Environment

Rochelle described the classroom environment as “very math” because there were

posters and pictures all over the wall that referenced mathematical ideas. She vividly

remembers Escher drawings, and she could describe what they looked like, although she

could not remember the drawings’ author. The desks in Mr. Brooks’ room were not

typically in groups, but she said they were in rows with single desks, much like her

college classrooms. On occasion, Mr. Brooks placed the desks in groups for group work,

but this was infrequent.

Rochelle’s Perspective: Influential Teacher Characteristics

This section provides Rochelle’s description of teacher characteristics and a report 

of the most prevalent categories. Thus, the unique perspectives of the participant
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emphasize Rochelle’s voice and perspective. The organization of data excerpts into small

vignettes are accompanied by analysis narrative.

A very chill teacher. Rochelle’s data captures the essence of Mr. Brooks as a

“chill teacher.” Of the three participants within the study, Rochelle was the most unique

in her descriptions, and thus, her dialogue made it an interesting journey to capture her

experience through in vivo coding (Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 2014). Within the data,

Rochelle explicated the properties of “a chill teacher” by describing Mr. Brooks’ general

temperament and his classroom’s atmosphere, while simultaneously embedding the

teaching behaviors that define “chill teacher” for her:

He was a very chill teacher he wasn’t the kind that only stood in front of the 
classroom and lectured. He moved all across the room. He sat on the desks, he sat 
at his desk and he used the smart board a lot; actually that’s pretty much all he 
used. By chill I just mean he wasn’t—he was strict in his classroom like you 
couldn’t, like you weren’t going to be on your phones or anything like that. But 
he didn’t stand in front of the class and lecture the whole time. He was very much 
so an individualistic person. I guess that’s the right word to use. He would talk to 
students about different things walk around the room. He would sit at his desk and 
drink Mountain Dew like he was just very like not I don’t know how to describe 
it. Like you are normal—when you look at pictures of teachers you see them like 
at the chalkboard like you know in front of the whole entire class, everyone is 
paying attention to them. It wasn’t like that; it was more so him off to the side or 
somewhere like sitting on a desk or something writing on the smart like on the 
palette (interwrite pad) . . .

In general, there appeared to be a relaxed, informal ethos within his classroom.

Contextual factors supported this assumption, such as the teacher’s drinking of Mountain

Dew, his sitting on desks, and Rochelle’s use of the term “chill.” Mr. Brooks’ positioning

within the classroom along-“side” students further supports this relational idea by

denoting a diminished, more collegial power structure within the classroom, as opposed

to the commonly referenced position of power in the front of the classroom.
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It seems that Rochelle’s description provides her perspective on the touted “guide

on the side” versus “sage on the stage” debate (King, 1993). Contextually, it may have to

do with the fact that Rochelle was enrolled in his course during her junior and senior

year, and it is likely a result of the familiarity and extended length of the relationship

established during the first year. Hence, Rochelle’s definition of a “very chill teacher”

reflects a teacher who creates a relaxed, informal atmosphere and a) moves frequently

around the classroom, b) does not lecture the entire time, c) maintains behavioral

boundaries for students, and d) talks with students frequently.

Don’t worry . . .  love your job . . .  even when it sucks. During the analysis, an

important, unexpected link emerged while looking at the data codes for Rochelle’s

interview. The polarized emotions of "love" and "worry,” with respect to teacher

practices, exhibited a relationship worth investigating within the data. Interestingly, while

these two emotions convey differences in meaning, a descriptive colloquialism used by

Rochelle links them within the data (emphasis mine):

Your students can tell if you’re not into your job like if you’re not into your job 
they could care less. If you love your job and you want to see them succeed they 
are going to do their part. So, I think it’s they have to love their job even when it 
sucks . . .  I think school system sucks right now because they are worried about 
principals walking in. They are worried about board members they are worried 
about all of the stupid things that they have to pass I don’t know. The 
requirements that they are supposed to be at and where in the year they are 
supposed to be. They are worried about so much other stuff than teaching the 
students. Your job is to teach them.

Rochelle’s advice conveyed her recommendations for teachers in a way that 

reflected the need for teachers to push pass the implied references to evaluations, board 

member politics, and curriculum pacing requirements that often distract teachers from
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their primary responsibility: teaching. Further, Rochelle recommended that teachers use 

love and passion for their work to help them manage the worrisome challenges of their 

duties and responsibilities. However, Rochelle specified that this love and passion should 

be noticeable and easily detected by students through the teachers’ desire to see them 

succeed. Rochelle warned teachers that failure to “be into your job” would result in a 

careless class who “could care less,” and she suggested that one key to encouraging 

students’ contributions might be for teachers to love their job and show it. In summary, 

Rochelle recommended that teachers allow their own passion and love for teaching to be 

the driving, visible force that counters the worrisome challenges o f the profession.

Rochelle’s interview data offers characteristics of her identified teacher that 

influenced her learning most. Mr. Brooks’ characteristics also included embedded 

practices that give definition to the qualities she mentions. While Rochelle did not 

specifically indicate that these practices were particularly helpful, the fact that she 

mentioned them enhances their meaning and significance to the participant. The data 

suggests that teaching and learning are emotionally charged experiences for both teachers 

and students. Although Rochelle discussed some actions Mr. Brooks performed, she 

characterized him by what she was feeling. Mr. Brook’s “chill teacher” disposition and 

exemplified love for his work allowed that to translate into a student-friendly, relational, 

environment with structure. Thus, the familiarity has lends itself to a positive 

consequence of a “very chill teacher” for Rochelle wanted to take his class again during 

senior year:

I decided to take him my senior year because I had had him in my junior year and
I thought he was a great teacher. I'm not very good with math, not at all but he
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seemed to make it easier for me to learn it and understand the concepts. And so 
that’s why I chose to take him again my senior year instead of taking AP statistics 
with a different teacher. He taught the same way and I found it very beneficial.

Rochelle’s Perspective: Influential Teacher Practices

The research questions for this work sought characteristics and practices used by

their identified most influential teacher. While some descriptions from Rochelle’s data

connected characteristics and practices, other data articulated practices, or teacher

actions, more explicitly. Specifically, her data revealed two distinct areas of ‘help’ used

by her teacher: tutorial help and non-tutorial help. Next is a description of the data within

each of these areas.

Thoughts on tutoring. The term “tutoring” is used broadly within schools, and

during data collection, she continued to mention tutoring as a key method used by her

teacher to assist her. Based on her definition, “tutoring” is additional help after school

with the teacher. Within the data, she vividly described her value of tutoring and the

commitment expressed by Mr. Brooks through his consistent availability and his

willingness to help her and her classmates. Rochelle apparently highly valued these, as

she developed a reliance on the consistency of this help:

Mr. Brooks was very good about having the tutorials after class. Mr. Brooks was 
always willing to sit down with me and help me until I understood how to do each 
problem. I went to his classroom for tutoring every day. I appreciated him taking 
the time to help us understand the material then. Very rarely did he ever.. .was he 
ever not in there. I mean unless they had a faculty meeting or something. But even 
then, he would come back after the faculty meeting and just say, ‘You know just 
wait like an hour and then come back for tutoring’, which wasn’t hard for me 
because I had a car at that time . . .

This passage from the data described the appreciation Rochelle felt for Mr. Brooks

consistent willingness to help her and her classmates through this form of tutoring. Not
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only was the teacher consistent in allotting the time for extra help, but Rochelle went on

to describe the attention to students that occurred within that time and some of the details

from these help sessions after-school.

I was pretty much the only one that would come to tutoring. So, it was more of a 
one on one setting. He could explain things a lot slower to me and he could allow 
me to .. .practice in front of him and he could tell me where I messed up, what I 
needed to change and what steps I was skipping to make it a little bit easier for me 
to understand. Sometimes, there would be small groups, like cliques, that kind of 
needed the same help with the same type of problem. So, if you were having 
trouble with problem number one (but it was completely different from problem 
number seven), he would work with you and he would explain it to the whole 
group. Then, he would go to the other group with another problem and help them.
I mean you had to wait your turn but it was still very beneficial because while 
you’re waiting on him to come help. You’re sitting there talking about the 
problems, and kind of going through in your head the process of doing the 
problems. If he thought it was something that more people were having an issue 
with than just me, then he would explain it again to the whole class. If it were 
something that I was struggling with, then like, personally, he would sit down 
with me and just go through the problem, like another problem similar to that one.

The data above revealed the intentional ways that Mr. Brooks helped students after

school in tutorial sessions. Rochelle perceived this time to be extremely helpful and

connected this time with “understanding” the course content. The arrangement and

structure of this time reveals a high attention to student differences and personalization

with students. She even pointed out that sometimes it was necessary for students to “wait

their turn;” however, this was a reasonable expectation due to the assistance provided to

other students within the class. While the data described the helpful nature of tutoring in

Mr. Brooks’ class, Rochelle also discussed a conundrum that I asked her about

concerning the practice of tutoring: should it be for homework help or re-teaching?

Within her response, the data shows her thoughts on what tutoring is not. She uses her

current collegiate experiences to explicate her thoughts on the matter.
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I don’t necessarily think it should be a homework help thing because kids will just 
come in because they are doing their homework after school. But I do think that, I 
think they need a little bit of both, I think that maybe not the—like the SI 
(supplemental instruction) that I have for math now. She won't go over homework 
with us. She’ll go over problems that are like the homework but she won't go over 
that are the homework. So, that helps because I still have to do it.. .but I know 
how to do it. After tutoring, I think you should be able to follow along and to do 
well in the test and homework. Even now I think that having a tutoring session 
and going over the material again is very helpful because he's not going to say the 
same thing twice. Like you’re not going to remember everything that he said 
exactly! So if he said something in class that didn’t really click with you but in the 
tutoring session, he said it a different way it might, and I found that out a lot. I go 
to class and I listen to the professors, and then it’s kind of like I go to tutoring and 
I say it in English. Like the teachers speak a foreign language and then once you 
have that one on one session it makes so much more sense because they are trying 
not to be formal it’s not like a formal setting or anything.

Rochelle’s perspective on the purpose of tutoring is multi-faceted. She articulates 

that homework help should be blended with doing problems “like” the homework 

problems so that students will not just show up to get help on exact practice problems that 

they may have to submit for grading. The notion of student practice is evident within the 

data. Additionally, she found tutoring to be an opportunity for re-teaching, a second 

exposure to the same content. Apparently, having experienced Mr. Brooks’ tutorial 

sessions, she found that he would not “say the same thing twice,” and indicating that the 

help session would include a delivery method or explanation that is different than initial 

instruction. Through extending the idea of re-teaching, Rochelle describes tutoring as 

translation—as time to translate a foreign language to English. Essentially, Rochelle used 

this as metaphor to suggest that she would be exposed to the mathematics during class 

time as content that she did not understand. However, during these sessions, the “foreign”

content became more familiar.
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Rochelle’s data also described non-tutorial ways that Mr. Brooks assisted in her 

learning. In each of the passages below, Rochelle uncovers four additional teaching 

practices that were unique to her data set and did not include a description of tutoring: a) 

peer help, b) pictures of class notes, c) phone availability, and d) study guides.

Rochelle cited peer help as follows:

Sometimes I had to get with a group of people in class and do a study session.
And I think that learning how someone else thought about it and how they came 
to the conclusion kind of helped me figure out what I was supposed to do and 
what steps I was going to make. And often times I'm a very - 1 had to talk through 
things to get it or to understand it. And so talking to someone about a concept 
really helped me instead of just like looking at the paper and then being able to do 
it that’s not me.

Rochelle cited pictures o f class notes as follows:

What I found very helpful was that he would save the pages on the interwrite 
board and then post them to the portal. I don’t remember what it was. But he 
would post them to that so that we could go back and look at his examples and 
look at what we had gone through in class, and pull it up again and go through it 
again on our own. Being able to go back to what we have done in class and see 
what steps are needed to take next was very helpful. If I hadn’t had that I don’t 
know how I would have figured it out; I didn’t have to worry about getting 
everything because it was written up there. So, I could listen and pay attention to 
what he was saying instead of worrying about writing everything down, which 
most of my teachers had done in the past.

Rochelle cited phone availability as follows:

If I was in his tutoring and I still don’t understand it, he gave us his home number 
so that we could call him. It wasn’t his cell phone it was his home phone number. 
At certain hours of the day when he wasn’t with his family that we could call him 
if we still had questions about the homework. So between the tutoring sessions 
every day and the phone calls I think that’s definitely how I made i t . . .

Rochelle cited study guides as follows:

The study guide was pretty much, not an exact replica of the test but just 
different—like he gave me everything that was going to be on the test just on the 
study guide but with different problems and things like that. But you knew some 
of the things that -  most of the things he was going to ask he worded the
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questions a little bit differently, so you had to think but they were definitely a 
helpful study tool.

The above passages outline an element of student responsibility that connected 

with students’ postsecondary lives. Within each of the areas described, there is evidence 

of high teacher expectations for performance, which were matched by the teacher’s 

support. Although there were high expectations and challenge within the class, the 

teacher did not neglect to embed several support structures for students. Due to the 

challenge of the course, there was a sense of community and collaboration in that 

students believed that Mr. Brooks was available, but they also had to rely on one another 

to prepare for unit tests and semester exams. Perhaps the AP rigor of the course pointed 

toward this idea of peer study groups, for example, which are a clear connection to the 

work of postsecondary student life. Additionally, the use of technology to capture class 

notes for later review was another tool used to help students focus on understanding 

within the classroom and not copying notes. The availability and access to students was 

an example of the relationship-driven nature of Mr. Brooks if he was available. It appears 

that Mr. Brooks had a very proactive perspective on student support, and he translated 

this perspective into actions that supported Rochelle’s learning in meaningful ways.

Participant-Teacher Pair #2: Franklin and Mr. Young 

The only male participant, Franklin, selected Mr. Young, his band teacher, as his 

most influential teacher for this study. Franklin had Mr. Young as a teacher for his final 

three years of high school. The next section provides more contextual information about 

Franklin, Mr. Young and a brief description of Mr. Young’s classroom.



103

Participant Profile

Franklin was 20-year-old African-American male who attended a public, state 

university. He was a music education major, and he mentioned being able to play 

saxophone as a primary instrument and baritone as secondary. He was the fourth oldest of 

the seven children within his household, and one of two away at college at the time of 

this study. His father was a Christian pastor who had served in the military, and his 

mother was an experienced teacher and doctoral candidate. Tall with an athletic build, 

Franklin had brown skin and slick, black hair and wore glasses. Within his family, he was 

known for being particularly quiet and an observer. Franklin participated in marching, 

concert, and symphonic bands throughout his high school career. He was a ninth grader at 

different high school before transferring to his high school alma mater at the start of his 

sophomore year. During our interviews, Franklin, wore a t-shirt and shorts with his 

iPhone next to him. For each question, he listened intently, and responded to questions 

thoroughly, appearing to using his words intentionally.

Franklin had Mr. Young’s symphonic band class each day for 60 minutes.

Franklin was also in the marching band, which played at football games and practiced 

after school during the week. The marching band performed using a traditional high-step 

marching style that is reminiscent of many HBCU (Historically Black Colleges and 

University) bands. He and his older brother played the same instrument. However, during 

his senior year, he learned to play another instrument for marching band and became the 

section leader for his new instrument’s section. He confidently reported that he was the
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only one in my class that actually would be able to switch from woodwind to brass

instrument. Franklin credits Mr. Young for inspiring him to become a music major.

Mr. Young’s Physical Appearance

Franklin described the physical appearance of Mr. Young, the teacher who had

the greatest influence on his learning:

Mr. Young was tall—6’4”—African-American, and he didn’t wear glasses. He 
would wear the same type of polo, but he would also wear khakis and a shirt and 
tie. For competitions, he would grow a beard and moustache, but he would cut it 
off when we go to Festival.

Classroom Environment

In his description of Mr. Young’s classroom, Franklin first described the walls,

which displayed trophies from previous competitions and pictures of the school’s band

from years past. There were also classroom rules posted on the wall. The student seats

were set up “like an arch so to speak, because the first few row chairs would be for the

clarinets and flutes.” He then stated the remaining rows resembled a rainbow with brass

and percussion sections. The band director or student conductor would conduct the band

from the front. Typically, during the day, students would get their instruments from one

of the instrument storage rooms and have a seat in their section. During marching band

practice, there may be some students within the band room and some just outside of the

band room.

Franklin’s Perspective: Influential Teacher Characteristics

This section outlines the key characteristics that Franklin identified regarding Mr. 

Young. The most prevalent ideas are reported, but those unique to the participant are 

discussed in order to maintain attention on Franklin’s voice and perspective. As in the
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previous section, excerpts from the data are organized into small vignettes followed by 

discussion.

“Get to know your students.” This is recommendation that Franklin offered to

new teachers when asked what should be a priority for them. The data suggests that

Franklin’s most meaningful teacher characteristic was being relational. The frequency of

categories within the data supports this claim. Franklin described what distinguishes Mr.

Young from other teachers:

Well, the one thing that he did do that most of my teachers did not that year was 
sit there and take the time to get to know the students and see what their issues 
were and what their struggles were.

Not only did Mr. Young build a meaningful relationship with Franklin, he acknowledged

his time commitment within this process. In Franklin’s eyes, a teacher’s willingness to

build relationships with students is evidenced through a commitment of time. Then,

during that time, there was a dualistic focus on the subject matter along with the student

himself. Franklin valued how Mr. Young would acknowledge the student’s human side,

with their issues and struggles included. During his interviews, Franklin spoke quite

candidly about the difference between his previous school and his alma mater. He spoke

more highly about his alma mater, describing how much better Mr. Young was than his

previous band teacher due to his relational nature. He also described how Mr. Young

challenged him as a student.

Practice as preparation. Although not verbatim data, this statement summarizes

the teaching practices identified within Franklin’s data. A review of the category

frequency matrix revealed Franklin’s most significant teacher practice was the role of
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student practice in learning. Franklin’s emphasis on practice and its influence on his 

learning are most likely tied to the subject taught by his selected teacher: band. He 

vividly described the role of challenge through the example of being a section leader in 

the marching band his senior year. Franklin stated that the band teacher needed another 

baritone player, so he asked Franklin if he would learn to play the baritone. After 

Franklin accepted, Mr. Young then transitioned him to section leader within that section. 

When asked what word he would use to describe Mr. Young, Franklin stated 

“challenger” because Mr. Young continued to push him continuously and would not let 

him become complacent. As a college music education major at the time of this study, 

Franklin was likely considering his high school experience in light of what he has to do 

as a college student.

Franklin’s data proved to be rich with meaning about practice as a musician. 

Among the three participants, he reported some interesting metaphors to explain his 

thinking. One of the most vivid and interesting was his contrast between rehearsal and 

practice. In reflecting on Mr. Young’s expectation about individual practice, Franklin 

provided another assertion that was critical to his view on the role of practice in learning. 

He described this idea eloquently as he shifted from the context of band to the context of 

basketball:

Rehearsal is when somebody gives you either a piece of music or something to 
work on and you have to bring it back together as a whole, you are supposed to do 
it just run through everything that you worked on. And while practicing is when 
you are struggling with a part in the music or you are struggling with a part of a 
song or anything like that you take your time to work on it, it is like how 
basketball players have. Practice is—what they will practice shooting, they would 
practice just running drills. And then when they have—their rehearsals are more
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like practice basketball games with each other where they are running actually 
game and tell them what they did wrong in the game.

Central to Franklin’s discussion within the data was his characterization of practice as a

tool that the struggling can use to overcome a lack of proficiency. The data highlighted

other instances in which Franklin used practice of scales and chorales to assist him in

improving his fluency and intonation on his instrument of choice. His data also indicated

that he framed practice as mutually beneficial for the present and for the future.

“He likes teaching music...students liked him.” In Franklin’s description about

Mr. Young, two descriptors emerged from the data that used the term “like.” With the use

of these words in the data, a connection emerged between Mr. Young’s love for the job

and students’ opinion about him.

In his case, he likes teaching music, so for him to go up there and teach the whole 
class period is easy because that’s something he wants to do. He wants to teach us 
music the whole class period.. .He was a cool teacher. I mean by cool teacher is 
he is not the type of teacher who would be like, “Oh you didn’t get i t . . .  well 
that’s your own fault” . . .  some students actually genuinely liked the band 
director because he was a cool guy. He will sit there and talk with you; he will 
help you out if you asked or if you needed help.

The data within this vignette provides evidence that students can detect if teachers like

their work and enjoy it. Based on the data, I conclude that a teacher’s desire to teach their

subject is evident by observing the teacher’s willingness to teach the entire class period.

Franklin connects the teacher’s love for the job with evidence in his practice. It can be

implied that Franklin must have had teachers who did not teach the entire class period,

for an undetermined reason, possibly due to a lack of “wanting” to teach. Moreover,

Franklin determined it was also evident by his willingness to help students when needed.

The relational aspect of Mr. Young’s teaching here connects to his love for the job.
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Franklin’s Perspective: Influential Teacher Practices

This section outlines the key practices that Franklin identified regarding Mr.

Young. Then, the section reports the most prevalent ideas, but those unique to the

participant are discussed in order to maintain attention on Franklin’s voice and

perspective. As in the previous section, excerpts from the data are organized into small

vignettes followed by discussion.

Practice the basics. Because he was a band student, the idea of practice was

evident throughout Franklin’s descriptions of what Mr. Young had students to do. Within

those descriptions, he provided his own definition of practice and used basketball as an

example to illustrate its meaning:

Practicing is when you are struggling with a part in the music or you are 
struggling with a part of a song or anything like that.. .you take your time to work 
on it, it is like how basketball players have. Practice is — what they will practice 
shooting, they would practice just running drills.

The notion of his independent practice time continued to be evident within the data.

While there may be different views on practice, Franklin’s perspective describes it

as being time-intensive and focus on a skill of struggle. Based on this sensible

viewpoint, one must be willing to allot time in order to practice and get better,

regardless of the skill. While there were elements of practice that were in

common, such as the types of drills, scales, or chorales, each of these entities

looked different, based on the instrument. Thus, the nature of practice was

different based on different instruments, but Franklin still viewed it as critical.

His teaching techniques were sometimes . . .  they were very tedious; they were 
repetitive—chorales and scales—we played them most time every day, for, like 
the first month and half we were in school. He would say, “Warm up, play these
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chorales, the same chorales every day, play this set of scales for this week.” For 
woodwind players, we would practice scales, of course because when you’re 
playing ensemble pieces most of the time, the woodwinds have the most 
complicated parts, because since they had—they use more than three fingers 
unlike the brass and percussions then it’s easier for them to do it. While for 
trumpets, he has them do lips slurs, because most of the music requires the switch 
from notes that would be—where the range is, there won’t be a key there they can 
press, there will be more they’d have to do with the lips, so he’d have them 
practice lip slurs. While percussionists . . .  he has them practice rudiments and 
stuff and different percussion methods on the marimbas to where the wrist action 
will be quicker for certain pieces.

Although musicians of different instruments focused on different technical skills during

practice time, Franklin mentioned on particular element of practice that was essential to

him and to any musician: the practice of scales.

We practiced scales and sight reading, which was important; like for woodwind 
players, most of the music we play has runs in it and the way you get better with, 
with runs is to play scales. So, we will play certain scales that were the same key 
as the song, which helped us play the runs in the song. At the end of class he 
would tell us, “Since I just gave you this much you should at least have put in at 
least 30 to 45 minutes daily on this music, or put an extra 15 minutes on a specific 
music on the center part of the music that you are struggling with.”

There was a strong teacher expectation that students would be practicing outside of class.

Based on the data, there were two purposes for practice. First, there was an expectation

that students would practice to reinforce the basics, such as chorales and scales, which are

fundamental building blocks to their performance on their instruments. They should

practice these consistent elements. Found within the data, Franklin illustrated the

importance of mastering the fundamentals. As he stated, some of the “runs” in the

woodwinds’ music often were the most challenging portions that students must practice.

However, if scales’ mastery occurred, the difficulty would diminish. Hence, Mr. Young

was intentional in maintaining expectations about these key basic skills. Secondly,



110

students were to practice their musical selection, especially a difficult portion, which 

would change throughout the year. However, if the difficult portion had a “run” based on 

scales, it would cut the student’s practice time down because scales are a consistent 

focus.

Through his continued emphasis on scales as a critical skill for practice, Franklin

also described how Mr. Young’s teaching connected with his post-secondary learning as

a college band student. When asked about the most memorable practice from Mr.

Young’s teaching, he described how his practice prepared him for his collegiate work.

The way he made me practice my scales; He helped me with my lessons that I 
have now in college because the pieces that I play and the scales that I play have 
not.. .scales don’t change.. .they may ask you to play them quicker but they don’t 
change. So when you practice them so much in high school, it’s easier to play 
them when you’re in college . . .  he made us do all of that. When I was high 
school, no, I didn’t think it was fair though. I didn’t understand why I should have 
to practice this much, but now since I’m in college in a music major that’s how 
much I can’t practice anything less than an hour now.

The data describes Mr. Young as one who “made” Franklin and his classmates practice

critical elements. Through other descriptions outlined earlier, however, it does not appear

that Mr. Young’s approach was inappropriate or hostile. Much like other academic

subjects such as mathematics and reading, an emphasis on rudimentary skills emerges

here as well. Further, Franklin was able to articulate the value of critical skills, like

scales, in high school and in college.

Mr. Young: The challenger. While Franklin’s data indicated a strong appreciation

for practice, Franklin also identified the ways in which Mr. Young challenged him.

During the process of challenge, it appears that Mr. Young used appropriate levels of
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support to build up to more challenging tasks, reflecting a high level of expectations for 

students.

So we worked our way up to playing level five, level six music -  first we started 
with level four in my sophomore year. And then junior year he said, “Okay I’m 
going to throw a level five piece in there. Let’s see how you all will do with th a t.
. .  Oh that’s pretty good—you did a little bit too well on that one, so that means 
y’all might be able to play above that!”

This excerpt from the data reflects how Mr. Young was able to challenge the entire

group. However, Franklin also described how Mr. Young made an intentional attempt to

challenge him personally, perhaps because he saw an interest in music. When asked how

he would identify Mr. Young with a name, Franklin stated he would call him

“challenger” because “he would like help you and he would try to prepare you and

challenge to make you better.” For Franklin, challenge was viewed as preparation.

Although Franklin never stated that he wanted to be a music major while he was still in

high school, it appears that Mr. Young’s intuition to push Franklin was precise. Franklin

talked vividly how Mr. Young asked him to learn a new instrument in his senior year

because he needed his leadership in another section of the marching band. However,

although challenged, Franklin recognized the value in this challenging venture, as it made

him more marketable for opportunities beyond high school.

So what would happen was, he gave us a piece of music, I’m struggling to read 
the music, but I still have to learn to read the music twice as fast as everybody 
else in my section, so I make sure they have the music with me . . . .  As I said I 
was also playing baritone, I also had more musical opportunities than other 
people, so when the colleges came and they were, “Well we’re looking for brass,” 
I said “Well I can play a brass instrument,” and if they said, “Well we are looking 
for woodwinds,” I said, “Well I know how to play woodwind instruments.” He 
knew that I was a pretty good musician after I quickly learned how to play in two 
different instruments, so he wanted me to try to expand on that, so he wanted me
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to work on both instruments equally, so when I go to college I would be able to 
play two different instruments.

An analysis of Franklin’s data was included within this section. Key influential 

characteristics and practices emerged from vignettes of interview and questionnaire data. 

The most prevalent categories from Franklin’s data, along with the unique, rich 

descriptions about his teacher and the elements of that teacher’s course, received 

particular emphasis. For Franklin, it appears that the most influential characteristics 

involved student relationships and love for the job. In addition, the most influential 

practices were student practice and challenge, with references to ways that these two 

practices helped him. The next section will describe the final participant of the study.

Participant-Teacher Pair #3: Nicole and Coach Brown 

Nicole selected Coach Brown as her most influential high school teacher for this 

study. Coach Brown was Nicole’s ninth grade Gifted U.S. government teacher. The next 

section provides more contextual information about Nicole, Coach Brown, and a brief 

description of Coach Brown’s classroom.

Participant Profile

Nicole was a 20-year-old African-American female who graduated from 

Manchester High School in 2012. At the time of this study, she was a junior, a 

communications major, and a member of a service sorority in a public state university in 

a neighboring state. She was the second oldest of the five children within her household. 

Her father was a middle school teacher, and her mother was a stay-at-home mom who 

worked part-time in the corporate sector. Of medium height, Nicole was light-skinned 

with brown eyes and short, brown hair. Having been in the gifted program during
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elementary, middle, and high school, she considered herself a very opinionated, but

tolerant, person. During each of our interviews, Nicole wore a shirt and shorts and

appeared very comfortable and relaxed. She preferred to maintain this disposition while

interviewing with her iPhone plugged up nearby. My impression was that she was a

highly communicative and relaxed deep thinker.

With only one B on her high school report card (in math), Nicole said she never

really had to study for anything. She was even able to speak descriptively about her

seventh grade experience of receiving a D on a quiz. Hence, she was very conscientious

about her grades. She mentioned setting an example for her sisters as a primary source of

motivation for her continued excellence. While Nicole felt she did not have to study, she

did have to read almost daily. She really enjoyed courses in the humanities and history.

Nicole was the only participant to mention the racial composition of the school in her

description, and she spoke of her challenges within her peer groups, as a teasing victim,

because of her high academic performance. She stated, “Being black and smart was

almost like taboo.”

Coach Brown’s Physical Appearance

Nicole described the physical appearance of Coach Brown, the teacher who had

the greatest influence on her learning:

Coach Brown was Caucasian, kind of short—about 5’ 11”—and I remember he 
always had bad posture. He was—he was like in his mid-30s when I got to him. 
He was bald with goatee, kind of chunky, with brown eyes. He was a baseball 
coach, so he usually wore khaki pants with a navy shirt.
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Classroom Environment

Nicole provided a vivid description of Coach Brown’s classroom. “It was one of

my favorites because there were stuff everywhere, between electoral college maps, of

course, you know maps of the country, faces of presidents, just—it was just stuff

everywhere.” She mentioned that the “stuff everywhere” would steal her attention during

those times when she was bored, as her mind frequently like to “wander” in class. She

stated that his desk arrangement changed throughout the year. At first, the desks were

arranged in horizontal rows. Then, halfway through the year, Coach Brown rearranged

them to look more like a ray, or “an upside down pyramid,” so that there were fewer

desks toward the rear. Nicole further described it:

It would be like three, then four, five, and then go back to four, three . . .  and his 
desk was in the back left comer of the room so he could, you know, make sure he 
could see everyone if he was at his desk.

During her description of Coach Brown, Nicole stated that she was not present

much at her high school due to her participation in joint enrollment during her junior and

senior years. She recalled Coach Brown as one of the first people she met upon her

arrival at Manchester High School. Nicole laughingly recalled his “poor handwriting, that

resembled chicken scratch . . .  half the time, I couldn’t read what he had on the board!”

Nicole’s Perspective: Influential Teacher Characteristics

This section outlines the key characteristics that Nicole described for Coach

Brown. The most prevalent categories are reported, but those unique to the participant are

discussed in order to maintain attention on Nicole’s voice and perspective. As in the

previous section, excerpts from the data are organized into small vignettes followed by

discussion.
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“Don’t defeat, build up . . .  and care!” Nicole credits Coach Brown with assisting

her in transition to high school by establishing firm expectations for her gifted ninth

grade government course. She continually spoke about the positive influence Coach

Brown had on her learning—even the “AP Star Wall” that motivated her as a freshman.

Nicole: He had this kind of like a star wal l . . .  so it's like the people who got 3s 
would be in one column, who made fours and people who made perfect scores 
would be on another column.. .and that was something that kind of motivated me 
in my freshman year because I really wanted to take the . . .  AP US History Test 
and . . .  I really want to do well, like these students on this wall.

As a college student, Nicole remembers this vivid display from her beginning year of

high school, despite the time that has passed. Although Nicole valued Coach Brown’s

motivating strategies, she did offer some constructive feedback for him:

Nicole: So, I would just kind of tell him to still be real but maybe not as harsh 
because you don’t—you don’t want to defeat a freshman as soon as they—as soon 
as they got to high school. You want to tell them like it is, but you still want to 
build them up in the process.

It is interesting that Nicole chose to use this terminology. It reflects the role of the teacher

as one of uplifting, supportive, and a belief in inclusion. She wanted to ensure that no one

was left out, despite the “harsh” disposition that Coach Brown may have used to help

ninth graders transition quickly. Other interview data for Nicole also includes this notion

of inclusiveness. She offers Coach Brown’s class as a prototype for a “great” class, not

based on a particular teaching behavior, but citing the notion of caring as the basis for his

“great-ness”:

He didn’t really have an innovative teaching style, it was just—it was him as a 
person and caring as much as he did about his students to make sure that he didn’t 
handicap us by spoon-feeding us information or making the class easy because we 
are freshmen . . .  that made it such a great class.
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Based on her data, it is evident that Coach Brown’s challenging environment is an

outgrowth of the care that he possesses for his students and how they can be prepared for

their future collegiate environment, regardless of who they are.

C/ncaring and unfair. Nicole was able to identify and describe the positive

experiences from Coach Brown, but she also mentioned a contrasting experience

with another teacher. Her recollection on this experience brought views about race

to the forefront. Within this study’s sample, she was the only participant to

mention race within her data:

But there was an American Literature class . . .  I am going say I just felt like she 
was a little uncomfortable with having someone of color do so wel l . . .  I tried to 
do above and beyond in her class . . .  racism is not something that just pops up.
It’s something that it is learned just like any social norm . . .  you just need to learn 
how to be comfortable and that’s with any profession . . .  you have to put your 
personal feelings and beliefs aside in order to do your job correctly.

Nicole offers a unique perspective through the inclusion of race and teacher expectations.

Her comments suggest that she felt a different level of expectations from the teacher

mentioned which equated to a lack of care for her as a student. Nicole’s data also implies

that the teacher had an issue with an African-American student achieving at high levels.

With an emotionally charged rebuttal to this teacher’s unfair treatment, she offers a

recommendation for teachers to ensure that their “feelings and beliefs” about students are

not detectable by students. Through this example, Nicole offers further support to her

argument that teachers should use care and not defeat when working with students.

Instead, she recommends that teachers recognize students’ humanistic qualities and

demonstrate caring for each of them regardless of differences in racial or ethnic

backgrounds.
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Nicole: As long as you show that, like, I care about you as a person and I respect 
you as a human being, that, you know, I’m not just standing up here to get my 
check whenever I get paid, it really helps, because you never know where 
students come from.

Teacher vs. educator. During the first interview, Nicole began to discuss an

interesting comparison. While articulating her views on how teachers should care for

their students, she began to discuss the difference between a teacher and an educator.

You’re going to have somebody who’s a teacher not an educator, so you got to 
learn how to deal with teachers like that. A teacher is somebody who just clocks 
in, they give their lesson, whatever it is they have to do to leave. Those— I feel 
like those are the ones who complain the most about, I’m not a babysitter, you 
know, I don’t get paid enough to do this. Educators are people who don’t mind 
not being paid, they don’t mind being the babysitter, they don’t mind being the 
counselor; they don’t mind being a friend as well as being the person who makes 
sure you learn the materials that you’re supposed to . . .  if I go visit, they still 
remember me because we formed a connection and a bond.

According to Nicole, the key difference between teachers and educators is the expression

of connection from the adult to the student. Nicole expressed most completely through

the varied ways that the teacher forms a connection with students. Due to her high

premium on caring and relational dispositions of teaching, Nicole’s data suggests that

teachers view their roles as a job, but educators view their work as a calling, with Nicole

indicating a preference for educators.

Teacher passion and caring. Nicole’s data included more references to teacher

fairness, caring, and love for the job than indicated in any of the data from other

participants in the study. Nicole also mentioned the notion of passion when describing

influential characteristics of Mr. Brown. According to her, teacher passion is noticeable

and is a link between the teacher and the teacher’s work. The data suggests the teacher

(as a person) is more than what a teacher does. According to Nicole,
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Technique means nothing if a teacher is not “present.” In this aspect, teaching is 
like an art. The best artist of all time were not the best due to technique, but due to 
its coupling with passion . . .  it is kind of like you hear the passion in their voice 
when they talk about it, and you know, just seeing how seriously he took it, made 
you want to . . .  if you cared about your schooling, it made you take it seriously as 
well.

Nicole was the only participant to use the term “passion” within her interview

data, although the other two participants described similar experiences. She was also the

only participant to discuss the notion of teaching as an “art.” In connecting art with

passion, Nicole communicated her thoughts about teaching as being an affair of the heart

and pointed to ideas like motivation, teaching, and fairness.

Nicole’s Perspective: Influential Teacher Practices

This section outlines the key practices that Nicole identified regarding Coach

Brown. The most prevalent ideas are reported, but those unique to the participant are also

discussed in order to maintain attention on Franklin’s voice and perspective. As in the

previous section, excerpts from the data are organized into small vignettes followed by

discussion.

“He didn’t spoon-feed us.” Of the three participants, Nicole singularly used this 

phrase. She made the following recommendations to teachers: “Don’t spoon-feed them, 

don’t make high school easy . . .  because you’re supposed to increase the difficulty, you 

know, with each level you reach, but to remember that you could leave a lasting 

impression.” Nicole also used the spoon-feeding metaphor to communicate that the 

challenge of Coach Brown’s class was what drew her to identify him as the teacher with 

the greatest influence on her learning. Throughout her interview, Nicole consistently 

described her expectation of challenge within the classroom. Based on the data above,
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Nicole’s data suggests that she was the only participant to select a teacher that she only

had once. Further, she was the only participant to select a teacher prior to her junior and

senior year. Throughout her data, it was possible to gain a sense of the challenge needed

to prepare her to make the successful transition into high school.

“Nothing special.” Nicole used this phrase to describe Coach Brown’s teaching

methods, particularly in comparison to her eighth grade teacher.

I had an eighth grade teacher who was childish, so he would always make, like, 
the dumbest jokes relating to things like “assassin.” When we were talking about 
when Lincoln was killed, it was ass-ass-in because, yeah, we were eight graders, 
so he would do things like that to keep our attention . . .  with Mr. Brown, it was 
“I’m going to teach the material, we’re going to discuss it, we’re going to 
comprehend it, and then there will be a test in three weeks.” It was exactly like the 
syllabus. There was nothing special.

Through a contrast in the teaching styles of her eighth grade teachers, Nicole

described Coach Brown’s teaching methods as not being special. However, even though

it was not “special.” I wanted to find out what was helpful about his teaching, since he

was her most influential teacher. During the initial interview, I asked for further

clarification about her meaning of “special” and the structure of Coach Brown’s teaching

methods. Nicole revealed:

It’s government, so it was never anything where you know, we could be super 
interactive or anything like that, but because I really enjoy the humanities and 
history, it's something that I really liked going into high school. It matters but 
after a while, you have to grow up as a student, not everything is going to be, oh 
“touch this” or “make that” in college, even in science classes. When he would 
teach, it was—it was basically like college, it was lecture and discussion ..  . well, 
college isn't really discussion, so yeah, it was lecture and then discussion. We 
would have selected readings, and we would talk about that, go through it and 
how it connected with the chapter, so, I think that’s how it was split up.
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Nicole’s data implies that high school is preparation for college, and speaking as a 

college student, she can see how Coach Brown’s teaching style prepared her for what to 

expect—even as a freshman. She apparently had some classes within her education where 

teachers used “superinteractive” methods, or “touch-this-make-that” activities. From her 

perspective, those types of teaching methods did not prepare her for her college 

instructors’ teaching structure. Coach Brown’s structure did prepare her for what to 

expect.

Help. Nicole described instances of help that Coach Brown provided to his

students. She discussed his use of rubrics for her first-ever research paper assignment in

his class and described rubrics as “life.” She used the term “empathizing” when

describing the ways that Coach Brown extended opportunities to help for students:

Some students would struggle because they simply couldn’t understand, and he 
was, you know, always one of those more empathizing with the kids. He would be 
like, “When we need to set up personal tutoring, you know . . .  come see me after 
school or before school. Or, maybe while they’re [other students] doing this 
activity, I’ll come over and make sure I could talk to you a little bit more about 
it.”

Nicole’s data describes the approach that Coach Brown used when students would 

struggle within his class. Further, her data shows how Coach Brown demonstrated what 

she calls “empathy” towards students’ misunderstanding and extended opportunities for 

help within the class period and outside of the class period. In doing so, he demonstrated 

a willingness to help students, which Nicole captured.

Relevance. During her initial interview, Nicole began to describe her learning 

experience with Coach Brown. She discussed various types of activities and tasks they 

would complete in his class. One of the activities mentioned included a description of a
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political stance quiz. This quiz was an example she used to describe the types of learning

she deemed was relevant and within his class:

We took this political stance quiz, and it rather showed us where our beliefs 
aligned. It kind of showed me that when it comes to money, I can be a little bit 
more conservative, but when it comes to people’s personal lives, that I’m a lot 
more liberal. So, that kind of helped me understand where I was so that I can 
make better decisions as a voter...a responsible citizen, and not just marking 
democrat and liberal on everything because that’s how I thought I felt.

Based on this data, Nicole valued this opportunity to self-reflect and challenge her own

thinking, and she viewed it as a way to become a responsible citizen when she would

become a voter. The data provides evidence of relevant learning experiences. When

asked why she believed she Coach Brown helped her learn, Nicole confirmed the notion

of relevance, saying, “I think some of it was that it was real life; things that I needed to

know... there’s a reason that I’m learning in high school, and it has real life application,

so I actually cared a lot more.” Not only did Coach Brown provide challenging

assignments by not “spoon-feeding” students, but also he allowed students to challenge

their own thinking.

Summary

This chapter outlined each participant’s individualized perspectives regarding 

influential teaching. Using evidence from the inquiry’s data, the researcher discussed 

participant-specific contextual information, including participant, teacher, and classroom 

environment descriptions. A single-case analysis reported each participant’s perspective 

on influential teacher characteristics and practices, including raw data from the data 

collection process in order to amplify the participant’s voice. The participants’ words 

provide insight into their experiences as well as recommendations for teacher practices



and dispositions. Although not exhaustive, it was necessary for me to provide a snapshot 

of the rich data captured by participants individually before considering a cross-case 

analysis o f the data, which follows in the next chapter.



CHAPTER 5 

CROSS-CASE ANALYSIS RESULTS 

“That African-Americans do have different experiences in and with education 

is not news to most African-Americans. It is news to a broader public . .

(Ladson-Billings in Tillman, 2009, p. xviii)

The purpose of this study was to investigate African-American high school

graduates’ perspectives on teaching that influences learning. Specifically, I sought to gain

insight about characteristics and practices of the high school teacher who had the greatest

influence on each participant’s learning. I chose to select participants enrolled in

university settings. Thus, the participants’ perspectives derive from an asset perspective

of African-American students, instead of the commonly referenced deficit perspective

(Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Tillman, 2009).

The study used participants’ responses from questionnaires and face-to-face,

semi-structured interviews to formulate the results outlined within this chapter. Interview

transcriptions and questionnaire data were stored and organized within a Microsoft Excel

spreadsheet, using a variation o f a codebook organized by a peer researcher. Transcripts

were read and re-read with researcher notes and analytic memos maintained within a

researcher journal. Using the constant comparison method of analysis (Glaser & Strauss,

1967), data were coded using an inductive coding scheme. To preserve the integrity of

each participant’s perspective, data analysis was conducted first within each case as the

123
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unit of analysis to ascertain descriptions of meaningful characteristics and practices for 

each participant. Following that, cross-case analysis identified emergent themes that were 

consistent across the participants’ perspectives.

This chapter reports cross-case findings from the data. Chapter 4 provided a focus 

on individual participants and individual responses. The findings in this chapter focus on 

significant ideas for the sample holistically. Thus, attention moves from the individual 

perspectives to key threads across the sample. Results in this chapter derive from 

categories where high frequencies exist across all participants.

This chapter consists of two major sections: influential teacher characteristics and 

influential teacher practices. The characteristics section includes instances from the data 

when participants used their words and phrases to describe their teacher. While the 

characteristics section focused on more of the type of person that influences learning, the 

second and final section focuses on participants’ perspectives on influential teachers’ 

practices— what the teacher did to influence learning. For each section, reported results 

of a constant-comparison method of analysis use a data summary matrix of overarching 

categories and subcategories from across all three participants’ data. High frequencies for 

the categories or high frequency totals for at least two of the sample’s participants within 

a specified category determined the significance of statements. To preserve the integrity 

of participants’ voices, verbatim quotes from the data, included within this section, 

support findings.
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Cross-Case Analysis of Teacher Characteristics 

Each of the study’s participants provided rich descriptions about their identified 

teachers’ characteristics. In many instances, they were able to provide these 

characteristics within contextual situations with reasoning. An initial analysis of the data 

yielded four key categories that emerged from the data: love for the job, relationships, 

caring, and fairness. Table 1 provides the frequencies of these categories.

Table 1

Categorical Response Frequencies for Influential Teacher Characteristics

Category Category Description Rochelle Franklin Nicole Frequency

Love for the 
job

description of teacher passion, 
commitment, or enjoyment of 
teaching

7 2 6 15

Relational
description of teacher's 
relationship-driven disposition

9 4 2 15

Fairness
description of teacher's fair 
treatment of students

0 1 6 7

Caring
description of teacher's 
expression of caring

0 1 5 6

From these data, it is evident that the study’s participants each reported a 

noticeable love or passion for their job as a teacher. In addition, the notion of 

relationships and knowing students was consistent across participants’ data. Therefore, a 

cross-case analysis of the data revealed two primary categories of significance: love for
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the job, and relationships, which emerged in equal frequencies. A discussion of each 

category is next.

Love for the Job

Throughout the data, participants describe their identified teachers’ “love” or

“passion” for their profession in a variety of ways. The data suggests that students can

recognize if  a teacher is passionate or even “likes” their work. Moreover, the participants

recognized and appreciated this quality of the teacher. This may not be a recognizable

item within many observation checklists or teacher evaluation instruments, however, the

results of this sample offered many descriptions about teachers’ loving what they do.

Two of the three participants also mentioned the influence that this passion has on

students from their perspectives.

Rochelle: Your students can tell if you’re not into your job like if you’re not into 
your job they could care less . . .  If you love your job and you want to see them 
succeed they are going to do their part.
Nicole: Seeing someone and it is kind of like you hear the passion in their voice 
when they talk about it and, you know, just seeing how seriously he took it, it 
made you want to, well, if you cared about your schooling, it made you take it 
seriously as well.

Rochelle and Nicole each provided responses that further explained their position 

more fully. A common thread within their data is that there is a relationship 

between a teacher’s love for the job and student motivation. In both of these 

passages, the participant highlights a conditional relationship between a teacher’s 

noticeable passion and what students will (or will not) do. In essence, passion is 

contagious, for these participants. Another response from Rochelle captures the 

passion of a teacher and offers another layer of meaning—through commitment.
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Rochelle: The tutoring every da y . . .  very rarely. . .  was he never not in there. I 
mean unless they had a faculty meeting or something. But even then, he would 
come back after the faculty meeting and just say, you know, just wait like an hour 
and then come back for tutoring.

According to Rochelle, Mr. Brooks demonstrated the passion for his job in supporting

students through a commitment to stay each day after school for tutoring. Her single-case

analysis provided evidence that this daily tutoring help her. Thus, I conclude that his

commitment to be available for student assistance was a helpful strategy for her. It is

reasonable also to believe that Mr. Brooks did not look for excuses, as he would still

make himself available even after faculty meeting. This sample’s data suggests that when

teachers possess a passion for the work, make the passion visible through expressed

commitment in tangible ways, the participants’ learning was improved. From the data, it

was apparent that the identified influential teachers possessed a noticeable passion for

their work in noticeable ways.

Relational

Across the study’s cases, there was evidence that the described influential 

teachers were relational. Although described in different ways, each participant 

alluded to how their identified teacher developed positive relationships with them.

Of the three participants, Rochelle and Franklin offered the most specific 

descriptions.

Rochelle: I felt like he really took the time to get to know me as a person and as a 
student and that to me kind of stood out and it made me feel comfortable around 
him . . .  I always, like it wasn’t I wasn’t afraid to ever talk to him, and I wasn’t 
ever afraid for him to know that I didn’t understand anything.
Franklin: Well the one thing that he did do that most of my teachers did not that 
year was sit there and take the time to get to know the students and see what their 
issues were and what their struggles were.
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Both Rochelle and Franklin share the perspective that the influential teacher “gets to 

know” the student and the person. Rochelle explicitly stated both dimensions of herself, 

while Franklin alluded to the personal, non-student dimension by discussing how the 

teacher could “see what their issues were.” Both participants’ data discussed how 

teachers knew their strengths and growth areas within their subject areas. This 

demonstrated evidence that the influential teachers knew the student. Interestingly, the 

mention of the notion of time is a commonality between Rochelle and Franklin’s data. 

Mr. Brooks’ consistent availability with Rochelle, and Mr. Young’s additional time with 

Franklin provide support for the notion that time with students allows teachers and 

students to build relationships and discover more about supporting the students’ learning. 

The data suggests that the identified influential teachers were relational with students 

through a deliberate initiation on their part. Teachers created an atmosphere within their 

classrooms that made them feel approachable and accessible to their students.

The concept of relationships was also evidenced in another form of data 

collection. I sought to gain greater insight into participants’ recommendations for teacher 

practice and used a questionnaire. As a graduate who is reflective of their experiences in 

high school, each participant completed the following statements:

• Teachers must start. . .

• Teachers must stop . . .

• Teachers must continue . . .

When asked about recommendations they would make for first-year teachers, participants 

spoke consistently about the drawing attention to relationships as a part of their teaching
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role. The following phrases reflect their completion of the statement: Teachers should 

start. . .

Rochelle: Teachers should start relating better with students.

Franklin: Teachers should start getting to know their students.

Nicole: Teachers should start to realize many of us enter higher grade levels with 

a complex we at times are outnumbered (feel like we don't belong) or feel 

academically inadequate; helping us fight these complexes.

Due to the descriptions presented from the data, it was apparent that students 

encountered teachers who did not get to know their students as individuals or as learners. 

However, when asked about recommendations for teachers, the participants unanimously 

articulated the importance of relationships and awareness of students’ realities, as 

mentioned by Nicole. This data suggests that students hold relationships in a high regard 

and expect that relationships with students be a priority within teacher practice. While 

there is great emphasis on teacher expectations and its impact on student performance, 

the results of this study suggest that greater attention should be provided to students’ 

expectations for relationships.

Summary of Cross-Case Analysis of Teacher Characteristics

In sum, the frequencies in the data provide evidence for one of this study’s 

findings: influential teachers possess a love for their job and are relational within the 

students in their classrooms. Further, the frequency data totals suggest that these 

characteristics are of comparable significance to participants collectively. The teacher 

and not the student initiate both of these characteristics. They manifest in visible,
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distinguishable ways, as evidenced by the participants’ recollection of their classroom 

experiences. While this section reported findings for teacher characteristics, the next 

section reports findings from a cross-case analysis of influential teaching practices.

Cross-Case Analysis of Teacher Influential Teaching Practices 

Each of the study’s participants provided descriptions about their identified 

teachers’ practices. In this section, the reported data focus on teacher actions or behaviors 

that were influential in the participants’ learning. Data analysis revealed two major 

categories of practices. First, there were those practices where the participants mentioned 

the term “helped,” implying that the practice helped them in some way. Secondly, there 

were teaching practices mentioned by participants that did not reference the term 

“helped,” but were recalled and explained vividly by participants. Based on a 

constructivist ontological perspective, the researcher selected to keep all practices 

mentioned within the data set. The wide range of descriptions provided greater insight 

into the learning context within the classroom.

Due to the descriptive nature of the data set, initial analysis of the data regarding 

teaching practices yielded 30 categories. Hence, some criteria for inclusion were 

necessary to conduct the cross-case analysis. First, any directly influential practices were 

grouped together as a “help” category with the subcategories of “help in-school,” “help 

out-of-school (non-tutorial),” “tutoring,” and “help by peers.” Remaining categories were 

examined to determine where commonalities existed. Next, categories were eliminated if 

there was not at least one response from two of the three participants. This criterion was
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selected because it reflected the researcher’s search for a pattern within the data across 

the three participant cases. Table 2 presents the resulting list of categories.

Table 2

Categorical Response Frequencies fo r  Influential Teacher Practices

Category Category description Rochelle Franklin Nicole Frequency

description of help (inside
Help classroom, outside classroom, 

tutoring)
19 1 6 26

Non-Tutorial
Help

description of peer help, help out- 
of-school

14 9 2 25

description of lesson part of lesson

Structure or class period or primary mode of 
teaching (i.e. lecture, discussion, 
interactive)

7 6 9 22

the notion of students practicing in
Student some way (its elements, examples, f. 13 o 19
practice or descriptions) are stated or 

implied; use of repetition
Student description of teacher's attention to 7 A 14
differences student differences

Teacher
challenge

description of ways teacher
challenged; reflects challenge in the 
course by teacher

0 7 3 10

description of connection to college
Post- or postsecondary; also referencing
secondary college and preparation for college; 0 4 2 6
connection any reference to future after high 

school
explicit or implied reference to

Teacher teacher expectations for students i i 4
expectations with respect to behavior or 

academic performance

Relevance description of relevance or real-life 
application

1 0 3 4

Memorization use of memorization within class 0 2 1 3
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The categories matrix indicates that tutorial help and non-tutorial help are the most 

frequent types o f practices from the study’s participants. To prevent a skewed view of the 

data, it was necessary to delineate this distinction in these types o f help. Descriptions of 

structure are reflected across all cases, while the student practice categories has a high 

number of frequencies, even with only two participants reporting descriptions for this 

category. It is important to recognize that a lack of frequencies for Nicole is likely due to 

the subject that her data is referencing: government. It was apparent from the data that 

these types of teaching practices were most pervasive within the participants’ influential 

teachers’ classrooms. To assist in the cross-case analysis, it was necessary to reorganize 

the data into major categories and subcategories that describe the properties of the larger 

category. Table 3 reflects the concluding categories and subcategories for the data.

Table 3

Influential Teaching Categories and Subcategories

C ategories Subcategories
Help Tutorial help

Non-tutorial help

Practice

Memorization

Attention to student differences Relevance
Consistency in practice Structure

Teacher expectations

Challenge Postsecondary connection
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Based on this study’s data analysis, the following categories explain influential 

teaching practices: help, attention to student differences, structure, and challenge. The 

data provided reflects rich descriptions of teacher practices within each of these areas. 

This section describes a collection of the major ideas that constitute help for the 

participants and reports instances of responses in the data where the researcher asked 

participants to describe what helped them learn better. Due to the semi-structured nature 

of interviews, the researcher used every opportunity to ask if  a particular teaching 

practice was helpful or not. This discussion is not exhaustive; it is a snapshot of the major 

subcategories of “help.” The section closes with a summary table of the instances where 

the data referenced “help.”

Tutoring Help

Participants provided a plethora of ways in which their identified teachers helped

them. Teachers’ variance in help included group organization scheme (individualized or

group), time, and activity. A major subcategory for “help” was the notion of tutorial.

While only two of the three participants used the term “tutorial,” each participant

mentioned the teacher’s availability and accessibility after school or before school. The

data suggested that tutorial was a time for additional help, typically one-on-one or within

a small group, for students if they did not understand a topic in class. While students had

different interpretations of why they liked tutorial time, they were able to describe what it

meant to them. Rochelle stated,

Even now I think that having a tutoring session and going over the material again 
is very helpful because he's not going to say the same thing twice. Like you’re not 
going to remember everything that he said exactly! So if  he said something in



134

class that didn’t really click with you, in the tutoring session he said it a different 
way it might, and I found that out a lot.

Franklin said,

He gave me a book, he would sit there with me waiting for me to finish reading it 
and after I played it he what I did wrong or what I could do differently. That 
would take place usually after the school or it would be on a day that we didn’t 
have that much work to do in the class.

Nicole stated,

If you what we need to set up personal tutoring, you know...come see me after 
school or before school or maybe while they’re doing this activity, I’ll come over 
and make sure I could talk to you a little bit more about it.
As mentioned in the previous section, the common thread is the notion of teacher- 
initiated support. When sought by the teacher for the student, gains a sense that 
the teacher’s work is more proactive and not passive. Rather than waiting on the 
student to ask for additional opportunities, they make it available at the onset. Just 
as the devotion of time is a commitment, these types of teacher-extended 
opportunities provide evidence of a teacher’s will to help students in whatever 
ways he can.

Non-Tutorial Help

This category included data that referenced types of help that were not tutorial in 

nature. Rochelle was the most descriptive, having used Mr. Brooks’ multiple examples. 

She mentioned that he used an Interwrite pad to write class notes and save them. He 

would then upload them on his website for later reference. She also discussed how he 

would be available at home by phone during certain hours if students needed assistance 

with homework. He provided his phone number to the class. She discussed Mr. Brooks’ 

use of study guides and how that was helpful so that she would know types of math 

questions to expect on her test. Nicole, in a highly descriptive remark, speaks to the value 

of rubrics as a mutually beneficial practice:
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Rubrics are life, because if you have a question, it’s probably on the rubric, and if 
something doesn’t make sense to you, like, I’ve had professors sometimes say 
things, and I’ll be, like, but on your rubric you said this, what do you mean? So it 
provides a platform for you to gain further understanding of what you’re doing so 
you can make sure you do as best a job as possible.

Nicole’s description of rubrics indicates she placed great value on teachers’ use of 

rubrics as a helpful tool. Her interview data suggests that she viewed rubrics as mutually 

beneficial because they provided teachers with a way to explain expectations clearly for 

students. She mentioned that rubrics benefitted students because they required teachers to 

justify their grading, which, she adds, was often highly subjective. Referencing her high 

school experiences, she discussed instances where the rubric was a valuable asset because 

teachers or professors had to go back and award points because the content was not 

graded according to the rubric. Nicole found outlining expectation on paper held both 

teachers and students accountable.

Student Practice

Student practice was defined in this study as activity in which teachers allowed

students to practice particular skills within their classrooms. Franklin, the band student,

referenced it heavily, and Rochelle, the mathematics student, referenced it also. It is

sensible that teachers of these two subjects emphasized practice within their classrooms.

The words of both of these students are highly descriptive, and value-laden. Franklin,

who had the most frequencies in this subcategory, likened practice to preparation for

what he was currently doing in college:

The way he made me practice my scales; the way he made practice music . . .  He 
helped me with my lessons that I have now in college because the pieces that I 
play and the scales that I play have not changed; they may ask you to play them 
quicker but they don’t change. So when you practice them so much in high school
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it’s easier to play them when you’re in college . . .  when I was in high school, no,
I didn’t think it was fair, though. I didn’t understand why I should have to practice 
this much.

In a seemingly reflective tone, Franklin recalled his experience in high school, stating

that he did not understand why his band teacher emphasized practice so heavily.

However, now that he was in a different environment and actually pursuing music

education as a major, he viewed practice as preparation.

Rochelle, who expressed her level of discomfort with mathematics, actually

likened practice with survival: “We didn’t have homework every day, but we did have a

lot of practice. And I think that’s what helped me to be able to survive.” Her description

captured both the value that practice had within her academic life, and it referenced it as a

key aid in supporting her own efficacy within mathematics class. She also made an

important distinction between homework and practice, and that it was practice—not

homework—that helped her to “survive.”

Considered within student practice is the notion of “repetition.” Participants

viewed the practice of repetition as a tool that teachers used to develop gradual

proficiency within their area of difficulty. This practice appeared to be more significant to

Franklin, perhaps because of his selection of a band teacher, who felt that repetition was

necessary. Franklin described repetition as a helpful but tedious process, but he also

deemed it as preparation, like student practice. When asked to describe some of Mr.

Young’s teaching techniques, Franklin replied,

They are different and very tedious and repetitive because every day for like the 
first month and half we were in school, he would say, “Warm up, play these 
chorales . . . ” The same chorales every day, play this set of scales.
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While Franklin described Mr. Young’s techniques as tedious, he later refers to the 

repetitive practice of scales as a method in helping students to improve their preparation 

for festival:

So, when he got there, he really made us practice site reading and practiced the 
music every day, we practiced scales and gave like from woodwind player, most 
of the music we play has runs in it and the way you get better with, with runs is to 
play scales.

Thus, Franklin provided evidence of the influence that repetition had within his 

band course.

Memorization

This practice, although meeting the criteria for inclusion, did not appear to be

significant holistically as a practice. However, contrasting views about memorization

emerged from the data. Franklin valued memorization and referenced it within his

English class as a method of chunking material:

And that was really hard, but it also helped me because when you’re in college or 
when you’re doing certain things in other classes it’s good to memorize so when 
you’re studying its easy like, “okay, all this is one section.” Since I did all this 
memorizations in this class that makes it easier to learn

Nicole, on the other hand, advocated for a departure of memorization, claiming that it

inhibits one’s ability to think critically: “Too often the education system is becoming

memorization and regurgitation and being in a setting like that you’re forced to

comprehend and think for yourself.”

This section outlined examples of the practices deemed as “helpful” by

participants. Table 4 displays the dimensions of help as reported by this study’s

participant sample.
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Table 4

Dimensions of Help

Rochelle Franklin Nicole

When Before/after school Before/After school Before/After school
During class During class During class

Where School
Phone
Web

School School

How Tutoring Use of prior 
knowledge

Rubrics
Walking over to desks

Interwrite pad notes saved "tips and tricks" Tutoring
on website "Take time to 

explain"
Memorizations

HW help phone calls Sit with him
Study guide Books
Peer study group Sectionals
Student practice Memorizations 

Student practice

These were instances where participants used the term “help” or “helped” within the 

qualitative data. While the explanations above were not exhaustive, they offer evidence 

of influential teaching practices revealed by the data. Based on the data collected, 

graduates were able to articulate the teacher actions that helped them learn. These helpful 

practices occurred at different times, within different locations, and through various 

means.

Attention to Student Differences

The sample appeared to have consensus on the ways that teachers consider 

student differences within classrooms. Each participant was able to cite evidence from a 

teacher’s classroom that addressed students’ differences. There was a consistent reference 

to the fact that different student needs requires different teacher practices. Rochelle
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stated, “I think that they need to find—realize that students aren’t, not all students learn 

in the same way and they need to be able to separate and be able to teach all different 

types of students.” Franklin said, “Remember that understanding takes time.” Nicole 

advised, “You need to try to figure out ways to reach everybody on every learning level 

because even in gifted classes, you’ll still have some people who don’t learn as quickly as 

others.”

Participants indicated that teachers should attend to the varied needs of their

students and not consider a one-size-fits-all approach to teaching. It was the participant’s

expectation that teachers recognize the individual nature of students rather than

considering their students’ needs holistically. When describing band sectionals, a

technique used by his band teacher, Franklin provided a graphic metaphor for addressing

student learning needs:

Let’s say there’s woodwinds, brass, and percussion—if we are all in the same 
class, then most of the time he would put us in sectionals in case we were taking 
too long to get it or there are certain parts that we don’t get, so he would break us 
into sectionals for the rest of the class period. So the woodwind will go with the 
woodwinds, the brass will go with brass; the percussion would go with 
percussion.

Within this description, Franklin articulated that the teacher would choose sectionals as 

an option “if we were taking too long to get it.” It also suggests that the teacher 

strategically selected this practice as a means of doing something different from what was 

already happening. This data suggests that the teacher valued sectionals as a practice that 

influenced student learning and performance.

Relevance. The notion of relevance emerged as a subcategory of attention to 

student differences. Although only identified by Rochelle and Nicole explicitly, there was
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evidence in the data of teachers’ connection to real-life experiences o f students through

their examples and activities. Rochelle stated,

He was also really good about telling you how this related to everyday life So, 
with calculus you don’t really think about using this like unless you’re a math 
person you’re not really going to use it. He was good about telling you things that 
you could use it for.

Nicole said,

I remember he gave us a political stance quiz and it kind of showed us where our 
beliefs aligned. It kind of showed me that when it comes to money, I can be a 
little bit more conservative, but when it comes to people’s personal lives, that I’m 
a lot more liberal. So, that kind of helped me understand where I was so that I can 
make better decisions as a voter. I wanted to be a responsible citizen and not just 
marking democrat and liberal on everything because that’s how I thought I felt.

The participants outlined vivid examples about the ways that their influential

teachers provided relevance within their classrooms. While not articulated as a helpful

practice explicitly, relevance is noteworthy to consider because it falls within participant-

identified teachers’ praxis. In each of the examples, the data suggested that teachers used

these activities and examples to attend to student differences. While Rochelle’s example

appeared to be general, Nicole’s example was more specific to the student, causing

students to discover a new dimension of their political identity.

Structure

The data suggests there were recognizable, articulated elements of structure 

within the influential teachers’ teaching praxis. Within this research, the term “structure” 

denoted instances when participants described how their teacher structured the learning 

time within the classroom. Included within this category are any data references to
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instructional delivery models, such as lecture, discussion, or other activities. Table 5 

summarizes the findings providing evidence of structure in this study.

Table 5

Evidence o f Structure within Influential Teacher Praxis

Structure

Open Close O ther/not
specified

Delivery m eth od s  
described

Rochelle "Warm-up" Homework 
Encourages to 
review

Examples
and
different 
types of 
practice

Lecture with examples 
on InterWrite pad, then  
practice problems, 
asking questions

Franklin "Get instrument 
and put it 
together"

"Warm-up and 
tune"

What we would 
be doing next day

announcements

chorales Rehearsal with 
repetition, sectionals, 
and feedback

Nicole "Opener" History 
question of the 
day

Not described Not
described

Lecture/discussion of 
selected readings

"not superinteractive" or 
anything "special"

One finding from the data is that there is consistency in how class periods are 

structured. All participants referenced terminology that reflected there was a planned 

procedure for entering the classroom, including an entry activity, denoted as a “warm up” 

or “opener.” Hence, another finding is that there is a common, consistent lexicon amongst 

the sample’s teachers regarding the name of the entry activity. Furthermore, lecture is a
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pervasive delivery model with each classroom, which is common in most high school 

classrooms. Interestingly, another finding is that the structure of the participants’ 

influential teachers’ classroom mirrored that of their college setting. The fact that two of 

the three participants referenced their current college classes when discussing their 

teachers supports this claim. Rochelle made the comparison by saying, “I think he's 

helped me to be successful in college because of the way that he taught his class. Nicole 

stated, “When he would teach it was basically like college, it was lecture and discussion. 

Well, college isn't really discussion, so yeah, it was lecture and then discussion.” Thus, it 

was apparent that the structure within the classroom prepared them for what they would 

see in some of their college classrooms.

Nicole was also the most descriptive of the three participants by providing her 

impression of the lecture and discussion in Coach Brown’s classroom: “With Mr. Brown 

it was I’m going to teach the material, we’re going to discuss it, we’re going to 

comprehend it, and then there’s a test in three weeks. It was exactly like the syllabus. 

There was nothing special.” Hence, Nicole recognized the common practice in the high 

school, and thus, chose language that did not distinguish Coach Brown’s practices from 

other teachers.

Teacher Expectations

This study provided evidence of teacher expectations within the data. There were 

two types of expectations delineated within the data: expectations for behavior and 

expectations for work. Rochelle and Nicole indicated there were expectations for 

behavior, calling their teachers “strict” and “stem” respectively. In each instance, they
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described that students were not able to dominate the teacher within the classroom.

Hence, the influential teachers maintained order within their classroom. Contextually, the 

sample also did not mention having behavioral challenges within the classroom. 

Interestingly, Franklin did not discuss the behavioral expectations of his teacher.

The data suggests there were expectations present for work as well. Across each 

of the cases, participant responses indicated consistent teacher expectations about 

students’ practice and/or preparation outside of the classroom. For example, Rochelle 

described the implicit expectation for homework completion each night because no one 

knew when he (Mr. Brooks) would decide to check it for a grade. Franklin mentioned 

that his teacher distinguished between practice and rehearsal. Mr. Young upheld his 

expectation that practice take place outside of the classroom individually, so that 

rehearsal could occur when the group was together. Nicole described Coach Brown’s 

expectations by recalling how the teacher was not going to “spoon-feed” students in the 

ninth-grade gifted course. Instead, his expectation was that he would present the material, 

and they would discuss the material in class. After that, the expectation was that students 

would then be “responsible” for the material, meaning they should be prepared to 

demonstrate their knowledge on a classroom assessment.

Teacher Challenge

Another common proposition across the cases was the idea that influential 

teachers challenge their students in various ways. For two of the three participants, 

challenge helped the student discover and demonstrate a new skill set that was previously 

unknown. Throughout those instances, participants referred to their postsecondary lives.
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Hence, for this study two of the three influential teachers used preparation for the future 

as a key reason for challenging students.

Summary

The purpose of this study was to investigate African-American high school 

graduates’ perspectives on their most influential teachers and the practices they used. I 

sought to understand why graduates identified the teacher who had the greatest influence 

on their learning through a description of teacher characteristics. I also wanted to learn 

more about the teaching practices these teachers used that either directly or indirectly 

influenced participants’ learning. Three African-American high school graduates 

participated in the study, and identified three teachers for this inquiry. These participants 

completed an initial questionnaire, two interviews, and a concluding questionnaire. The 

researcher also kept interview notes and a researcher journal that included analytic 

memos.

This chapter described the cross-case results of the sample for the study. The 

emphasis of this chapter was to report the results of the cross-case analysis with respect 

to each research question. The next chapter provides deeper meaning and offers 

conclusions of the results outlined in this chapter. The chapter will begin with a summary 

of the study, and then follow with implications, recommendations for research, and final 

thoughts.



CHAPTER 6

SUMMARY, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Dewey (1916) defines education as “that reconstruction or reorganization of 

experience which adds to the meaning of experience, and which increases ability to direct 

the course of subsequent experience (p. 76). Three goals of this study are inherent in 

Dewey’s words. First, the hearing and analysis of students’ retold experiences afforded 

me the opportunity to reconstruct their experiences. This reconstructive act was beneficial 

because it led to the second goal: addition of meaning to experience. The interpretive 

work of qualitative inquiry allowed reconfiguration of the meaning of experience and 

facilitated the emergence of new meaning—meaning that may have been hidden from the 

participant and from the researcher prior to the inquiry. Lastly, and most importantly, the 

goal o f this study was to consider the results that could inform classroom practice with 

further research. Additionally, the inquiry could spawn greater conversations within the 

research and school communities regarding the highly informative nature of students’ 

perspectives.

Summary of the Study

This phenomenological study solicited the voices of three African-American

public high school graduates students about their perspectives on influential teaching.

Specifically, this research uses the term influential teaching to describe teaching that

helps students learn. The inquiry sought to answer two research questions:

145
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1. According to African-American high school graduates, what were the most 

influential teaching practices from their high school learning experiences?

2. What characteristics did African-American high school graduates use to 

identify the high school teacher who had the greatest influence on their 

learning?

Participants selected the high school teacher who had the greatest influence on 

their learning. Data collection for the study included an initial questionnaire; two in- 

depth, semi-structured interviews; and a final questionnaire. Analysis of the data was 

conducted throughout the data collection process using a constant comparison analysis 

method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). During this time, interview notes were developed, and I 

maintained a researcher journal to capture analytic memos. Data were analyzed with the 

assistance of an electronic codebook within Microsoft Excel for easy manipulation and 

sorting of data. Development of categories relevant to the research questions derived 

from emergent codes. Member checks enhanced trustworthiness by asking participants to 

confirm emergent categories for their individual data at different stages of the research. 

During the data collection phase, descriptions of the learning environment, identified 

teacher, and participants were gathered and reported. Single-case and cross-case analyses 

were conducted to amplify student voice while simultaneously identifying a holistic 

perspective from the sample. The next section contains the reports of the findings of this 

study, which are discussed in light of findings from the review of literature.
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Discussion and Conclusions 

This study investigated the perspectives of African-American high school 

graduates with regard to influential teaching practices. Participants selected the high 

school teacher who had the greatest influence on their learning and to describe the 

practices that teacher used to help them learn. This section focuses on considering the 

findings of this research in light of the research question, the literature’s findings, and this 

study’s findings. Additionally, the section reported relevant conclusions about the data. 

Table El of Appendix E provides a summary of this study’s findings. Parenthetical 

references name the research that supports the finding of this study, and these are 

references included in this study’s review of literature.

Influential Teacher Characteristics

Figure 5 summarizes the major categories that emerged from the data.

Passionate about Work

Figure 5. Influential Teacher Characteristics
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This study suggests that influential teachers are individuals who have a passion 

and commitment to the teaching role. This finding is grounded within the data, which 

suggests that these influential teachers possess a love for the job that is observable and 

noticeable by students. A second finding of this research is that influential teachers build 

strong relationships with students. Through the consistency across cases within the data, 

it appears to be nonnegotiable. The presence of caring acts reflects the existence of 

relationships, as well as fairness within the classroom. This finding is consistent with the 

research on teacher-student relationships. Research on the power of relationships, well 

documented within the literature presented within this study, is not a new concept in 

education (Hattie, 2012; Irvine, 1990; Roberts & Irvine, 2009; Slaughter-Defoe & 

Carlson, 1996; Ware, 2006). Across the studies referenced, relationships are the 

foundation for classroom learning, particularly for students of color. Moreover, this study 

found that acts of caring characterize relationships and fairness within the classroom.

This logic is sensible because these dispositions derive from an outgrowth of a 

purposeful connection with the work, stated earlier as teachers’ love for the job. 

Participants use these terms in reference to the behaviors of their identified teachers; thus, 

they are observable. For the studies provided, it appears that the practices derive from the 

place of a relationship and a commitment to see students succeed. Hence, this study 

suggests that influential teaching practices derive from a love and passion for the work of 

teaching, based on the perspectives of African-American graduate participants. Not only 

do key practices flow from teachers’ passion for their profession, but also their
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commitment to their profession manifests through their commitment to students and their 

success.

Participants across the sample spoke frequently about the ways in which teachers’ 

love and passion for their work became evident within their actions. It appears that 

passion and commitment were both explicit and implicit. It was explicit through the 

terminology used by participants in which the terms “like,” “love,” and “passion” are 

used. It was also explicit in ways such as postcards mailed to students over the holiday 

break to convey teacher appreciation for excellent work. The passion was more implicit 

through teacher actions, such as teachers’ willingness to be accessible to students in 

various forms outside of the school day and their exhibition of care and concern for 

students’ well-being. This was particularly unique because high school teachers typically 

subscribe to a scholar-academic paradigm (Schiro, 2008) rather than the learner-centered 

ideology evident at lower grade levels. When teachers have a purposeful connection to 

the work, then the children they serve are the ultimate beneficiaries—like the participants 

within this study. These collective findings support the contention that teacher and 

student relationships should be a priority within classrooms, particularly those classrooms 

serving students of color. In each of the cases within this study, participants provided rich 

descriptions about the relationships with their teachers and the commitment they noticed 

about them. Considering the gap in time from their enrollment in the teachers’ classes to 

the present, it speaks volumes to the positive influence that teachers can have on students. 

In summary, I conclude the following, in light of the collective findings of this and pre

existing research:
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• influential teachers possess a noticeable love and passion for their work;

• this passion is reflected as commitment and willingness to be accessible and 

provide support beyond the minimum;

• influential teachers are relational and they build strong relationships with their 

students; and

• their relationships are evidenced by noticeable acts of care and fairness within 

the classroom.

The next section provides a brief discussion of findings with regard to teacher practices. 

Influential Teaching Practices

In examining influential teaching through African-American graduates’ eyes, this 

research also sought to use their perspectives to develop a collection of influential 

teaching practices. Through the work of this inquiry, the collection of influential practices 

includes:

• offering a variety of help in multiple forms;

• emphasizing great attention to students’ differences;

•  being consistent with in classroom structure and teacher expectations; and

• challenging students with their future in mind.

Figure 6 depicts the summary of these influential teaching practices and their 

interconnectivity. It is logical that an attention to student differences encompasses the 

remaining three themes of influential practices. There is a reference to the student as an 

individual within each of the practices, and participants placed great value on teachers’ 

recognition of learners’ unique qualities. The influential teachers described in this study
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recognized students as individuals and used classroom practices to convey this principle 

explicitly and implicitly. For example, explicit forms include varied offerings of help 

both inside and outside of class, as well as challenges that propelled students toward an 

unbounded future. Consistency with classroom structure and expectations reflected a 

more implicit way in which influential teachers provided attention to students’ 

differences. A more detailed description of the practices is next.

y      . *«
HELP

Tutorial help

CONSISTENT IN STRUCTURE 

AND EXPECTATIONS

Non-tutorial help Structure
Practice - + Teacher

ExpectationsMemorization I

CHALLENGE ..

........... +  ~

ATTENTION TO 
DIFFERENCES

Teacher
challenge 4V Relevance

Post-Secondary
Connection

Student
Differences

--- ----

Figure 6. Influential Teaching Practices

Help. This study found that influential teachers offer a variety of help in multiple 

ways to support their students. The most prevalent examples of this help included tutorial
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assistance, non-tutorial help, practice, repetition, and memorization. These findings are 

consistent with the research that indicated that tutorial/“extra help” and practice 

(Marzano, 2009) are among the most effective practices for students who are struggling, 

especially African-American struggling learners (Roberts & Irvine, 2002; Thompson, 

2002). The data from this study suggest that participants recognized tutorial as a 

meaningful, influential strategy to get the help they needed. This form of help reflected 

instances of teacher accessibility in various forms, including face-to-face and by phone. 

This small group time was an opportunity for students to ask questions and get more 

individualized assistance that the typical class period did not offer. Moreover, one 

participant also included the use of peer assistance through study groups. Since the notion 

of tutoring was a salient component of the results, a discussion about tutoring is 

necessary.

Tutoring. As it is common in qualitative research, often times there are themes 

that emerge from the data after the analysis. Further, there are words used within 

education that may differ based on their technical and practical names. The notion of 

tutoring meets both of these conditions. The review of literature did not discuss tutoring 

at length. Further, just as there are many definitions of effective teaching, there are varied 

meanings of tutoring. Hence, a brief discussion about tutoring is provided along with any 

connections to the meaning of tutoring from the students’ perspectives.

A discussion of tutoring must begin with the seminal work by Wood, Bruner, and 

Ross (1976). The authors define tutoring in this way: "the means whereby an adult or 

'expert' helps somebody who is less adult or less expert" (p. 89). They describe the
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tutoring experience as a highly "interactive, instructional relationship between the

developing child and his elders for the study o f skill acquisition and problem solving"

(Wood, Bruner & Ross, 1976, p. 89). The intent of tutoring, as claimed by the authors is

to allow their more knowledgeable “expert” to guide the novice learner toward a solution

through intentional processes including modeling, questioning, and feedback. While the

focus of this article centered on problem solving, the article serves as a salient reference

for the notion of scaffolding, defined in the following way:

More often than not, it involves a kind of "scaffolding" process that enables a 
child or novice to solve a problem, carry out a task or achieve a goal which would 
be beyond his unassisted efforts. This scaffolding consists essentially of the adult 
"controlling" those elements of the task that are initially beyond the learner's 
capacity, thus permitting him to concentrate upon and complete only those 
elements that are within his range of competence.

The notion of scaffolding, based on this article, is the heart of tutorial and connects with

the participants’ desire to seek extra help. Participants all identified their influential

teachers’ willingness to make themselves available should students need additional help.

The focus of the additional help was to assist the student in performing a task or solving a

problem that the student needed assistance to solve. The notion of scaffolding within the

tutorial process is critical to the aims of this study, as it sought to gain an understanding

of how influential teachers transitioned students from not knowing to knowing. In this

instance, tutorial is defined as a teacher-led activity.

Laurillad (2012) confirms that there are varied definitions of tutorial, including

teacher-driven tutorial and student-driven tutorial. A key difference is related to who is

more active in the process and who is more passive. Thus, Laurillard (2012) offers clarity
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on the definition of tutoring by identifying three distinctive forms of small group learning 

that relate to tutorial:

• tutorial: students are the focus and present his/her point of view while being 

challenged by the tutor and one to two other students;

• seminar: similar to tutorial but functions with a larger group and less time for 

each student's presentation over several sessions; and

• discussion group: tutor-led, focused on a specific topic, problem, or case, and 

the tutor guides students to develop their own solutions through collaboration

The author claims that the discussion group's purpose is to develop a deeper 

understanding of content through discussion and debate. However, if the tutor does not 

focus on facilitation and eliciting student discussion, the time can easily resort to the 

traditional lecture. In sum, this author contends that the distinguishable factor is the 

amount of independent talking that each student does, which relates to the group size and 

availability of the tutor to address students. Laurillad’s (2012) definition emphasizes 

more group interaction that the definition by Wood, Bruner, and Ross (1976).

Lastly, in his discussion of tutoring, Hattie (2012) only mentions tutoring within 

the context of peer learning through tutoring. He found that the benefits of tutoring are 

just as great for the tutor as for the tutee. While he did not focus on teacher-led tutorial, as 

discussed within this study’s data, Hattie (2012) mentioned that the offering of directions, 

goal setting guidance, and feedback to student tutors enhances tutoring.

While these two most recent authors emphasized the peer-led tutoring, the 

seminal work of Wood, Bruner, and Ross (1976) discussed teacher-led tutoring. Based on



155

the participants' views within this study, it appears that the participants and their 

influential teachers identified with the earlier definition of tutoring, which is teacher-led, 

and thus for the purpose of this study, tutorial that helped students learning involved 

teacher-led tutorial. The more recent research lends itself well to more collaborative, 

mutually beneficial learning relationships, as they point out the benefits of tutoring for 

the tutor and tutee. Perhaps further research could investigate if participants found one of 

these forms of tutorial to be more helpful than the other.

The collective findings suggest that, when asked, students position themselves to 

describe intelligently the teaching practices that helped their learning most. The 

influential teachers described in this study made it a priority to provide help to students in 

ways that extended beyond the normal school day and face-to-face communication, 

including technology. Non-tutorial help, a unique finding of this research, also shed light 

on other ways to get help, including written resources such as teacher resource websites 

with class notes, study guides, and rubrics. The actions described by students were the 

deliberate action of teachers who took ownership of students’ learning. The varied ways 

developed by teachers reflect an intentional, direct response to students’ diverse learning 

needs, but they also reflect a commitment and passion that teachers have for their work. 

Additionally, multiple sources of help provide greater opportunities for teachers to meet 

the diverse needs of learning and their subtle differences. The role of practice cannot be 

underestimated. The seminal icon Madeline Hunter has suggested the use of both guided 

and independent practice within the instructional framework of lessons, and it appears 

that there is great appreciation for opportunities to practice, particularly in class. This
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notion points to the idea of Vygotsky’s (1978) zone of proximal development, whereas 

students experience disequilibrium in the learning and subsequent assistance by a 

‘significant other,’ who is typically the teacher. This core principle of learning theory 

would suggest why tutoring was such a pervasive idea throughout the data findings of 

this study. Based on these findings, providing access to help is not relegated to the 

academic core subjects. Hence, teachers of all subjects have an obligatory responsibility 

to ensure that help options are available for all students. It is at this point that a discussion 

of tutoring is necessary.

Attention to student differences. Strongly tied to the notion of help is the study’s 

finding that influential teaching practices address student differences. Throughout the 

data, participants recommended that teachers recognize students as individuals and not as 

a collective whole. Further, participants used academic and personal differences to 

support their reasoning for seeking teacher behaviors that address students’ differences. 

Participants used many of the practices described in the previous section to explain their 

reasoning for addressing student differences. It is clear that there was expectation of 

reciprocity in understanding one another’s roles between student and teachers. If students 

were to adapt to the expectations of teachers, the participants’ data suggested that others 

considers students as unique individuals with unique learning and adolescent needs. 

Therefore, participants expected teachers to align their practice to the needs of the 

students in the class. However, it appears that when this did not occur, the participants 

knew how to adapt and cultivate their own success.
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Relevance emerged as a method that could address student differences. The use of 

real-life examples or access to multiple extension opportunities provided a way for 

student strengths to be cultivated in different ways. A key component of effective 

teaching for African-American students was the use of a relevant curriculum (Thompson, 

2002). Attending to student differences aligns with attending to the individual voices of 

students within the educational conversation. Their commentary warns against the one- 

size-fits-all approach to education.

Consistency in practice. Through the discussion of influential practices in this 

study, the inquiry found that influential teachers maintained consistency in structure and 

expectations within their classroom. There was evidence of consistency with respect to 

structure and expectations. Within the sample, there was a common entry activity, similar 

language for the entry activity (opener or warm-up), and a similar method of delivery that 

included teacher-directed instruction, either through lecture or rehearsal. The work of 

seminal authors within the literature supports this structure of time and discussion 

(Hattie, 2012; Irvine, 1990). Further, it is reflective of the primary mode of instruction 

within the high school classroom (Schiro, 2008).

Rather than attempting to recommend what most would call more interactive 

instruction, the participants appeared to have accepted what their teachers would do 

because it was working for them. Hence, it calls into question students’ definition of 

engagement, which typically is lacking within the high school classrooms. As pointed out 

by Marzano (2009), if the teaching method is meeting the students’ needs, then no change 

may need to occur, just for the sake of using an instructional strategy.
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Not only can I conclude that consistency in instructional delivery is important for 

participants, but I can also conclude that consistency in behavioral expectations is highly 

valued. According to the findings in this study, influential teaching requires teachers to 

set clear behavioral expectations for students. This idea is not new, as the importance of 

teacher expectations is well documented throughout the literature (Gates Foundation, 

2010; Hattie, 2012; Irvine, 1990; Roberts & Irvine, 2009; Ware, 2006). None of the 

participants mentioned disciplinary problems within classrooms, and two of the three 

participants identified how teachers communicated and maintained expectations within 

the classroom. Based on the findings, it appears that participants expect teachers to 

expect high behavioral standards so that learning can occur.

Challenge with the future in mind. The role of challenge within the learning 

environment was particularly interesting as it emerged within the data. The development 

of a challenging, rigorous curriculum and learning situation is highly regarded in the 

research on teaching and learning (Gates Foundation, 2010; Gewertz, 2006). In fact, 

Gewertz (2006) reported high school dropouts cite a lack of challenge as a key reason for 

quitting school. Although challenge looked different within each of the chosen teachers’ 

classrooms, it was of significance for two participants in particular. Within each of their 

descriptions, the findings indicate that they discovered a new dimension of self-efficacy 

after having to determine how they would respond to the challenging situations posed by 

their teachers. Hence, I conclude that challenge within the learning environment can lead 

toward the development of resilience and perseverance for the learner. Fortunately, the 

students persevered within the face of challenge; they did not shut down. One unique
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context of challenge for this study was the participants’ frequent allusion to their 

postsecondary lives. Not only did challenge occur while they were in the influential 

teacher’s classroom, but participants also described a link between their perceived 

challenge in high school and their current reality within the college environment. Each 

participant was able to recognize the utility of their high school challenges as preparation 

for their current reality.

This section expounded on the analysis of influential teaching practices that 

emerged from the data. A figure provided a visual outline of the connections of 

influential teaching practices and characteristics. In the next section, the study’s findings 

are applied to the study’s theoretical framework, critical theory.

Application to Theoretical Framework

The purpose of this study was to consult African American high school graduates 

regarding the teaching that had the greatest influence on their learning. The study also 

sought graduates’ perspectives regarding their identified influential teachers’ 

characteristics. One aim of this study was to solicit an informed, but rarely consulted, 

source for feedback on exemplary teaching and learning: student voices. Hence, while the 

study’s findings have multiple, explicit connections with the literature on good teaching 

practices (as outlined in Table El in Appendix E), critical theory frames this work more 

implicitly (Freire, 1970). A brief discussion of this link follows.

While critical theory consists of a vast spectrum of orientations, this study is 

situated within the discussion of how power redistribution offers voice for those who 

have been voiceless. Through this inquiry, some of the voices that have been historically
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absent from schooling conversations (Kozol, 1991) have been amplified in an attempt to 

disrupt and reconfigure the existing power structures within schools. When power within 

schools aligns with democratic principles through student voice, an adult-centered 

monologue about students transforms into a student-centered dialogue with students. This 

dialogue with students is applicable to what Freire (1970) calls a “critical and liberating 

dialogue, which presupposes action . . .  [and] must be carried on with the oppressed at 

whatever the stage of their struggle for liberation” (p. 65). Through the liberatory act of 

consultation, this study offered participants an opportunity to engage in dialogue that 

counters systemic implicit and explicit forms of power and oppression that students often 

experience. The insightful findings from this sample warrant the disruption of historically 

pervasive, undemocratic power structures within schools.

This study’s findings suggest that consultation of student voice repositions 

students as active and not passive participants, as recommended by Cook-Sather (2009). 

Rather than having school done to them, this work offers great opportunity for the power 

of student voice to engage students more fully in the construction of their learning and 

schooling experiences. Although the participants had already graduated from high school, 

their vivid recollections of their influential teachers and the teacher’s practices suggest 

their experiences held great meaning to them as learners and as people. The reflective 

descriptions of their prior experiences caused me to surmise about the opportunities that 

are available when high schools capture students’ insights.

A final connection to the notion of critical theory concerns the demography of the 

study’s participants. African-American high school graduates were purposefully selected
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for participation due to a historical nature of marginalization of African Americans within 

the U.S. educational system (Tillman, 2009). This study repositioned African-American 

graduates to offer a countemarrative to the persistent deficit narrative that exists 

regarding African-American students, their achievement, and their engagement in their 

own educational goals. However, this study did not attempt to negate a lag in high school 

graduation rates for African-American students when compared with students from other 

ethnicities, as stated in Chapter 1 of this work. Rather, this study suggests that the 

humanistic, relational notion of consultation with African-American students is more 

powerful and solution-oriented than succumbing to a pervasive ontology about what 

African-American students lack. The descriptive nature of the study’s data indicates that 

African-American students, when consulted, can offer authentic, rich, and informed 

insight about what works or does not work for them. Further, more research involving the 

voices of African-American learners—both high achieving and underachieving—might 

provide educators a greater understanding of the challenges and opportunities of African- 

American learners.

The Case for Influential Teaching

This study used the perspectives of African-American high school graduates to 

investigate the characteristics and practices of influential teaching. Drawing on the work 

of critical theory and student voice through qualitative methods, the study sought to offer 

a new dimension of what it means to teach effectively. It is necessary to discuss how the 

results of this research add to the research on effective teaching. At the onset, it is 

important to acknowledge that the influential teaching characteristics and practices
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proposed within this study intersect with the effective teaching literature, as expressed in 

Table El in Appendix E. This study did not attempt to derive new teaching strategies that 

are not already within the research literature on effective teaching; this would be an 

impossible task. Instead, this inquiry sought to discover which practices were identified 

as most influential to participants’ learning. Moreover, the study sought to broaden the 

factors of influence from singular teacher practices to include teacher characteristics or 

qualities. The results of this study, as shown in Figure 7, provide evidence of 

accomplishment of this goal.

When comparing the notion of influential teaching with the existing idea of 

effective teaching, there are some key differences worth mentioning. First, there is a 

difference in the data source used to determine effectiveness or influence. Effective 

teaching strategies are defined as “effective” based upon the effect or influence they have 

on student learning, based upon quantitative analysis of assessment results. Influential 

teaching, I contend, uses an analysis of students’ perspectives to determine effect or 

influence on student learning, thereby offering first-hand knowledge about what has 

worked for them. Thus, this study suggests that students’ perspectives be included as a 

valid and reliable data source for determining influence. The single-case and cross-case 

analyses each offer evidence that participants can provide in-depth descriptions, 

examples, and reasoning from their experiences about what has or has not helped them 

learn. In sum, this work advocates for accessing students’ perspectives to gain insights 

that may not be captured within effect sizes of quantitative analysis.
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Another difference between effective and influential teaching is similar to the 

previous discussion on data source, but centers on the search for authenticity through 

language. While varied data collection methods are helpful to enhance the reliability and 

validity of data through triangulation, the practice of teaching is a highly personal and 

interactive task. Thus, there are constant social, emotional, and psychological exchanges 

which occur during the teaching task that are better understood through spoken or written 

language than rating scales or surveys used to collect students’ perspectives. Our 

language is an expression of our culture and experiences, and it allows others to 

understand our thoughts in highly personal and unique ways. The study could have 

inquired about teacher characteristics or practices by providing checklists of qualities or 

strategies for students. However, since the goal was to honor participant perspectives 

through their voices, the research was guided by their words and phrases— without 

technical language—to ascertain the essence of their experience. This study 

accomplished this through offering participants the opportunity to authenticate their 

voices using their perspectives on learning as they recanted their experiences. The use of 

in vivo coding throughout the analytic process has allowed the voices of participants to 

be heard. By prioritizing participants’ words and phrases, the results have offered 

descriptive information about the symbiotic relationship between the characteristics and 

practices, rather than discrete functions of the two. Therefore, readers gain a greater 

understanding of the participants’ views and the essence of who the teacher was and what 

the teacher did to influence learning.
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Toward a Taxonomy of Influential Teaching

Figure 7 describes the results of this study. Based on these findings, a working 

definition o f influential teaching is necessary.

Passionate about Work

HELP
Tutorial help

Non-tutorial help
Practice

Memorization

CONSISTENT IN STRUCTUItt 
AND EXPECTATIONS

Structure
Teacher

Expectations

+
CHALLENGE

+
ATTENTION TO 

DIFFERENCES
Teacher

challenge ■ i + - Relevance '
Post-Secondary Student

Connection Differences

Influential 

Teaching

Figure 7. Taxonomy of Influential Teaching

For the purpose of this research, influential teaching is using teacher passion and 

caring relationships to: a) provide varied forms of help; b) attend to student differences; 

c) challenge students with the future in mind; and d) provide consistency in structure and
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expectations. In addition, influential teaching can be assessed most authentically using 

student voice.

Figure 7 illustrates this study’s results and the synergetic relationship between 

influential characteristics and practices. A discussion of this relationship is necessary. 

First, I claim that teacher practices are infused by teacher characteristics; what the teacher 

does emerges from who the teacher is with respect to his work. If there is much love for 

the job and relationships, then the practices within the framework will be more robust. 

Repeatedly throughout the data, there was evidence of teacher actions that can be tied 

back to teacher’s passion for the work, a relationship-driven disposition for student 

success, or a combination of the two. Using passion and relationships as the driving 

force, the student-centered practices are evident. More succinctly, in this study, the 

practices that were most influential for students were a visual expression of the teachers’ 

passion for their jobs and the relational disposition they embodied within their 

classrooms.

The practices within each category offer an explanation regarding the multi

dimensional roles of the influential teacher. Within the help category, each of the 

subcategories reflected practices teachers used to support student learning when they 

were struggling. The variety of help strategies, including those within and outside of the 

classroom, collaboration with teachers and peers, and use of varied tools demonstrate a 

willingness to help students shift from misunderstanding to understanding. The 

influential teacher attends to student differences by recognizing that students have
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different learning needs and expect the teacher to recognize these differences and align 

teaching on what they need.

Moreover, the study’s results suggest that influential teachers seek ways to 

connect content and the learning process to their current lives or future aspirations. The 

consistency in structure is important, according to the participants, because the influential 

teacher uses a consistent delivery structure within class. This allows students to know 

what to expect. Additionally, the influential teacher’s expectations are firm and 

consistent. The data revealed that influential teacher studied did not have frequent 

classroom management issues because the relationships and expectations are the greatest 

deterrent for student misbehavior. Lastly, the influential teacher challenges students by 

assigning tasks and planning learning experiences that seek to push them to levels of 

understanding and performance. The influential teacher was not afraid to stretch students, 

even if  it meant allowing them to experience difficulty and struggle in learning. The 

challenge was purposeful and framed implicitly as preparation for students’ future, 

although their next stage was not fully determined. Looking back, the participants were 

able to link ways their influential high school teacher prepared them for what encounter 

as college students.

Due to their love for their jobs and a noticeable passion for their work, influential 

teachers recognize their practices not as going above, but as the norm—perhaps even a 

moral imperative. A discussion of each category and subcategories is necessary. The data 

analysis resulted in the development of four categories. To the influential teacher, the 

variety in methods of help is not optional, but is required due to the variety in learner
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needs. Through such provisions, students gain a sense of acceptance and appreciation for 

who they are as learners. The consistency exercised within the influential teachers’ 

classrooms was a visible representation of their keen awareness of the adolescent learner 

based upon their commitment to understanding students first as people, and then, as 

learners. In the life o f the adolescent, there is great need for reliability and consistent 

support, particularly with the changing landscape of family structure. Hence, the 

influential teacher’s classroom is a safe place for the student. This safety emerges from 

the only logical antidote to the infectious, persistent lack of personalization within the 

typical high school: relationships. In sum, each of the practices (what the teacher does) 

emerges from the core of the teacher’s characteristics (who they are).

Connection to Seminal Research on Student Voice

The findings from this study offer new insight based on the sample’s unique 

characteristics, but there are also connections to the wider canon of literature (see Table 

El in Appendix E). Specifically, there is a critical link between this study’s findings and 

Cook-Sather’s (2009) seminal work, Learning from the Student’s Perspective: A 

Sourcebook fo r  Effective Teaching. Co-constructed by high school seniors, college 

students, and Cook-Sather, this work derived from Cook-Sather’s Teaching and Learning 

Together (TLT) research framework. Three major sections divide the seminal text, with 

the first focusing solely on students’ perspectives o f effective classroom practice. The 

second two sections refer to strategies for learning from students’ perspectives and 

transforming listening to action. Within the TLT research framework, students’ views
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define ‘effectiveness’ just as this study bases the definition o f ‘influential’ on the 

perspective of students.

As a scholar whose research centers on student voice, Cook-Sather’s core 

principles of TLT research framework align closely with this study. Teaching and 

Learning Together articulates students’ perspectives that are both grounded in their own 

experience and inflected with critical insight (Cook-Sather, 2002, 2009). These 

perspectives become “essential to action as they directly inform the high school students 

sense of agency and as they shape the pre-service teachers' choices as evolving 

practitioners” (Cook-Sather, 2002, p. 1). The four overarching goals of TLT resonate 

within the findings of this study: (a) an exchange in dialogue to discuss the role of the 

teacher; (b) critical questions pertaining to students’ perspective of classroom 

environment, pedagogical strategies, and diversity/multicultural education; (c) follow-up 

of student exchange and suggestions on pedagogical practices; and (d) end-analysis and 

reflection. TLT seeks to disrupt traditional hierarchy by providing students with a voice 

to help teachers further develop in praxis (Cook-Sather, 2002, p. 2). The unique quality of 

TLT that aligns with this research is that it focused on actual pedagogical practices and 

not just the personal nature of the teacher. The next section presents a discussion of the 

implications of this research.

Implications

Students and their voices matter. The topic of this dissertation depicts an example 

of the research-practice gap, which often manifests as a knowing/doing gap within 

education. Students are the reasons why we have formal schooling; however, researchers
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agree that students are rarely consulted about their perspectives on helping schools 

improve (Cook-Sather, 2002; Fullan, 2001; Howard, 2002; Kozol, 1991). Moreover, 

there is an even greater need to access the voices of African-American students, as the 

research in this area is very small (Bergin & Cooks, 2002; Carter, 2003; Fordham & 

Ogbu, 1986; Howard, 2002; Nieto, 2004). This study addressed these two dilemmas by 

investigating African-American high school graduates’ perspectives about the 

characteristics and practices of their most influential high school teachers.

Given the historical narrative of underperformance that has surrounded African- 

American learners within schools, it is imperative those success stories of African- 

American learners (and other students of color) are investigated, thus offering 

countemarratives to mainstream conversations. Rather than adopting a deficit perspective 

(Tillman, 2009) toward African-American learners, student voice work in schools allows 

them to become repositioned as assets in helping their schools need their learning and 

social needs. While this study focused on African-American participants, the implications 

extend beyond that population of students. However, the next section offers a brief 

discussion of implications specific to African-American learners.

The results of this research support the research on effective teaching by 

demonstrating the power of a teacher. Given the historical narrative of underperformance 

and miseducation that African-American students endure, the power of a teacher carries 

significant meaning with this group of students. This results of this sample show that the 

variables of gender and race are not factors in determining influential teaching. All of the 

identified high school teachers were males, and two of the three identified teachers were
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not African-American. If teachers’ race differs from their students and the teacher may 

not understand African-American culture, this sample’s data offers the power of 

relationships as a promising practice. However, relationships are not enough. The drive 

and passion for the work must exist to provide the teacher actions derived within the 

study. While a persistent narrative o f underachievement of African-American learners 

exists within the field, it is critical for teachers to recognize the balance of power that is 

necessary—providing help and providing challenge.

Additionally, by getting to know students’ interests and culture, teachers facilitate 

the possibility of African-American culture as an asset or open door to learning. This will 

not occur if teachers of African-American students do not look for the genius or expert in 

them (or any of their students). While there are certainly social challenges of poverty, 

racism, and classism that affect many children of color, African-American students need 

educators like the influential teachers in this study who will commit to their learning and 

prepare them to be ready for whatever college and/or career they choose to embrace after 

high school. In addition to implications specific to African-American students, there are 

many implications for practice within K-12 schooling and higher education 

environments.

First, it is important to consider teacher quality, both in characteristics and in 

pedagogical practices. Students’ descriptions about their teachers daily dispositions can 

provide insight into whether students perceive that teachers enjoy their job and have a 

desire to work with all students. For example, if there is a teacher who is having 

behavioral or student achievement challenges, could there be some root causes linked to
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their love or passion for the work? This question also causes other issues to surface, such 

as the environment developed by school administrators. If there are too many tasks and 

too little time, there could potentially be adverse effects with classroom relationships. 

Alternatively, as in the case for Nicole, teachers expose their personal discriminations, 

and students internalize teacher’s expectations about them in different ways. When 

students have these negative experiences, then it raises questions about fair grading, 

behavioral modification practices, and teacher expectations. More importantly, students 

internalize and respond to such mistreatment with a wide range of responses. These and 

other related questions offer opportunities for discussion about assessing school culture 

through relationships that exist (or do not exist) at the classroom level.

There are also implications for teacher quality with respect to teacher practices 

that truly help students learn. Current teacher evaluation systems attempt to gauge student 

learning through considering student achievement data and classroom observation data. 

However, formal and informal assessments of student dialogue about daily teacher 

practices enhanced these data. Georgia’s teacher evaluation system, which includes 

student surveys about teacher performance, provides an example of ways that evaluation 

systems consider student voice in ascertaining teacher quality. Many would agree that 

feedback is a powerful tool for increasing effectiveness in any profession. Thus, just as 

teachers receive feedback from administrators, it is beneficial to receive periodic 

feedback from students about what is consistently working to help them learn or what is 

not working. Often, when explored collaboratively, it may cause educators to reflect 

deeply about shedding old, ineffective practices and adopting new ones. Moreover, the
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results of this study indicate a necessary shift from teaching to learning is crucial; what is 

working or easy for the teacher may not be working or needed for the student. For 

example, this study made a case for the dichotomy of consistency and differentiation. 

While participants found safety in the consistency offered within the structure of the 

classrooms mentioned, they did state explicitly teachers should recognize students do not 

all learn in the same way at the same time. This is valuable information as a classroom 

teacher, and while educational research offers its take on supporting learner differences, 

students may actually have ideas to share that could help.

Another implication for practice is power of accessing student voices for 

improvement from a leadership perspective. School improvement models typically adopt 

a structure that involves multiple stakeholders in the improvement process but often 

leaves students out, until accreditation practices require inclusion of their voices. It is 

imperative that students’ inclusion be a non-negotiable. Within the school organization, 

everyone has a perspective, and everyone believes he or she knows how schools should 

improve to meet students’ needs. However, I contend that the results of this study clearly 

convey the valuable information that students offer about their own learning needs. When 

seeking students’ perspectives, it is important to consider a representative cross-section of 

the student population within the school in authentic ways, in order to consider all 

students.

Within the conversation on teacher quality, a brief discussion of higher education 

follows. An examination of the power of student voice for instructional improvement 

would be incomplete without considering the role of teacher preparation programs in
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training new teachers to enter our classrooms. Teacher preparation programs that prepare 

secondary teachers focus heavily on content knowledge should not sacrifice recognition 

and understanding of the learner. While this research does not attempt to limit teacher 

characteristics to a checklist, there is value in a humanistic approach to teaching that 

should be examined with pre-service teachers. For example, it should be required for 

students to observe a cross-section of learning environments because all students need 

great teachers. As the United States continues to become more diverse, pre-service 

teachers will need to be prepared to work with learners that are more diverse. They will 

need to understand how to forge relationships with them -  even in high school. With 

regard to their practice, teacher preparation programs can develop a new breed of 

growing professionals who thrive on feedback from multiple sources for their 

professional growth. Focused feedback from evaluators, peers, parents, and students and 

all be valuable data to help shape and improve teacher practice. In doing so, it not only 

communicates an ethos of service, but it also enhances collegiality.

Recommendations for Future Research 

The results of this research offer conclusions about the notion of influential 

teaching from the graduates’ perspectives. Still, researchers need to conduct more 

research to continue accessing students’ voices about instructional improvement efforts. 

There are multiple opportunities for further research within the realm of student voice 

inquiry. However, school leaders should use the data generated from student voice 

inquiry to provide formative feedback to teachers and plan professional learning, or the
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data will be useless information. The following recommendations align with each of the 

following categories: a) characteristics and practices; b) sample; and c) methodology.

First, I would recommend further research around the constructs of characteristics 

and practices. One possibility could include inquiry that asks the sample to widen their 

historical lens and identify multiple teachers within their K-12 education who helped 

them learn and those who did not. A study with this focus would all participants to 

examine within-group commonalities and differences for helpful and non-helpful 

teachers. It would also allow there to be comparative analysis about “Do’s and Don’ts” 

based on the sample. Secondly, it would be feasible to ask students to identify the most 

influential teacher they have had for each content area. Participants would engage in data 

collection regarding the types o f practices that helped developed their thinking in 

mathematics, science, or other content areas. The goal of the research would be to 

consider a taxonomy of helpful practices for content areas, based on the student sample’s 

perspective.

There are multiple options for further research in consideration of the sample.

The most logical could include an expansion of the sample size. Widening the sample 

size would offer the opportunity to determine if the identified characteristics and 

practices remain thematic within the analysis, or if there are some that change based on 

the sample. Additionally, an equal number of participants from each gender would 

strengthen the study’s findings to determine if there were any similarities or differences 

among gender. In addition, greater variability in learner ethnicity, age group, school 

grade band, and academic histories would strengthen the study. Further research on
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influential teaching practices should also include a comparative analysis of data from 

urban, suburban, and rural contexts in an attempt to identify and understand the 

commonalities or differences that exist within and across different contexts.

Additionally, future research should include participants from varied academic 

backgrounds, such as high achieving or gifted populations, special education populations, 

and English Language Learners, as well as different ethnic backgrounds. Given the 

historical language and dropout challenges of Hispanic and Latino learners, they offer a 

rich research agenda to investigate the characteristics and practices that support their 

learning and academic persistence. Little inquiry investigates the voices of African- 

American, Hispanic, and Latino learners. This research used the perspectives of African- 

American high school graduates—implying a position of achievement accompanies these 

students. While it is beneficial to gain insight from the perspectives o f those who have 

successfully graduated (and who all happen to be in college), it would be beneficial to 

solicit the voices of students (either while they are attending school or if  they have 

dropped out) who have had difficulty in high school. In doing so, the research could offer 

a collection of narratives that were not just success stories, thereby offering opportunity 

to inform educator practice. Furthermore, I recommend expanding the sample to include 

middle school students, particularly for students of color, by asking them about their most 

influential teachers. The tumultuous, transitional adolescent years possess many 

deterrents to academic persistence and achievement. This research could also inform high 

school teachers’ practice when considering vertical teaming efforts.
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In keeping with the qualitative tradition, future research should use other data 

collection methods, such as surveys and questionnaires. In using surveys and 

questionnaires along with interviews, these data collection methods would allow 

participants to use varied forms of language and enhance triangulation of data. 

Specifically, using the findings from this research, future research could include prompts 

that ask participants to describe the connections between practices and characteristics in 

various forms. Future research should use other qualitative research designs such as 

narratives, case studies, and ethnographies, along with observation and document review 

with existing high school students in their school settings.

Another expansion of this research could involve broadening the methodology to 

include mixed and quantitative methodologies. For example, many high schools already 

give senior surveys. Hence, schools interested in continuous improvement could allow 

that instrument to become a formative evaluation of their organization from the inside. 

Students’ follow-up interviews to the survey could provide rich, authentic descriptions 

within context that may not be available within a more formal survey. Principals and 

teachers would benefit greatly from the use of student perception data while framing 

school improvement plans and determining teacher (GaDOE, 2012b) and principal 

effectiveness. While these data may not necessarily be a sole basis for evaluation, they 

can provide valuable feedback to teachers and principals about students’ unnoticed 

realities.

Yet another expansion in the use of mixed methods design could use Georgia’s 

new student growth percentile data to identify key teachers who are consistently making
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gains with historically struggling and historically high-achieving students. After 

reviewing quantitative growth data and identifying teachers who are achieving consistent 

growth, a sample could be developed that includes rural, urban, and suburban teachers. 

Then, the use of qualitative data collection could amplify the success of these teachers 

and use their insight to inform the practices of their peers. Questions of the inquiry would 

attempt to discuss key elements of teaching including instructional planning, assessment, 

instructional strategies, and responding to learner needs.

Final Thoughts

This study investigated the characteristics and practices of participants’ most 

influential high school teachers. In this study, the definition of influential teachers 

included those teachers who had an influence on students’ learning, based on their 

perspective. A theoretical framework consisting of critical theory (Freire, 1970) and a 

conceptual framework of social constructivist epistemology grounded this study. The 

study involved three African-American high school graduates in the inquiry using 

methods within the phenomenological paradigm.

The primary aim of the study was to use the amplified voices of African- 

American students to offer a countemarrative to the deficit perspectives surrounding 

them within the educational conversation. Grounded in the influential teachers’ passion, 

commitment, and relationship-building, influential teaching addressed students’ varied 

learning differences, challenged learners, and provided consistent help that supported 

them in multiple ways. More importantly, the influence of the teachers profiled within the 

study reached far beyond their tenure as the participants’ teachers. Like the work o f many
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teachers, the influential teachers’ influence will reverberate forever in the lives of 

children past and present. Students’ voices matter and teachers’ practices do, too.
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Informed Consent Form

Study: “Highly informed, rarely consulted: How African-American high school graduates 
describe their teachers’ most influential practices”
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Purpose of the Research
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electronic;
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You will have the opportunity to verify that I have captured your thoughts as you have 
said them after I type the responses.

Potential Risks or Discomforts
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There are no foreseeable risks associated with the study. The only costs involve 
transportation to the interview site, if necessary. The interview questions do not ask for 
information that would harm you or anyone else. At any time, if you do not wish to 
answer a question or stop the interview, you have the right to do so.
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Participation and Withdrawal
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refuse to participate at anytime. To withdraw from the study please contact Dr. Ismail 
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Questions about the Research

If you have any questions about the research, please speak with Mr. Torian White, 
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678-547-6146.

Audio or Video Taping
As a reminder, the interview will be audio-taped. No personal information will be 
recorded.

Reasons for Exclusion from this Study

If you are under the age of 18, you are not eligible to participate in the study. This 
project has been reviewed and approved by Mercer University’s IRB. If you believe 
there is any infringement upon your rights as a research subject, you may contact the IRB 
Chair, at (478) 301-4101.

mailto:torian.adel.white@live.mercer.edu
mailto:GYAGENDA_I@mercer.edu
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You have been given the opportunity to ask questions and these have been answered 
to your satisfaction. Your signature below indicates your voluntary agreement to 
participate in this research study.

Signature of Research Participant Date

Participant Name (Please Print) Date

Signature of Person Obtaining Consent Date

Rev.08/19/2010
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Initial Questionnaire Questions

Thank you for your agreement to participate in this study. The following

questions relate to your high school learning experiences. Please answer the 

following question to the best of your ability.

Think about those experiences where your teachers helped you learn and those 

experiences where teachers were not as helpful. Who is the one high school 

teacher that you believe helped you to learn best?

Why did you select this teacher?

What did this teacher do in his/her classroom that others did not? Provide as 

much information as possible about why you believed you learned best from the 

selected teacher.
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Questionnaire Follow-up Interview 

Participant Demographic Information Form

Directions: If you would like, please answer these questions before we begin our 
interview. You are NOT required to answer these questions in order to participate, or you 
may choose to answer some questions and not others. If you decide to answer these 
questions, the information will be kept confidential.

a) Participant name:
b) Interview date:
c) Gender: □ Male □ Female

Assigned Participant ID:___________ ________________
Assigned Pseudonym:______________________________

Interview Questions

1. In your questionnaire, you established the teacher that we will focus on today. Now, 
I’d like you to invite me into your world as a student on a daily basis. I’d like to get 
an understanding of what the classroom looked like. Tell me about what I would see 
if I walked into that classroom. Describe the classroom for me.

2. I’d like to know how you experienced this class as a student. Walk me through a 
typical day in this teacher’s class. Talk me through the time that you began that class 
until you left just on a typical day.

3. Think about your most memorable lesson by this teacher. Give as much detail as 
possible by telling me about everything you remember from the time the lesson began 
until it ended.

4. Think about a time when you didn’t understand a concept or there was a very 
challenging moment for you. Describe for me what was the topic—why do you think 
it was so difficult? What did your teacher do to help you come to an understanding?

5. Discuss how this teacher helped you learn on a consistent basis.

6. Describe some of the teaching techniques this teacher would regularly use in his/her 
classroom to make sure students understood the subject.
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Final Interview Agenda

1) Thank participant for engaging in research effort. Please be reminded that this is very 
informal and relaxed. If at any point you decide, you are welcome to withdraw from 
participation in the interview.

2) Clarifying questions and member check of significant statements.

These will be tape-recorded, with permission from participant.

***Giving as much detail as possible, describe

• What your school’s reputation was from students/ in the area...
• what your teacher looked like
• what type of clothes would he/she wear
• if you had to introduce that person to a total stranger, how would you do it?
• It’s interesting that you chose a male teacher -  is there a particular reason why?

3) Final interview questionnaire

4) Agree to answer a phone call or e-mail about final member check

5) Presentation of gift card -  follow-up email with note of thanks
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Final Interview Questionnaire

1) Which is more important to you as a student -  the characteristics of a teacher (the type 
of person a teacher is) or the techniques (how the teacher teaches)?

_______ characteristics  techniques

• Why?

2) Now that you are out of high school, and you are in college, describe what is the most 
important knowledge or skill that you learned from the teacher we talked about?

3) You talked with me about this teacher who was in high school. Now, think about every 
teacher you have ever had in your life. Who is your best overall teacher — the one that 
helped your learning the most in your life? What grade and/or subject did this teacher 
teach?

• Complete this statement: This teacher helped me learn the most because...
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4) One of the reasons you were selected for this study was because it focused on African- 
American students. If you could go back and talk with your high school teachers, 
complete each of these sentences in the chart below.

If you are going to  help African-American high school students learn,

then you MUST START... then you MUST STOP... then you MUST CONTINUE 
TO...

5) List the names of one or two of your African-American high school graduates or 
college students who may be interested in having a phone interview or an e-mail 
questionnaire with a few questions. (This would only be 10-15 minutes -  not the process 
we followed).

Friend's nam e Phone num ber or e-mail address
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Table El

Summary o f Study’s Categories and Subcategories with Research Support 

(Parenthetical)

Characteristics Practices

Passionate and com m itted about 
his/her role

•  love for the  job ("enthusiasm" 
Cook-Sather, 2009)

Relational
•  relationships (Cook-Sather, 

2009) Hattie, 2012; Irvine, 
1990; Roberts & Irvine, 2009; 
Slaughter-Defoe and Carlson, 
1996; W are, 2006)

•  caring (Roberts & Irvine, 2009; 
Thompson, 2002)

•  fairness (Cook-Sather, 2009; 
Irvine, 1990; Thompson, 2002)

Offers a variety of help in multiple 
ways

•  tutorial help/"extra help" (Cook-Sather, 
2009; Roberts & Irvine, 2002; 
Thompson, 2002)

•  non-tutorial help (i.e. class notes saved 
online, study guides)

•  practice (Marzano, 2009)
•  memorization

Places great attention tow ard studen t 
differences

•  attention to  studen t differences (Cook- 
Sather, 2009)

• relevance (Cook-Sather, 2009; 
Thompson, 2002)

Is deliberately consistent in structure and 
expectations

•  structure (time - Irvine, 1990; discussion 
-  Cook-Sather, 2009; Hattie, 2012)

•  teacher expectations (Cook-Sather, 
2009; Gates Foundation, 2010; Hattie, 
2012; Irvine, 1990; Roberts & Irvine, 
2009; W are, 2006)

Challenges students with th e  future in mind
•  challenge (Gates Foundation, 2010; 

Gewertz, 2006)
• uses postsecondary connection


