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ABSTRACT

MARY PALMER LEGARE
LEARNING FROM THOSE WHOM WE WOULD TEACH: BLACK MALE VOICES 
FROM THE MIDDLE YEARS
Under the direction o f SHARON MURPHY AUGUSTINE, PH.D.

For decades, public schools have been accused o f failing to equip Black male 

students with the social, emotional, and academic capacity to finish their educations and 

move into productive citizenship. To investigate this phenomenon, this study utilized a 

qualitative research design o f transcendental phenomenology to answer the question: 

What is the experience o f schooling like for Black males in grades four through nine 

attending public schools serving primarily low-income Black students? Data was 

collected through semi-structured interviews with 12 Black male students in grades four 

through nine attending segregated, low-performing schools in a city in the southeastern 

United States. Coding was the strategy used to analyze the qualitative data so that a 

coherent portrait o f the phenomena emerged.

Results indicated participants possessed (a) positive attitudes towards school, (b) 

a sense o f self-efficacy, and (c) a sense o f purpose. However, their school days typically 

included (a) rote learning activities; (b) overemphasis on high-stakes tests; (c) lack o f 

guidance regarding postsecondary options, especially relating to college preparation; (d) 

tension in teacher relationships; and (e) negative peer relationships. In addition, there



was evidence o f discrepancies between schools serving primarily the segregated, low- 

income Black neighborhood in which the research site was located and the integrated 

magnet schools and specialized programs within those schools regarding the quality o f  

instruction and guidance offered to the Black male students who attended them.

The stories told by the participants revealed a deep, systemic racism operating in 

their schools. Yet many participants seemed to be surviving, some thriving, and every 

single participant was holding on to his hope for success through education. Still, such 

educational malpractice regarding Black male students should be troubling to educators 

concerned about equity and the squandered promise o f Black talent misdirected into the 

school-to-prison pipeline.

Future research in this area would be enhanced by the use o f a mixed methods 

approach. A similarly designed study regarding Black female school experiences would 

be timely. Also, a comparison study between the school lives o f White and Black male 

students in grades four through nine could offer more insight in this area.



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY

We must learn. .  .from those whom we would teach.
-Derrick Bell (1992)

This project began over 30 years ago when I first noticed a student in a hideous 

brown jacket sitting alone in the cafeteria. The student’s long, slender wrists extended far 

beyond the cuffs o f its sleeves, and his large, brown hands dangled despairingly at the 

end o f the wrists. The jacket might have been the worn, outgrown remnant o f a leisure 

suit, which at one time might have been the child’s Sunday best. In the jacket’s current 

state, however, along with the boy’s nappy head, it fairly screamed, “No one gives a 

damn, so why should I?”

It was my first year o f teaching. Every day as I marched my sixth graders back 

and forth past the cafeteria, no matter what time o f day it was, the boy was there. Usually 

in the morning he sat, elbows on knees, sometimes with his head in his hands, slender 

wrists exposed as if  they were begging for sleeves that fit. By the afternoon, he was 

usually stretched out, long legs extended, rocking back in the plastic chair and balanced 

like a seesaw with his skinny bottom perched on the edge o f the precariously situated 

seat. Occasionally our eyes would meet in a moment that hung briefly, but heavily in the 

air between us, perhaps holding a mutual question: Who are you?

1



Finally, I could stand it no longer. I found m yself knocking on the principal’s 

door, asking, “Who is that boy that lives in the cafeteria?’

“Hrnnun. . was the principal’s first response. At this point, the big bear o f 

man looked as thoughtful as the boy before he replied, “That’s Avery Hammonds 

(pseudonym), an eighth grader.”

“Hammonds,” I repeated, “like my Hammonds?”

“Exactly. Avery is your Thadd’s (pseudonym) older brother.”

My Thadd. My Thadd who sat like a tiny fist in my room as the rest o f us went 

about our learning lives. My Thadd, whom I had dragged with me and a few other kids 

to a baseball game, social studies book in hand, refusing to let him sit back and watch 

until I had wrenched his homework from him. My Thadd, who one day suddenly broke 

his tight silence to make an observation:

“You’re smarter than the other teachers, aren’t you (more statement than 

question).”

“Not really— but why do you think that?’

“Because. . .  you talk about. . .  everything.”

That is all I had gotten out o f him in these first few months o f my first year as a 

teacher. Still, we were friends largely because there was room for a tight little fist o f a 

boy in my room, particularly one who let me know he was at least tuned in and listening.

Now I confronted another Hammonds, a boy who spent his school days isolated in 

the cafeteria. I asked Principal Williams to explain. He replied,
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“Well, Avery says or does something in the first five minutes o f every class that is 

so disruptive or insubordinate that he gets kicked out immediately. I can’t track down his 

Momma, so he can’t go home. He can’t stay in class, so he ends up in the cafeteria. I’ve 

got no place else to put him.”

“Send him to me,” I said, impulsively. “Let him bring his work and sit in my 

room and do i t ”

Mr. Williams smiled as if  I had just walked m yself right into the solution he had 

envisioned all along. It did not have to be me, but surely somebody would see this boy 

abandoned in the cafeteria day after day and choose to get involved; somebody would 

eventually invite him in instead o f kicking him out.

In 1979, brothers Avery, Thadd, Brandon (pseudonym), and Marvin (pseudonym) 

drew my attention specifically to the difficulties o f Black males in the middle years o f 

their schooling. The youngest, Brandon, was in fourth grade, Marvin in fifth, and Thadd 

in my sixth grade class, and Avery was the lost eighth grader who spent his days in the 

cafeteria. Despite the fact that all their previous teachers reported that the Hammonds 

boys had done well in their early elementary years, all four seemed to be struggling at the 

time that I met them. At the time o f this study, one brother was in prison for life; one, 

who lived with HIV, was in and out o f jails and drug rehab programs; and one was a self

trained mechanic who had several brushes with law enforcement and barely scraped by 

making a living. Only one brother graduated from high school and had a family and a 

stable job.



It is certainly true that the Hammonds boys had much going against them. They 

were poor. They lived in a chaotic family environment with parent figures coming and 

going, drinking and gambling. They often had to beg for food from neighbors because no 

adult had come home for days, and the cupboard was bare. It may seem miraculous that, 

although all experienced brushes with law enforcement, only one slipped entirely into the 

school-to-prison pipeline. Yet, I remain plagued by the question: If school was all those 

boys had to bring stability into their lives, could we not have done a better job for them?

If I had known the right questions to ask, perhaps the Hammonds boys could have 

given me some answers. If I had stepped out o f the whirlwind o f activity o f the few years 

we spent together and just listened to their stories, perhaps I would have a better 

understanding o f their lives. Now, however, they are men, not boys. What memories 

they may have o f those days are faded or colored by sentiment. Therefore, if  I hope to 

find some insight into what happened to the Hammonds boys, and still happens to many 

young men just like them, I must look for answers among today’s Black male students 

and their school lives in the transitioning middle years from grades four through nine.

Over my years o f teaching in K-8 racially segregated schools, I watched in awe as 

bright and energetic Black boys burst into classrooms every day, only to be relentlessly 

quashed and constrained. Yet, they still come, even as they face failing grades and trips 

to the principal’s office day after day after day. They come every day, until one day they 

just stop showing up. It takes years o f disillusionment to snuff out the candle o f hope that 

bums inside these young Black males, but eventually, too many give up and drop out, 

taking all their untapped potential with them (Harmon, 2002; Schott Foundation for



Public Education, 2012). Why aren’t public schools places that welcome Black male 

students, places in which they can not only survive, but thrive, especially in the awkward 

transitional years in the middle? What is it in their school experience that eventually 

renders school so uninteresting, irrelevant, or unbearable that they just stop coming? 

Researchers have repeatedly asked these questions without finding adequate answers.

The conundrum o f Black male students and school failure persists.

The purpose o f this qualitative study was to collect the stories o f the school lives 

o f Black males in the middle years in order to gain insight into how to engage them in an 

education that they embrace and perceive as relevant and beneficial to them. The study 

describes the lived school experiences o f Black male students in grades four through nine 

in an urban area in a southeastern American state. In locations familiar and convenient to 

the participants, semi-structured interviews conducted with students generated data that 

were coded to find emergent themes. The resulting data is potentially useful to educators, 

administrators, and policy makers who have an interest in derailing the school-to-prison 

pipeline by providing high quality education for Black male students in the middle years 

o f their schooling.

Existing as the most vulnerable group in the public school system, Black males 

serve as the metaphorical miner’s canaries, the messengers who alert us to poisonous 

school practices that, though giving advantages to some groups, are still potentially 

harmful for all students (Guinier & Torres, 2002). Lurking inside this metaphor, 

however, is the sinister fact that the canary messenger must die to alert the miners to take



heed. The canary is regarded as expendable, the sacrificial lamb to protect the valued 

mine workers.

Human beings are not expendable. It is not acceptable that so many Black male 

students are not surviving our educational system (National Association for the 

Advancement o f Colored People [NAACP], 2009; Schott Foundation for Public 

Education, 2012). Educators must find a way to stop pushing Black males out o f their 

classes and schools and instead learn ways to invite them in. Who better to teach us how 

to be welcoming and engaging than Black male students themselves?

My hope is that the stories told by Black males in grades four through nine about 

their school lives in those troubling years o f transition can shed some light on the 

pernicious and tenacious challenge o f keeping Black male students engaged in school, 

protecting them from falling into the school-prison-pipeline. The school-to-prison 

pipeline, identified in numerous studies, is a systematic funneling o f Black males from 

the halls o f learning to the walls o f prison cells (American Civil Liberties Union [ACLU], 

2013; Bahena, Cook, Currie-Rubin, Kuttner & Ng, 2012; Lemer & Galambos, 1998; 

Skiba, Michael, Nardo, & Peterson, 2002; Wald & Losen, 2003).

This study purports that schools today are failing Black males academically, 

behaviorally, and through a lack o f cultural synchronicity. Haberman (2007) has found 

academic methods that are more harmful than beneficial to students. Christie, Jolivette, 

and Nelson (2005) reported the widely accepted, but ineffective practice o f grade 

retention. Brown, Losen, and Wald (2002) revealed behavioral methods that include 

exclusionary disciplinary policies are harmful to all students and possibly
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disproportionately visited upon Black males. Lack o f cultural synchronicity, a 

disconnection between the home and school environments, is great enough to perhaps 

undergird the misunderstanding and miseducation o f Black students, particularly males, 

in schools today (Irvine, 1990; Monroe, 2006; Woodson, 1933/2011).

Unfortunately, the possible consequences o f this miseducation are Black students 

dropping out o f school and/or ending up in the criminal justice system. In his speech 

commemorating the 50th anniversary o f the 1963 march on Washington, President 

Barack Obama charged today’s American citizens to take up the challenge o f “ensuring 

that the scales o f justice work equally for all in the criminal justice system and not simply 

a pipeline from underfunded schools to overcrowded jails” (Washington Post, 2013, para. 

17). This study focuses on the stories o f Black male students, which can help us 

understand how to fashion schools that are inviting, engaging, and nurturing places for 

Black male students, environments that uphold the democratic ideal o f education as the 

great equalizer o f American society (Dewey, 1916; Mann, 1849).

According to a report published by the Children’s Defense Fund (CDF) issued in 

2007, a Black boy bom in the United States today has a one in three chance o f ending up 

in prison. For a Latino boy, the chance is one in six; for a White boy, there is only a one 

in seventeen chance. Of Black youth today, 46% attend dropout factories, high schools 

from which 60% o f the entering freshman class fail to graduate (Balfanz, Bridgeland, 

Bmce, & Fox, 2013). Since dropouts comprise 82% o f adult inmates and 85% o f 

juvenile cases, these findings are significant for educators (Coalition for Juvenile Justice, 

2001). The surgeon general o f the United States has identified commitment to school as



one o f only two protective factors it found against youth violence—the other being 

aversion to violence (U.S. Department o f Health and Human Services, 2001).

Unfortunately, evidence supporting the existence o f the school-to-prison pipeline 

indicates that schools are not maximizing their potential as protectors (CDF, 2007). 

However, a review o f the literature regarding Black males and failure in schools reveals 

some variables that are quite malleable at the school and classroom level. These 

variables are the decisions made by teachers and administrators regarding (a) pedagogy, 

(b) exclusionary disciplinary practices, and (c) culturally synchronous relationships.

Statement o f the Problem

Studies show that a disproportionate number o f Black male students may be 

damaged by the process o f schooling (Carson & Sabol, 2012; NAACP, 2009; Schott 

Foundation for Public Education, 2012; U.S. Department o f Education [USDOE], 2012). 

The statistics comparing school punishments for Black, White, and Hispanic males 

(Puzzanchera & Kang, 2013), displayed in Table 1, show an unfortunate pattern. For 

Whites, the percentages show a clear pattern o f decreasing as the harshness o f the 

punishment increases. Black students, however, are clearly overrepresented in all 

categories, approaching the halfway mark in out-of-school suspensions, with referrals to 

law enforcement not far behind. There appears to be a problem with equity in the 

disciplinary practices applied in schools today.
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Table 1

School Punishment Distribution by Type o f  Punishment and Occurrences by Race

Type o f Punishment Percent o f Occurrences by Race

Blacks Whites Hispanics

Percent o f school population 18 51 24

In-school suspensions 35 39 23

Out-of-school suspensions 46 29 22

Expulsions 39 33 24

Referrals to law enforcement 42 25 29

Campus arrests 35 21 37

Black males' educational outcomes show the same disparity. Because o f the 

well-documented achievement gap between White and Black students (Barton & Coley, 

2010; Schott Foundation for Public Education, 2012; Tatum, 2005; Vanneman, 

Hamilton, Baldwin-Anderson, & Rahman, 2009; Woodson, 1933/2011), undue pressure 

is placed on administrators and teachers in segregated Black schools to resort to the 

soulless pedagogy o f teaching to the test in hopes that this tight control can somehow 

force test scores to rise. Unfortunately, this exemplifies the deficit model o f Black 

students (Valencia, 1997), which is the stereotypical assumption that Black students are 

inherently in need o f simplistic remedial teaching in order to catch up to their White 

counterparts. The result is what George W. Bush referred to as “the soft bigotry o f low  

expectations” (2000, p. 17).



The focus on test scores depersonalizes teaching. Schools become cold and 

unwelcoming to students whose performance on standardized tests has traditionally been 

low. Black males in particular find themselves at the intersection o f both a race and a 

gender mismatch, often further complicated by poverty. For many Black males, these 

scenarios produce a cycle o f failure that is difficult to escape (CDF, 2007).

Kafele (2009) has identified the importance o f looking at basic human resources 

in classrooms that help Black males to achieve. These include (a) instruction that is 

inspirational; (b) attendance to learning styles; (c) understanding students’ goals and 

aspirations; (d) understanding and accepting their experiences and realities; (e) learning 

about their needs and interests, as well as their challenges, obstacles, and distractions; (f) 

connecting with their peers, parents, and neighborhoods; and (g) learning about their 

history and culture. Some critical race theorists assert that even well-meaning, White 

female teachers are strangers in the land o f Black male students (Lynn & Dixson, 2013). 

Many o f these teachers have a distorted view o f history, hold diminished, stereotypical 

views o f Black males’ lives and culture, and harbor low expectations o f both Black male 

students and their parents (Yosso, 2005). Furthermore, according to Kunjufu (2002), 

Black middle school teachers are subject to the same cultural misunderstandings that 

White teachers bring to the classroom.

After more than 80 years o f scrupulous chronicling and analysis o f poor service 

provided for Black males in public schools (i.e. Allen, 2010; Barton & Coley, 2010; Bell, 

2004; CDF, 2007; Irvine, 1990; Irvine & Irvine, 1983; Jenkins, 2010; Kozol, 1967,1991, 

2005; Ladson-Billings, 1995,1997; Littles, Bowers, & Gilmer, 2007; Oakes, 2005;



Schott Foundation for Public Education, 2009,2012; Skiba et al., 2002; Vanneman et al., 

2009; USDOE, 2012; Woodson 1933/2011), one must ask: What is the hold up? What 

will it take to persuade the American Public in general and policy-makers in particular 

that the time has come to eradicate racial disparities in public schools? Nothing short o f a 

major realignment o f priorities and adjustment in understanding what “other people’s 

children” (Delpit, 1995) need to thrive will transform our educational system into one 

that welcomes, engages, and capitalizes on the gifts that Black male children, as well as 

all other children, bring to the classroom.

Purpose o f the Study 

An examination o f the literature reveals that, while extensive research and 

discussion o f the problem o f Black male achievement exists, the voice o f one group o f  

major stakeholders is missing from the discussion. The voices o f adolescent Black males 

in the middle years, grades four through nine, years in which they are most vulnerable to 

stepping onto the trajectory which leads to dropping out (Calvert, 2011; National Middle 

School Association, 2009), are strangely absent. Therefore, the purpose o f this study was 

to collect the stories o f the school lives o f Black males in the intermediate school years in 

order to gain insight into how to engage them in an education that they embrace and 

perceive as relevant and beneficial to them. The narratives o f the lived school 

experiences o f Black male students in grades four through nine can provide 

counterstories to the deficit view o f Black male students that comprise the mainstream, 

dominant narrative generally accepted in this nation.
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Given that there is a dearth o f research focusing on young Black students in the 

years from what researchers have coined as the “fourth grade failure syndrome” year 

(Calvert, 2011; Kunjufu, 1986; Pogrow, 2006) to the ninth grade year o f “fatal 

disillusionment” (Phanis-Ciurej, Hirschman, & Willhoft, 2012), the voices o f Black 

males in the transition years from fourth through ninth grades are still lacking. Hence, a 

phenomenological study giving voice to Black males in the middle years (grades four 

through nine) is overdue. If educators are serious about providing schools and 

classrooms that bring out the best in our young Black male students, then we must find 

out who they are, what they care about, and what they need from us to realize then- 

potential. Who better to educate us on those points than the boys themselves?

Rationale

Not much has changed in schools from that time more than 30 years ago when I 

began teaching in segregated schools filled with Black students who live in areas o f high 

poverty and crime (Haberman, 2007; Kozol, 2005; Ryan, 2010). These schools are still, 

for the most part, failing their students ( National Center for Education Statistics, 2012; 

Schott Foundation for Public Education, 2012). I decided to look to the current 

phenomenon o f Black males’ school lives in the transition years from grades four through 

nine for answers. I f educators listen—really listen—to the stories o f these boys, they 

may tell us how to do a better job o f serving them in our public schools. The intention o f 

this study was to add to the knowledge base regarding Black male students in our schools 

in the hope that their stories reveal ways in which educators can point them towards the 

realization o f their own possibilities and away from the pipeline to prison and despair.
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Significance

This study can contribute significantly to the body o f literature regarding Black 

males’ performance in schools. The qualitative data collected and analyzed in this study 

has the potential to provide further insight into Black male students’ lived experiences in 

school in the years from the fourth to the ninth grade. It could also provide insights into 

what factors influence the success o f Black male students in the classroom. Through the 

illumination o f these factors, this study has the potential to influence the reform o f the 

pedagogy, disciplinary policy, and school climate that currently provide an unwelcoming 

environment to many Black male students. The true stories o f these young Black males 

could provide counterstories to the deficit narrative regarding Black male students in the 

middle years, which, if  accepted and applied, could change the trajectories o f these 

students so that schools become pathways to possibilities instead o f pipelines to prison.

Theoretical Framework 

A theoretical framework is a lens through which a researcher views the events o f  

his/her study. It provides a useful, relational structure to interpret information gleaned 

from the phenomenon under study (Creswell, 2009). The focus o f this research is the 

school lives o f Black males in grades four through nine discovered through a series o f 

personal interviews. Because systemic racism appears to be relevant to the historical 

patterns o f Black males’ trajectories in schools and in life, the theoretical framework used 

to examine the ontology, epistemology, axiology, and rhetorical questions relative to the 

Black male participants’ school experience in this phenomenology was Critical Race 

Theory (CRT) as applied to education.
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Critical Race Theory has its origins in the field o f legal scholarship in the mid- 

1970s when legal scholars, most notably Derrick Bell, Kimberlie Crenshaw, Alan 

Freeman, and Neil Gotunda, began to realize that the social advancements begun by the 

Civil Rights Movement o f the 1960s were no longer moving forward. Looking for an 

explanation, Bell and others began to study the how the legal system itself worked to 

maintain the disadvantages to Blacks in America. Drawing from the existing movements 

o f critical legal studies and radical feminism, these scholars began to focus on how 

deeply entrenched racism is in many o f the structures o f American society. Along with 

other activists and scholars like Richard Delgado, Jean Stefancic, Patricia Williams, and 

Mary Matsuda, the framework o f Critical Race Theory took shape (Delgado & Stefancic, 

2001).

Ontology consists o f the assumptions regarding the nature o f reality (Lincoln, 

Lynham, & Guba, 2011). From critical legal studies, CRT theorists inherited the idea o f 

indeterminacy, that there is no single outcome from a legal case that can be considered 

correct (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). Thus, CRT theorists view reality as a condition 

shaped through history by “a series o f social, political, cultural, economic, ethnic, and 

gender factors and then crystallized into a series o f structures that are now 

inappropriately taken as ‘real’” (Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p. 110). CRT provides a lens 

that no longer views the dominant culture as the single reality against which all other 

cultures are judged, but rather as one view among many of equally valid views of reality 

the world. The particularity o f CRT ontology specific to this study examined how Black
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male students view themselves in the context o f White cultural norms that currently 

dominate public schools in America.

Delgado-Bemal (2002) defines epistemology as the assumptions describing the 

thought process that forms the relationship between observations and knowledge in a 

particular theoretical framework. The epistemology o f CRT is grounded in social 

constructionism. The central assumption o f constructivism is that learning is a personal 

process o f making meaning out o f one’s interactions with the world. Social 

constructionism adds the notion that meaning is not simply personal, but also constructed 

through social interactions and dialogue with others. An idea CRT derives from social 

constructionist ideology is that different people’s perceptions o f the same phenomenon, 

though different in many aspects, are equally valid. Thus, the dominant narrative o f 

those in power is no more true than the counter-narratives o f those who are oppressed and 

that, in fact, multiple narratives regarding the same phenomenon may interact in ways 

that construct yet another, perhaps more accurate, representation o f reality. In this study, 

the primary evidence was the voices o f the Black males, which provided a particular 

perspective through which unbalanced power relations in the participants’ school 

experience became visible and clear (Lynn & Parker, 2006).

Axiology encompasses the theoretical assumptions regarding the nature o f ethics 

held by a particular school o f thought (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). West (1995) describes 

CRT as a “bold attempt to reinterpret and remake the world to reveal silenced suffering 

and to relieve social misery” (p. xi). A prominent characteristic o f CRT is its focus on 

the telling o f counterstories, which bring light to the experiences o f those who have been
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racially oppressed (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). Telling the counterstories o f the 

participants in this study may balance the dominant cultural story (composed and passed 

down by White males in positions o f power) with the possibly suppressed or ignored 

voices o f Black male students. By uncovering the equally valid realities o f Black male 

students likely not previously represented, the counterstories go beyond the simple 

concept o f combatting bias to the notion o f revealing a fuller truth. This study used the 

lens o f CRT to present the Black male students’ counterstories to the dominant cultural 

narrative o f Black male deficit generally accepted by the mainstream without question or 

challenge (Brown & Jackson, 2013). Critical race theorists view history itself as a 

narrative scripted by the dominant cultural group. As such, it acquires a status o f truth in 

society (Kincheloe, 2008). In America, the dominant narrative is so deeply embedded 

into White people’s own understanding o f who they are and what their legacy is that they 

may have difficulty grasping that other perspectives and narratives exist or possess equal 

validity to their own. However, the dominant narrative may not match the experience o f 

the Black male participants in this study.

At this point, it is necessary to examine the importance o f the rhetorical question, 

which is the query into delineating the appropriate voice and/or language to use in 

reporting the results. The assumption in this study informed by CRT is that language 

deeply connects to the truth o f the narrative. Consequently, the voices o f those telling the 

story were reported in their own language in order to have validity. I took care to 

maintain the language o f the participants in both transcribing and reporting the data.
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Later interpretation using the language o f the researcher was unavoidable, but I was 

cautious to ensure that my voice did not drown out the voices o f the participants.

Several tenets o f CRT have been applied directly to scholarship in education.

First, the tenet o f foregrounding the voice o f the group under study is the underlying 

principle in this study that informs the methodology and analysis o f the data collected. 

Closely related to the concept o f voice is the tenet o f counterstory o f CRT that is 

particularly important to this study. CRT forefronts the use o f narrative in understanding 

and interpreting phenomena. In alignment with the ideas o f Delgado and Stefancic 

(2001), the narratives o f the Black male participants in this study may invite us into a 

new and unfamiliar world and help us understand what school is like for these students. 

Stories gathered in this study may play an important role in the deconstruction o f 

misconceptions and myths relative to the Black male participants’ school experience.

The mainstream narrative, often referred to as the dominant narrative o f a 

society, is a particularly damaging one for Black males today. The dominant narrative 

that permeates U.S. society, including the field o f education, is the notion that we live in 

a meritocracy in which every citizen has an equal potential to succeed based on his/her 

own hard work and ingenuity (Powell, 2012). This narrative maintains the idea that the 

playing field is level, regardless o f race, class, or cultural capital possessed by the 

players. The supposition is that every citizen has equal access to an excellent education, 

and social mobility is earned by all those who deserve it. The dominant narrative states 

that every successful citizen has “pulled him self up by his bootstraps,” implying that lack 

o f success is attributable only to lack o f ability, effort, and motivation. The dominant
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environment when they enter school systems steeped in the culture o f the deficit model 

which holds to the notion that Blacks are innately inferior in terms o f intellect, culture, 

and morality (Perry, Steele, & Hilliard, 2003). There is much resistance to opposing the 

dominant narrative in U.S. education because decrying the meritocracy myth in 

education, proclaimed by Horace Mann to be the great equalizer (1849), threatens the 

legitimacy o f our claims to be a democratic society (Powell, 2012). Thus, the importance 

o f voicing counterstories cannot be overemphasized.

Another tenet o f CRT is that situations o f inequality in the U.S. today must be 

viewed in the context o f history. Without a historical context, what is happening to 

marginalized populations today may be attributed to individual prejudices and cruelties. 

The larger picture o f the development o f systemic racism endemic to institutions and 

majority cultural beliefs and practices remains hidden. Thus, taking an ahistorical view  

prohibits the racial difficulties o f today from being fully understood and addressed.

The CRT tenet o f interest convergence—that racial reforms are accepted by 

White people only if  they are o f benefit to White people—is apparent in the ways that 

desegregation has taken place only in situations in which White students fare as well or 

better than students o f color (Bell, 2004). An example o f interest convergence can be 

seen in the development o f magnet schools. The magnet schools emerged after the 

Brown v. Board o f  Education decision as a way to provide segregated school systems that 

were reluctant to integrate a way to appear to integrate without resorting to forced busing 

(Ryan, 2010). The idea was that students interested in science and mathematics could
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apply to attend a magnet school that specialized in those areas. However, the locations 

and application processes for magnet schools have created the reality that they end up 

serving mostly middle class students, regardless o f race, and leaving the sub-par 

neighborhood schools the hefty task o f educating the poor and marginalized students 

(Ryan, 2010). Mickelson and Heath (1999) found that the amount o f time that Black 

students attended segregated Black elementary schools correlated proportionately with 

lower grades and less likelihood o f placement in college preparatory tracks.

Ultimately, the CRT tenet o f racial realism—that race, although a human 

construct, is a permanent and systemic feature o f U.S. society—translates to the 

understanding that racism is significantly inherent in public schools. Black male students 

who are not conversant in the language and customs o f the dominant White culture o f the 

school system can find themselves victims o f misunderstandings when teachers fail to 

understand cultural differences that may be present between themselves and their 

students (Ladson-Billings, 2000). Foster (1995) found that both male and female 

educators and non-educators held stereotypical views o f Black males that caused them to 

negatively interpret Black male students’ speech and behaviors. Foster’s study also 

revealed that for many teachers who believed they possessed no racial prejudice, 

confrontations with a Black male students triggered stereotypical perceptions o f Black 

males as abusive and belligerent to emerge from their unconscious and resulted in more 

punitive responses to Black male students’ behaviors. Foster (1995) stated, “The 

negative Black male stereotypes are, for educators, the inner-meaning context in which 

the Black student's language and behavior are being interpreted—too often, negatively”
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(p. 56). Foster concluded that teachers need to confront these widely held stereotypical 

beliefs in order to recognize how they interfere with their expectations for Black male 

students. Since teacher/student interfaces constitute much o f a students’ daily school 

experience, analysis o f the interactions in light o f racial realism is important. If this 

institutionalized racism in White, middle class culture goes unquestioned, then these 

misunderstandings go unaddressed, and therefore cannot be changed.

Bringing about this type o f social change in our society and its institutions is 

another important tenet o f CRT. The multicultural paradigm o f colorblindness is the 

widespread attitude amongst citizens and educators that we live in a post-racial world 

where any reference to race or “color” is mistakenly seen as itself a perpetuation o f 

racism. If we are all colorblind, none o f us is allowed to “see” or acknowledge race at 

all. Thus, the voices o f marginalized people, who themselves experience racism in their 

lives, are effectively silenced and discounted when they report their own lived 

experiences by accusing those who tell their truths o f perpetuating the problem simply by 

bringing it up. Therefore, colorblindness itself is an inhibitor o f social change.

This study advanced the voices o f Black male students to express a view that may 

differ from those held by White teachers who experience the world through what they 

assume to be the universal normality o f their own dominant culture. White and middle 

class teachers express these distorted perceptions both overtly and covertly through their 

instructional choices and relationships with students (Marx, 2003). According to Marx, 

the construction o f policies and practices o f schools and teachers center on White cultural 

norms to such an extent that very often the perception is that the White way is the right
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schooled at home in White cultural norms. When they encounter expressions o f culture 

outside the bounds o f White cultural norms, they assume the behavior is rebellious 

because surely the offending student “knows better” than to behave outside the 

boundaries o f White normality. This cultural mismatch between students and teachers 

causes well-intentioned teachers who want to help their students to, in actuality, make it 

harder for many o f their students to learn because it is impossible for a teacher to value, 

honor, and incorporate cultures that are invisible to him/her into the learning process. On 

some level, the omission o f their history from what is important at school causes some 

students to understand that they themselves are devalued by the school culture. 

Meaningful teacher-student relationships cannot develop under these circumstances 

(Antrop-Gonzalez & De Jesus, 2006).

CRT can be a particularly valuable theoretical framework for analysis in 

educational research. First, the assertion that racism is endemic to American society 

(iracial realism) can provide a means o f clarifying how these structures affect racial 

inequality in education. Secondly, CRT insistence on challenging ahistorical analyses 

can provide a historical context o f racism in American education that can be useful in 

understanding the obstacles Black students face in their schools today. Thirdly, 

providing the opportunity for Black male students to voice their experiences can provide 

counter-narratives that challenge the dominant narrative generally assumed to be the 

truth. Fourth, the presumption o f CRT that racism has systemically helped to shape every 

aspect o f inequality that exists today can provide a lens through which to question how
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schools and classrooms recreate racism and educational inequality in identifiable ways. 

Understanding these processes can provide a starting point for change. Finally, the 

recognition that race is a social construct opens the door to reconstruction o f beliefs and 

school practices so that the achievement gap associated with students o f color may be 

effectively diminished (Zamudio, Russell, Rios, & Bridgeman, 2011).

While there are a myriad o f problems with which schools are grappling, inequity 

has been a persistent one that has plagued Black students. Historically, racial disparities 

in the overall achievement between Black and White students have stubbornly remained, 

despite ongoing efforts to close the gap. The disproportionate representation o f Black 

males in trouble in schools, placed in alternative school settings, failing in schools, 

dropping out o f schools, and filling up America’s prisons is a pattern that warrants 

examination. This study used the ontology, epistemology, axiology, and rhetorical 

questions o f CRT to explore the lived experiences o f Black male students. The lens o f  

CRT provided the crucial context to understand these experiences fully.

Critical Race Theory is not without its critics. In their 1997 publication, Beyond 

All Reason: The Radical Assault on Truth in American Law, Farber and Sherry question 

the very validity o f the use o f narrative as a research tool. This criticism, though focused 

particularly on legal research, raises the essential question o f what constitutes legitimate 

scholarship. Traditionally, research has been based on objectivity governed by a 

universal set o f scientific rules. Thus, Farber and Sherry (1997) contend, the narrative 

form is not a valid medium for use by researchers and scholars. More recently, Darder 

and Torres (2004) have criticized CRT as being too narrow because o f its focus on race,
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to the exclusion o f socioeconomic class as the main factor for analysis o f inequality.

They also suggest that counter-narratives can romanticize the experiences o f oppressed 

peoples and stereotype both Whites and people o f color into single identities, making it 

appear that members within each group are all the same and speak with one voice. 

However, it can be rightly argued that CRT provides a corrective to Darder and Torres’s 

exclusive focus on class as the only determining factor in student performance. The CRT 

tenet o f intersectionality recognizes that other issues such as gender and class are relevant 

educational outcomes. CRT scholars acknowledge the presence o f many factors 

influencing inequality and disparity, but make it very clear the foregrounding o f race 

amongst any other variables when CRT is the analytical tool. In addition, the CRT tenet 

o f anti-essentialism asserts that there is no one portrait encompassing the whole o f a 

group o f individuals and thus consciously strives to avoid the homogenization o f groups 

assumed by Darder and Torres (2004).

In 2009, Brooks offered a criticism of CRT, noting that its focus on social 

structures and institutional practices excludes consideration o f exploring how the values, 

attitudes, and actions common to a specific subjugated community might be contributing 

to their own oppression. Brooks (2009) also contends that CRT scholars focus on 

problems and not solutions. These critiques are not without merit. In fact, they can serve 

as caveats for CRT researchers and theorists to be circumspect and reflective in their 

research and interpretive processes. However, many critics fail to recognize the 

flexibility within CRT evident in the ways that it has been adapted into subgroups such as 

LatCrits, Critical Race Feminists, and Tribal Crits, as well as its expansion beyond its
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beginnings in the law to fields like education, for which it can provide substantial 

information and motivation for change. Critics also fail to recognize that, in keeping with 

its own epistemology that recognizes the diversity o f perceptions o f an experienced 

reality, there is recognized diversity amongst CRT scholars. The tenets are not presented 

as a comprehensive truth to the exclusion o f all other theories. In fact, there are not many 

CRT scholars who accept every tenet, or agree on the importance o f one tenet over all the 

others. CRT provides a mechanism for analysis o f the stories o f other cultures in relation 

to the master narrative o f a civilization. It brings focus to power structures within a 

society, and recognizes the interaction o f these structures and the dominant narrative with 

the people whom they serve to marginalize. My hope in this study is to provide a picture 

and capture the voice o f each particular participant, as well as distill the individual 

narratives into some commonalities in the participants’ lived experiences o f school to add 

to the ongoing narrative emerging from similar research that may be used to generate 

ideas for positive change.

Research Question

The following question guided this investigation: What is the experience o f 

schooling like for Black males in grades four through nine in public schools serving 

primarily low-income Black students?

Methodology

The design chosen for this investigation i transcendental phenomenology. This 

design involves engaging multiple individuals who have experienced the same 

phenomenon, in this case, Black males’ school experiences in grades four through nine,
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to describe their experiences in order to provide a clearer understanding o f the 

phenomenon. With help from the local Boys and Girls Club (BGC), the criterion sample 

was drawn from the racially segregated schools in a large public school system in a city 

in the southeastern United States. The primary mode o f data collection was through 

semi-structured, audio-recorded, digitally transcribed interviews with Black male 

students. In addition, I kept detailed field notes during each session and engaged in 

reflective journal writing following each session. As recommended by Mertens (2010), I 

assembled and analyzed final products for emergent themes.

The Researcher as the Instrument 

In qualitative studies that use interviews as the primary data collection method, 

the researcher often serves as the data collection instrument. Such was the case with this 

study. The fact that I, as the researcher, also became part o f the contextual setting o f the 

research process posed a potential threat to the validity o f the research.

Maxwell (2005) defines threats to validity in qualitative research as “particular 

events or processes that could lead to invalid conclusions” (p. 108) and identifies two 

major types: researcher bias and reactivity. Researcher bias involves preconceptions on 

the part o f the researcher that may influence research design, data collection, and 

analysis. Unlike quantitative research, qualitative studies assume that every human being 

brings a particular worldview with him/her to any situation. Therefore, the expectation is 

that researchers will view the research situation through a particular lens. There are 

measures qualitative researchers can take to reduce the intrusion o f personal bias and 

reactivity, but it is impossible to achieve 100% objectivity. It is thus incumbent on me as
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the researcher to reveal what I know about m yself for the purpose o f bringing the areas o f 

potential researcher bias and reactivity to the attention o f scholars. It is also necessary for 

me to delineate the measures I took to ameliorate researcher bias and reactivity in this 

study. By revealing who I am and delineating the measures taken to be objective, I have 

provided information to allow scholars to better assess the validity o f this study.

Definitions o f Key Terms 

Adequate yearly progress (AYP) refers to the amount o f yearly improvement that 

each Title I school and district are expected to make in order to enable low-achieving 

children to meet high performance levels expected o f all children (USDOE, 2009).

Colorblindness is the idea that a society is post-racial and that its citizens see no 

racial distinctions, a rhetorical stance that disallows reference to race so that groups 

affected by racism cannot name their reality or point out racism without invoking denial, 

offense, and the implication that merely raising the issue is renders the speaker racist 

(Taylor, Gillbom, & Ladson-Billings, 2009).

Conscientization (critical consciousness) is the achievement o f an in-depth 

understanding o f the world and its social and political contradictions, which leads to the 

taking o f action against the oppressive elements in one's life that are brought to light by 

that understanding (Freire, 1970/2007).

Constructivism is the epistemological belief that learners do not simply absorb 

knowledge transmitted to them, but rather they construct it themselves through 

interactions with their environment and reflection upon those interactions. It is the
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conceptualization o f learning as a personal process o f making meaning out o f one’s 

interactions with the world (Guba & Lincoln, 1994).

Counterstories (synonymous with counter-narratives) are alternative or opposing 

narratives that challenge the dominant narrative and belief system (Delgado & Stefancic, 

2001)

Critical pedagogy is pedagogy that illuminates the relationship among 

knowledge, authority, and power, thus enabling students to become truly participatory 

members o f a society who not only belong to the society, but who can and do create and 

re-create that society, continually increasing freedom (Giroux, 2011; Shaw, 2008).

Critical Race Theory (CRT) is a critical theory that focuses attention on race and 

the racism deeply embedded throughout all the beliefs and institutions that form the 

framework o f American society (Parker & Lynn, 2002).

Culturally relevant teaching is a method in which teachers reach out to students in 

ways that respect their language and culture, while reflectively confronting and 

abandoning any assumptions and stereotypes they might bring to the classroom that could 

end up pushing students away. In addition, teachers recognize that learning styles vary 

not only with individuals, but also across cultures. They take time to get to know their 

students’ cultures and translate what they know into their instructional practices, while at 

the same time understanding that the each student is an individual living within a culture, 

not part o f a homogenous block o f similar-looking people possessing identical culturally 

specific attitudes and behaviors (Irvine, 2010).
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Cultural synchronicity is a disconnection between the home and school 

environments that is great enough to disrupt learning (Irvine, 1990).

Differentiation is a pedagogical response to the cognitive, affective, social, and 

physical characteristics that distinguish what and how students learn exemplified by a 

classroom where learners are provided with equal opportunity to learn, but are not 

expected to learn the same content in the same way at the same time (Center for Talent 

Development, 2006).

Developmental model o f  disciplinary practice is a model representing students as 

learners who cannot be expected to learn without making mistakes, cognitively or 

behaviorally. Its policies are structured to provide students opportunities to learn, 

practice, and refine alternatives to habitual behaviors that young people need to change 

(CDF, 2007).

Dominant narratives are the stories told by the dominant culture that define the 

culture’s reality, guide members’ lives like an invisible hand, and silence the voices o f 

people who challenge the dominant narratives by bearing witness to and speaking out 

against oppression with counterstories (Lyotard, 1979/1984)

Dropout factories is a term given to high schools from which 60% o f the entering 

freshman class is will fail to graduate (Balfanz et al., 2013).

Engaged pedagogy is pedagogy that involves teachers and learners continually 

changing roles, or perhaps embodying both the teacher/learner roles within one 

classroom, with the aim to restore students' will to think critically and be fully self

actualized (hooks, 2010).

i
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Fourth grade failure syndrome is the tendency for academic skills to begin to 

slide at the fourth grade level, particularly for Black male students, due to the change 

from holistic, integrated experiences to a more linear approach (Kunjufu, 1986).

Guidance is the provision o f timely and accurate information students can use 

throughout their school experience to help them define and meet postsecondary goals.

Holistic/relational is a group o f beliefs, feelings, principles and general ideas 

regarding the education o f the whole student that addresses the very broadest 

development o f the whole person at the cognitive and affective levels. It is a child- 

centered educational approach in which learning is highly contextual (Hare, 2010).

Interest convergence refers to the problem that, unless a reform to eradicate 

racism advances the interests o f both White elites (materially) and working-class people 

(psychically), large segments o f society have little incentive to implement it (Delgado & 

Stefancic, 2001).

Jim Crow, named after a popular nineteenth century minstrel song that 

stereotyped African Americans, refers to the system o f government-sanctioned racial 

oppression and segregation in the United States (Wormser, 2002).

Lynching is the practice o f mobs capturing individuals suspected o f crime and 

executing them without any process o f law (Berg, 2011).

Ninth grade shock is “an unpredicted decline in academic performance upon 

entering high school [which] is a key mechanism behind the continuing crisis o f high 

school attrition” (Pharris-Ciurej et al., 2012, p. 715).
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No Child Left Behind (NCLB)/Elementary and Secondary Education Act o f2001) 

is a United States act o f Congress that includes Title I, the government's flagship aid 

program for disadvantaged students. Though NCLB has been supplanted by new 

policies, such a Race to the Top, its support o f standards-based education reform and 

high-stakes testing has had a lasting impact on American education (Editorial Projects in 

Education Research Center, 2011).

Oppression is “a system that maintains advantage and disadvantage based on 

social group memberships and operates, intentionally and unintentionally, on individual, 

institutional, and cultural levels” (Adams, Bell, & Griffin, 2007, p. 58).

Pedagogy refers to the complex art o f teaching. It may be the responsive, 

creative, intuitive part o f teaching; the craft o f teaching; or the skills, practice, and the 

specific tasks and activities involved in teaching. It may also be the science o f teaching; 

research-informed decision making; the theoretical underpinning governing how the tasks 

and activities are organized and related; or the ethical principles and moral commitment 

guiding the choices and decisions o f teaching content and methodology. Smith (2012) 

suggests the broader view o f pedagogy as “the process o f accompanying learners; caring 

for and about them; and bringing learning into life” (para. 2) as opposed to simply 

delivering subject matter.

Pedagogy o f  poverty is a very directed and controlling form o f teaching in which 

students are passive learners. This pedagogy trains students for menial labor and 

obedience as opposed to higher level jobs that require independent thinking and creative 

problem solving (Haberman, 1991).
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Praxis is the reflection and action upon the world in order to transform it.

Through praxis, oppressed people can acquire a critical awareness o f their own condition, 

and, with their allies, struggle for liberation. Praxis is the process by which a theory is 

enacted, practiced, embodied, or realized (Freire, 1970/2007).

Punitive model o f  disciplinary practice is a model depicting punishment as a 

means for correcting undesirable behavior, while at the same acting as a deterrent to other 

students who see the consequences meted out (Christie et al., 2005).

Relationships refer to the amount o f trust, respect, and care experienced between 

students and teachers, as well as between students and their peers in schools and 

classrooms.

School bonding occurs when students feel an affinity to their school community 

(Eisele, Zand, & Thomson, 2009).

School climate is a concept that encompasses the feelings and attitudes elicited by 

a school’s environment. It is a multidimensional construct including physical, social, and 

academic dimensions (Loukas, 2007).

School-to-prison-pipeline is one part o f a lifelong trajectory formed by a series o f 

accumulated and convergent risks that may lead to marginalized lives, imprisonment, and 

even premature death (CDF, 2007; Christie et al., 2005).

Social construction is a theory o f knowledge in sociology and communication 

theory that examines the development o f jointly constructed understandings o f the world 

and assumes that understanding, significance, and meaning are developed not separately
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within the individual, but in coordination with other human beings (Leeds-Hurwitz,

2009).

Stage-setting behaviors include sharpening pencils, arranging learning materials, 

and changing positions until a comfortable posture is found that are part o f a student’s 

preparation to learn (Irvine, 1990).

Stereotype threat occurs when a person is aware o f a widely held negative 

stereotype about his/her group and feels an undue pressure to disprove the stereotype. 

Anxiety produced by stereotype threat reduces a person’s comfort level, and it can impair 

school performance, memory, and performance on standardized tests.

Structural determinism refers to the idea that our system, by reason o f its structure 

and vocabulary, cannot redress certain types o f wrong (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001).

Subtractive schooling is the demand for immigrant students to abandon their 

home language and culture when they enter U. S. public schools (Valenzuela, 1999).

Unique voice o f  color is a thesis that, according to Delgado and Stefancic (2001): 

holds that because o f their different histories and experiences with oppression, black, 

Indian, Asian, and Latino/a writers and thinkers may be able to communicate to their 

white counterparts matters that the whites are unlikely to know. Minority status, in other 

words, brings with it a presumed competence to speak about race and racism, (p. 10)

Warm demanders are teachers “who provide a tough-minded, no-nonsense, 

structured and disciplined classroom environment for kids whom society had 

psychologically and physically abandoned” (Irvine & Fraser, 1998, p. 56).
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Zero tolerance policies are disciplinary policies that are the harshest o f the 

punitive models. Certain offenses result in automatic punishments with no allowance for 

intermediary measures or second chances. The analogy in the language o f the criminal 

justice system is, “You do the crime; you do the time.” No exceptions allowed (Skiba & 

Knesting, 2002).

Zone o f  proximal development is the difference between what a learner is able to 

do independently and what he or she can accomplish with assistance and support 

(Chaiklin, 2003).

Summary

The middle years, defined in this study as grades four through nine, are 

particularly sensitive periods for students as they transition from childhood towards 

young adulthood. These years are crucial to the development o f efficacious, independent, 

learners equipped with the social, emotional, and academic capacity to finish their 

educations and move into productive citizenship. Unfortunately, too many schools that 

serve these students adopt more controlling and punitive climates, functioning more like 

prisons than academies for learning. This structure is particularly detrimental to Black 

male students, who are traditionally the least served in public schools. The result o f this 

type o f education is a virtual school-to-prison pipeline that funnels marginalized students 

onto a trajectory towards dropping out, unemployment, and negative involvement with 

law enforcement.

The purpose o f this qualitative study was to collect the stories o f the school lives 

o f Black males in the middle years in order to gain insight into how to engage them in an



education that they embrace and perceive as relevant and beneficial to them. The study 

describes the lived school experiences for Black male students in grades four through 

nine in an urban area in a southeastern American state. In locations familiar and 

convenient to the participants, data were collected through semi-structured interviews 

with students conducted and coded to find emergent themes. The resulting data is 

potentially useful to educators, administrators, and policy makers who have an interest in 

derailing the school-to-prison pipeline by providing high quality education for Black 

male students in the middles years o f their schooling.



CHAPTER 2

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

This review o f literature makes the case that Black male students are one o f the

most underserved groups o f students in public schools today. The systemic repression

and exclusion o f Black male students from the full benefits o f the educational system o f

the United States o f America are framed by examining phenomena relative to the school

experiences and life trajectories o f Black males in five sections. The first section, From

Slavery to the New Jim Crow, examines the historical precedents o f racism and Black

male suppression in United States o f America, providing a context for understanding

Black males’ experiences today (Zamudio, Russell, Rios, & Bridgeman, 2011). The

second section, Education and Incarceration, reveals the connection between schools and

the criminal justice system as agents o f continued oppression for Black males today

(American Civil Liberties Union [ACLU], 2013; Belk, 2006; Chase, 2012; Children’s

Defense Fund [CDF], 2007; Singer, 2009). The third section, Crucial Years for

Intervention, presents the case that the middle years (grades four through nine) are critical

years for forming and reshaping the trajectories o f Black male students to dismantle the

school-to-vision pipeline (Giedd, 2009). The fourth section, The Consequences o f  Re-

Segregation, examines the effects o f the failure to completely implement the Brown

decision on pedagogy/instruction, disciplinary practices and relationships present in

public schools serving primarily low-income Black students (Bell, 2004; Haberman,
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2007; Irvine & Irvine, 1983; Ogletree, 2004; Ryan, 2010). The fifth section, Beyond 

Surviving to Thriving, examines instructional and pedagogical strategies shown to 

address the needs o f marginalized students, a population that includes Black male 

students (Freire, 1970/2007); Giroux, 1994; hooks, 2010). The overarching research 

question that guided this study is as follows: What is the experience o f schooling like for 

Black males in grades four through nine attending public schools serving primarily low- 

income Black students?

From Slavery to the New Jim Crow

Throughout its history, the education o f Blacks in the United States o f America 

has been both a beacon o f liberty as well as a tool for hegemony. The belief that 

education is fundamentally linked to freedom and dignity is the most distinctive 

contribution o f the former slaves to the discourse regarding education (Anderson, 1988; 

DuBois, 1935). Decades before freedom arrived, slaves learned to read despite the great 

risks involved (Anderson, 1988). In fact, before Lincoln’s issuance o f the Emancipation 

Proclamation, the systematic education o f Blacks was happening without White direction 

or interference.

Between 1860 and 1862, Blacks began establishing private schools. In fact, soon 

after John W. Alvord, the white Yankee superintendent o f schools for the Freedman’s 

Bureau, arrived at his new job in 1866, he reported to the Bureau that what he called a 

system o f “native schools” was already up and running, which “no white man before me 

had ever come near” throughout the South (as cited in Anderson, 1988, p. 6). At least 

500 such schools already existed before any involvement by Whites. Alvord pointed out
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that this self-initiated and self-led “educational movement. . .  has in it a self-sustaining 

element” (as cited in Anderson, 1988, p. 6).

This “self-sustaining” system grew up despite the fact that, since Africans first set 

foot on land in North America, brought here against their will, there has been a 

systematic denial o f education and destruction o f their culture (Marable, 2007). Its first 

purpose was to maintain a tight enough hold on the slaves to keep them securely in 

bondage. As Wells-Bamett (1895) pointed out, denial o f education was a tool to “dwarf 

the soul and preserve the body” (p. 2) for servitude. After the Civil War, however, when 

slavery was abolished, free Blacks presented a possible threat to the existing White power 

structure, and so the legacy o f denial o f a competitive education remained an intention o f 

Whites in post-slavery society (Blackmon, 2008). The southern planters believed that 

formal schooling for blacks would “ruin them as plantation laborers” by giving them 

alternate hopes and dreams (Anderson, 1988, p. 279). The southern urban industrialists 

believed that use o f the right sort o f education might serve as a tool to produce a docile 

class o f unskilled workers who would be an asset, rather than a burden to the South. The 

northern industrialists also believed a controlled type o f education could create an 

unskilled workforce, but added the intention that the education must stop short o f making 

Blacks competitive with the skilled White workforce. Nevertheless, during 

reconstruction, Northerners observed that former slaves revered education as a sacred act. 

Freedmen’s Bureau officials reported that “the colored” showed more interest in 

education than southern Whites exhibited (Anderson, 1988, p. 26).
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Black males in particular have been targeted in a number o f negative ways in the 

United States o f America (Apel, 2004; Baker, 1998; Blackmon, 2008; Littles, Bower, & 

Gilmer, 2007; Schreer, Smith, & Thomas, 2009; Wells-Bamett, 1895). In the wake o f the 

Civil War, the emergence o f the Ku Klux Klan, Jim Crow laws, and the practice known 

as lynching, through which primarily Black males were kidnapped and executed without 

the benefit o f a trial, served as a means to intimidate ex-slaves into roles o f submission 

(Berg, 2011; Wells-Bamett, 1895). Today, the criminal justice system itself so frequently 

and disproportionately targets Black males that it has become known as a primary 

mechanism for suppression and control, often referred to as “the new Jim Crow” 

(Alexander, 2010; National Association for the Advancement o f Colored People 

[NAACP], 2009; Shelden, 2007; Singer, 2009; Subcommittee on Crime, Terrorism, and 

Homeland Security, 2010).

A closer look at the criminal justice system reveals several alarming statistics. 

Today, there are more Blacks in the criminal justice system than were held as slaves in 

1850 (Alexander, 2010; Subcommittee on Crime, Terrorism, and Homeland Security,

2010). Furthermore, in 2004, ex-offender status denied more Black men the right to vote 

than were denied in 1870, in the midst o f the backlash from White southerners against the 

ratification o f the Fifteenth Amendment (Alexander, 2010). Currently, Blacks are 

incarcerated at a rate six times the rate o f whites (NAACP, 2009) and serve on average 

about the same amount o f time for nonviolent drug offenses as Whites do for violent 

offenses (NAACP, 2009).
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The targeting o f Black males by the criminal justice system (Adelman, 2003; 

Schreer et al., 2009; Simmons, 2011; Wiehl, 2002) has a domino effect While 

incarceration may take them off the streets temporarily, it also affects the rest o f the lives 

o f Black males after their release from prison, limiting their opportunities in life and 

effectively creating a “permanent under-caste” (Alexander, 2010, p. 1). Massive 

numbers o f Black men serve their time, but upon their return to society, they permanently 

lose their right to vote, cannot access public housing, cannot serve on a jury, cannot find 

a job because o f the necessity o f disclosing their record, and fail to meet eligibility 

requirements for welfare or food stamps (ACLU, 2013; Alexander, 2010).

Education and Incarceration

Although Black males’ experiences today in school and society do not include 

slavery per se or lynching per se, a dangerous connection between schools and prisons 

becomes evident with a look at statistics pertaining to Black youth. Nationally, Blacks 

constitute only 13.1% o f the population, yet they comprise 26% o f juvenile arrests, 44% 

of detained youth, 46% o f youth adjudicated in criminal court, and 58% o f youth 

incarcerated in state prisons (NAACP, 2009). O f particular concern to Black males are 

the correlations between race, incarceration, and education. High school dropouts are 3.5 

times more likely to be arrested than high school graduates are and 8 times as likely to be 

in jail or prison (Bridgeland, Dilulio, & Morison, 2006). Nearly one in four young Black 

male dropouts goes to prison on an average day, whereas only one in fourteen young 

male, White, Asian, or Hispanic dropouts (Dillon, 2009) experiences incarceration. 

Furthermore, 68% o f state prison inmates across the nation are lacking a high school
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diploma (Harlow, 2003). Interestingly, a 10 percentage-point increase in graduation rates 

correlates with a 20% reduction in murder and assault rates at the national level 

(Christeson, Bishop-Josef, O’Dell-Archer, Beakey, & Clifford, 2013).

Given these statistics, it appears that education plays a major role in the 

phenomenon identified as the School-to-Prison Pipeline (CDF, 2007; Chase, 2012; 

Christie, Jolivette, & Nelson, 2005). Researchers have identified several conditions in 

public schools that tend to push students out o f school and onto this trajectory toward 

incarceration (Calvert, 2011; Monroe, 2006; Noguera, 2003; Schott Foundation for 

Public Education, 2012). Conditions outside the parameter o f what happens on location 

in schools such as poverty, poor health care, ghettoization, and systemic inequitable 

educational opportunities, certainly can affect school performance, and they are o f vital 

importance when considering the nurturing o f the whole child (Belk, 2006). However, 

this study focused on those risk factors subject to change at the school building level: 

type o f instruction, disciplinary practices, and relationships with teachers and peers. The 

quality o f these malleable variables affects whether students continue with their 

education or drop out o f school and onto a negative life trajectory (CDF, 2007; Gregory, 

Skiba, & Noguera, 2010; Kafele, 2009; Ladson-Billings, 1997).

Crucial Years for Intervention

The years inclusive o f fourth grade up through ninth grade appear to be crucial 

years in which to intervene and redirect students’ trajectories. In Countering the 

Conspiracy to Destroy Black Boys, Jawanza Kunjufu (1995) voices the urgency o f 

positive intervention on the part o f schools in the lives o f Black males. Kunjufu
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school, onto the streets, and into incarceration. Most notable among these are inattention 

to the learning styles o f Black males and misunderstandings o f their expressions based on 

race and gender (Irvine, 1990; Monroe, 2006). These circumstances are sometimes 

tragically enacted in dissatisfactory teacher relationships with Black male students 

(DuBois, 1935/1962; Haberman, 2007; Monroe, 2006; Noguera, 2003).

Based on his numerous and extended observations o f Black children in schools, 

Kunjufu (1995) posits that fourth grade is typically a turning point for Black students, 

especially males. Although Black cultural experience has been characterized as relational 

and holistic (Irvine, 1990), pedagogy typically begins to narrow to linear, analytical 

approaches in the fourth grade. When holistic, integrated experiences are abandoned in 

favor o f a linear approach, what Kunjufu (1986) calls the fourth grade failure syndrome 

sets in for Black children. Males in particular begin the journey from lively and 

enthusiastic to apathetic and cynical, and from appearing to be cute to teachers to being 

perceived as rough and threatening. Black males’ academic skills begin to decline at this 

point.

A second critical passage in a student’s educational progress occurs in the ninth 

grade (Pharris-Ciurej, Hirschman, & Willhoft, 2012). Pharris-Ciurej et al. (2012) term 

this phenomenon ninth grade shock and define it as “an unpredicted decline in academic 

performance upon entering high school [that] is a key mechanism behind the continuing 

crisis o f high school attrition” (p. 715). While every transition can be a source o f anxiety 

and disorientation for students, the movement from middle to high school appears to be



one o f the most difficult. Over 40% o f students entering ninth grade in Chicago public 

high schools fail at least one required course during the first semester, and only a few  are 

able to reverse the downward slide and go on to succeed (Roderick & Cambum, 1999; 

Schott Foundation for Public Education, 2009; Stevenson, Schiller, & Schneider, 1994). 

Students who were average to low pupils in eighth grade are particularly vulnerable to 

experiencing and succumbing to ninth grade shock (Langenkamp, 2010). In addition, 

Pharris-Ciurej et al. (2012) found that the success o f the transition to ninth grade has a 

distinctive effect on incidences o f dropping out o f high school, independent o f all other 

variables measured in the study.

Recent research in adolescent brain development indicates that a great deal o f 

identity formation takes place during these years. Thus, both the necessity and possibility 

for intervention during these years makes sense (Giedd, 2009). While a focus on the 

early years o f life when the brain is at its most absorbent has long been recognized as 

important to future school success (Jenson, 2008), newer information regarding brain 

plasticity shows a tremendous upsurge taking place in early adolescence (Giedd, 2009). 

The increased plasticity o f the adolescent brain stimulates the brain connections to “form 

and re-form” (para. 8), resulting in a variety o f behaviors that currently define 

adolescence. The outcomes o f these neurobiological changes can be positive or negative, 

depending on how successfully students navigate the turmoil. These middle years o f 

brain development, then, provide a tremendous opportunity for students to re-invent 

themselves. Both the “enormous learning potential and the vulnerability o f the teen 

years” (Giedd, 2009, para. 8) provide fertile ground for changing lives. The targeted
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position o f Black males in society, the devastating consequences o f Black male 

involvement with the criminal justice system, and the disproportionate funneling o f Black 

male students into the school-to-prison pipeline emphasize the critical nature o f the 

middle years (grades four through nine). The neurobiologically sensitive period between 

the years o f fourth grade failure syndrome and ninth grade shock characterize these years. 

The Consequences o f Re-Segregation

What happened to the promise o f integration inherent in the momentous Brown v. 

Board o f  Education decision o f 1954? De jure segregation may have died at that point, 

but de facto  segregation kept a foothold. Until the passing o f the Civil Rights Act o f  

1964, southern schools in particular took the admonishment to move towards integration 

“with all deliberate speed” (Brown v. Board o f  Education, 1955, p. 301) at face value, 

purposefully crawling at a snail’s pace (Ogletree, 2004). By 1974, the progress o f re

segregation began when the Supreme Court decision in Miltiken v. Bradley prohibited 

Black urban systems from uniting with nearby White suburban systems in order to carry 

out desegregation plans (Patterson, 2001; Ryan, 2010). New sets o f rulings followed in 

the 1990s and completed the dismantling o f what was left o f any remaining plans for 

integrating schools (Kozol, 2005; Ryan, 2010). Today housing patterns, White flight, and 

economic factors result in the existence o f schools virtually segregated with many o f the 

least funded, most underperforming schools located in non-White, high poverty, and high 

crime areas (Bell, 2004; Ogletree, 2004; Patterson, 2001; Ryan, 2010). Not surprisingly, 

under these conditions, Black students’ performance continues to lag behind the 

performance o f their white counterparts (Barton & Coley, 2010).



The dominant narrative in American education may influence what happens to 

Black males beginning in the middle grades. First and foremost, the narrative portrays 

American education as a meritocracy in which students are always rewarded for hard 

work, as if  any shortcomings in academics are completely unaffected by class, race, or 

cultural capital (Powell, 2012). The insistence that the playing field in education is level 

for all students relieves schools o f any responsibility for addressing diversity amongst its 

students. The myth o f meritocracy leads to the elaboration that particular marginalized 

groups who do not manage to break out o f poverty through education are, as a culture, 

lazy, disinterested in education, and satisfied with their assumed dependence on 

government programs (Zamudio, et al., 2011). Not only are Black males subject to these 

stereotypes, but they are also denounced as being absentee fathers, thugs, drug 

addicts/dealers, athletes who are academic failures, and undesirable neighbors who do not 

take care o f their property (Zamudio, et al., 2011). This dominant narrative sets up Black 

males for failure due to the likelihood that many o f their teachers, especially those who 

have benefitted from the dominant narrative, may view their Black male students through 

the lens o f cultural and intellectual deficit, moral and academic inferiority, and innate 

criminality/threat. These kinds o f stereotypes may play into both teacher/student 

relationships and students’ development o f positive identities.

Type o f instruction. Prior to integration, Blacks were educated in segregated 

schools with few supplies and inadequate buildings, but they had expert teachers who 

knew them, loved them, and demanded their best (Siddle Walker, 1996). Now, many 

Blacks still attend de facto  segregated schools, but experience the pedagogy o f poverty
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(Haberman, 2007). Scholars have identified a deficit in culturally relevant pedagogy and 

cultural understanding on the part o f teachers, whether Black or White, particularly those 

who teach in a directive, test-prep style in urban schools with highly marginalized 

populations (Delpit & Dowdy, 2002; Gay, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 1997; Monroe, 2006; 

Tyler & Boelter, 2008). Despite its deficiencies, the pedagogy o f poverty (Haberman, 

2007) remains sufficiently powerful as to undermine all attempts at educational reform. 

Meanwhile, as suburban students enjoy effective teaching in well-supplied schools, many 

Black male students continue to languish in an educational system that simply does not 

know who they are, what to do with them, or how to teach them (Kozol, 1991,2005; 

Kunjufu, 2002; Morgan, 1980).

The pedagogy o f poverty (Haberman, 2007) is comprised o f explicit directed 

teaching methods, rote learning, and excessive drill and practice activities, allowing little 

room for engagement, independent thinking, problem posing, or problem solving. This 

type o f teaching effectively trains students for poverty, unemployment, and quite possibly 

for incarceration (Haberman, 2007; Singer, 2009). Unfortunately, the pedagogy o f 

poverty is encouraged by the focus on standards-based, assessment-driven curricula 

brought on by the 2001 reauthorization o f the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, 

better known as NCLB, or No Child Left Behind (Meier & Wood, 2004), and will 

continue in the pending reauthoiization o f the act, which will be known as the Every 

Child Achieves Act (ECAA). Because o f the intense focus on the Black/White 

achievement gap measured by high-stakes multiple choice tests, teachers in schools that 

serve high numbers o f Black students may be more likely to resort to highly directed test
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prep teaching (Haberman, 2007), resulting in an actual grooming o f Black students for an 

education inadequate for competition in the 21st century.

The United States Senate is expected to bring the ECAA to the floor in 2015.

While this reauthorization excludes some o f the aspects o f NCLB, the requirement to 

adopt standards and to test students in mathematics and reading annually in grades 3-8, 

and once in high school will be retained. ECAA also requires intermittent testing in 

science. States will still be accountable for monitoring success and identifying plans for 

remediation o f schools that are failing. Thus, while there are some improvements, the 

onus o f producing high test scores created by NCLB will remain an important way o f 

demonstrating school success under ECAA.

Disciplinary practice. Another factor o f school life that affects the success o f 

Black males in schools is disciplinary practice. According to the CDF Report (2007), 

there are two basic models for school disciplinary programs. One is the developmental 

model, which views students as learners one cannot expect to learn without making 

mistakes, behaviorally as well as cognitively. The structure o f policies is to provide 

students opportunities to learn, practice, and refine alternatives to habitual behaviors that 

young people need to change (CDF, 2007). The other model is the punitive model which, 

as the name implies, sees swift and sure punishment as a means for correcting 

undesirable behavior, while simultaneously acting as a deterrent to other students who 

observe the resulting consequences (Christie et al., 2005).

Zero tolerance policies are the harshest o f the punitive models. In the wake o f the 

Columbine tragedy, zero tolerance policies sprang up like weeds across the nation (Skiba
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& Knesting, 2002). Certain offenses result in automatic punishments with no allowance 

for intermediary measures or second chances. The analogy in the language o f the 

criminal justice system is, “You do the crime; you do the time.” No exceptions allowed.

Skiba and Knesting (2002) cite evidence that the adoption o f zero tolerance 

discipline policies contributes not to better behavior, but to larger numbers o f students 

being suspended and expelled. Such punitive practices serve only to create a school 

culture o f fear and social control, an atmosphere that does not fit with our democratic 

ideals (Giroux, 2009). Again, we find school practices that hark back to familiar 

historical patterns like slavery, Jim Crow, vigilante action—practices in which authorities 

exert intense control disproportionately on Black males (Brown, Losen, & Wald, 2001). 

In fact, schools with punitive disciplinary models operate in an eerily similar manner as 

prisons operate (Howard, 2006). In these schools, you will often find guards, metal 

detectors, surveillance cameras, and sometimes even police dogs (Noguera, 2003). The 

practice o f removing “bad” students from a class o f “good” students also mimics the 

criminal justice system in that those children targeted for punishment in schools mirror 

the adult population targeted for incarceration in the wider society (Singer, 1996).

Indeed, statistics reveal that a disparity exists in the dispensing o f punishments, 

both in quantity and severity, according to race, gender, and social class. It is consistent 

and well documented that there is a ranking o f who gets the harshest and most frequent 

punishments to who gets in the least trouble. The result is, sadly, no surprise: from 

greatest to least, the ranking is 1) male black, 2) male white, 3) female black, and 4) 

female white (Skiba et al., 2002). When other possible variables o f socioeconomic status
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and actual behavior are controlled, race and gender clearly stand out as having the most 

significant correlation with who gets in trouble and how much trouble they get into. The 

designated losers in this rigged lottery are, by a long shot, Black male students.

Skiba et al. (2002) note another interesting statistic regarding racial discrepancy in 

punishments. In their study, they found that White males were referred most often for 

acts that were concrete, with tangible, hard evidence: smoking, vandalism, leaving 

campus without permission, and using obscene language. Black male students, on the 

other hand, received referrals for the proverbial “eye-of-the-beholder” type infractions: 

disrespect, loitering, excessive noise, and threat. Also worth noting is that it was not the 

severity o f the infraction, but rather the sheer number o f referrals for these very 

subjective misbehaviors that led to a high rate o f suspensions for Black boys. White boys 

were sent home for far more serious infractions, for which they were caught red-handed, 

but these suspensions were far less frequent and so had less impact on students’ 

reputations or school performance.

Interestingly, it appears that much o f the breakdown in equity in the application o f 

disciplinary procedures may occur as much or more at the classroom level than it occurs 

at the administrative level. Of course, teachers take their lead from school and system 

policies o f discipline, but the actual choice o f how to handle a discipline problem takes 

place at the classroom level between teacher and student The choice o f whether or not to 

refer a student to the principal, which has terrific impact on the lives o f Black boys, rests 

mostly in the hands o f the individual teacher (Skiba et al., 2002). As stated before, high 

rates o f minority suspensions lead to increased rejection o f school and dropping out on
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not even be conscious o f engaging in the patterned behavior evident in the statistics on 

who gets punished for what, and how severely, these discrepancies alter the trajectories 

o f the lives o f their Black male students (Monroe, 2006; Singer, 2009). Again, the 

dominant narrative that characterizes Black males as criminal and threatening may play 

into how teachers perceive threat in situations that may not constitute any real threat at 

all.

Relationships, school bonding, and student self-efficacy. Today’s schools often 

function like factories dispensing learning efficiently, though perhaps not effectively 

(Haberman, 1991; Howard, 2006; Noguera, 2003). In contrast to this soulless 

characterization o f school, Eisele, Zand, and Thomson (2009) found that school bonding 

relates positively to school achievement. School bonding occurs when students feel an 

affinity to their school community. This affinity is largely dependent on the quality o f 

relationships between students and teachers, and students and their peers (Wimberly, 

2002). The acceptance o f the dominant narrative regarding Black males and the reality of 

the teacher workforce combine to present a challenge to trusting relationships between 

students and teachers and thus, to school bonding. Most K-12 teachers are middle-class, 

White, and female, and this demographic imbalance is likely to increase in the coming 

years (Boser, 2011; NCES, 2012). Therefore, classroom norms may reflect values 

specific to White, middle class, feminine culture; for example, self-directed movement 

and student talk may be unacceptable (Kunjufu, 1995; Ladson-Billings, 2000; Monroe, 

2006). Rules regarding respect, cooperation, personal space, vocal tone and volume, and
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deference to authority are possibly unstated by teachers who assume that their 

perceptions o f commonly understood standards are universal, rather than culture-specific. 

Such cultural mismatches could be the source o f many misunderstandings that lead to 

disciplinary actions (Monroe, 2006). For example, stage-setting behaviors (the 

sharpening o f pencils, arranging learning materials, and changing positions until 

comfortable) are important to Black students’ academic success (Gilbert & Gay, 1989). 

However, culturally mismatched teachers may see this as hyperactivity or aimless 

procrastination and berate or punish students for not being ready for class when it begins. 

Teachers unaccustomed to the playful linguistics common to the students’ culture often 

misunderstand animated verbal exchanges between Black boys and interpret them as 

aggressive and threatening. These cultural misunderstandings make it difficult to 

establish the trusting relationships between teachers and students that are so necessary for 

school bonding (Eisele et al., 2009).

Tyler and Boelter (2008) reported that more congenial classroom environments 

where teacher expectations are high correlate with increased academic achievement and 

self-efficacy, which Bandura (1994) has identified as a significant element in student 

success. Bandura (1994) defines self-efficacy as a person’s beliefs about the extent to 

which he/she is an agent in his/her own life rather than just a product o f what happens to 

him/her. Simply put, people who believe they can succeed in an endeavor w ill attempt it 

and persevere until they succeed, while people who believe they cannot succeed will not 

even try. An attitude o f self-efficacy affects the optimism, motivation, goal setting, 

happiness, decision-making capability, and positive behavior o f an individual. Self-
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efficacious people are resilient, believing that they can succeed despite obstacles in 

particular situations (Bandura, 1997). They are also able to make choices that positively 

affect the trajectories o f their own lives.

According to Bandura (1993), the most effective way o f attaining a sense o f 

efficacy is through mastery experiences. Success leads to confidence, which leads to 

more success. Students must be actively exploring, manipulating, and influencing their 

environment rather than passively observing it in order to develop an attitude o f self- 

efficacy. They must experience the feeling o f making things happen, not just watching 

them happen. Such experiences are nurtured in environments that are characterized 

relationships amongst teachers, students, and their peers that display the qualities o f care, 

trust, support, respect, and empowerment (Loukas, 2007).

In relation to classrooms and teaching, students need to experience overcoming 

challenges and setbacks in a low-risk environment in order to believe that they have what 

it takes to succeed. If they receive only tasks that they can easily accomplish, such as 

those typical in rote learning environments where expectations are low, they will not 

develop what it takes to rebound and persevere. Therefore, the type o f instruction and 

design o f learning activities greatly influences the degree o f self-efficacy students 

develop, which then affects their ability to engage with the environment and bond with 

their school, teachers, and peers.

Both Ernest Hilgard (1980) and Albert Bandura (1986) have put forth trifold 

models for how learning occurs that indicate that students are not computers that function 

only in the cognitive area, and that learning does not take place in a vacuum. Hilgard’s
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cognition, or rational thought processes; affect which refers to emotional states; and 

conation, which refers to motivation to achieve goals and volition, making the choice to 

take action to achieve goals. Bandura’s 1986 triadic reciprocality model demonstrates 

the interactive relationships that exist amongst behavior, personal characteristics, and the 

external environment. Both models indicate that learning involves more than simply 

receiving and processing information. Hilgard emphasizes that the emotional state o f the 

learner and the purposeful intent to learn are equally as important as the cognitive 

activities o f the brain when learning takes place. Bandura emphasizes the interaction 

between the person, the environment, and the behavior in shaping outcomes in situations. 

Both theories recognize that learning is the result o f what students bring to bear on a task 

(including talents, interests, physical/emotional states, beliefs, self-efficacy, and desire to 

learn), and what die environment offers to nurture or suppress what the students bring to 

bear. The resulting behavior (degree o f success or failure in accomplishing tasks and 

learning) contributes to the formation/reformation o f a student’s “academic identity” 

(Toshalis & Nakkula, 2012), which then impacts the learning environment for better or 

for worse. The process is continuous and reciprocal. In this study, the researcher viewed 

the lived school experiences o f Black males from grades four through nine as a cyclical 

triadic interaction o f students’ personal characteristics, with what their schools and 

teachers have to offer them, and with their overall school experience.
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Beyond Surviving to Thriving

Against all odds, Black people have continued to find success through education. 

(DeShay, 2012). Schools today are under fire and may be approaching a tipping point for 

directional change. The reality o f schools today is that disciplinary practices, 

instructional practices, and school climates based on control and containment are more 

likely to push students out o f school than to invite them in (Schott Foundation for Public 

Education, 2012).

Before change can take place, teachers must not only believe that their students 

can learn meaningfully, but also must understand how minority children learn. Culturally 

relevant teaching methods are available and can be developed and adopted (Gay, 2010). 

Hilliard (2002) wrote, “Culture is nothing, more nor less, than the shared ways that 

groups o f people have created to use and define their environment” (p. 89) and noted that 

culture is fluid and changes over time. Culture also varies by gender, geography, class, 

and life experiences; therefore, even in a racially homogenous classroom, there is no 

monolithic “Black” culture for a novice teacher to learn. Nevertheless, teachers must 

find ways to achieve cultural synchronization in order for schools to become the villages 

alluded to in the African proverb (Kunjufu, 1986; Ladson-Bfilings, 2000; Monroe, 2006). 

Irvine (2010) stated that culture is transmitted from generation to generation to serve as a 

guide for appropriate behavior and provide a framework for knowledge and 

understanding. According to Irvine (2010), if  new information is not culturally relevant 

within that framework, it cannot be incorporated into it, but instead will be quickly
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forgotten. Conversely, if  the information is relevant, if  it fits the framework, it is 

incorporated and never forgotten.

Culturally relevant teaching involves teachers reaching out to students in ways that 

respect their language and culture, while reflectively confronting and abandoning any 

assumptions and stereotypes they might bring to the classroom that could end up pushing 

students away. To accomplish this, teachers must be able to let go o f the notion o f being 

“colorblind” when dealing with diversity in ther classrooms. Teachers cannot address 

what they do not “see.” Denial o f racial and ethnic characteristics and issues o f  

stereotyping does not make them go away. Instead, teachers can acknowledge and get to 

know their students’ cultures and translate what they discover into their instructional 

practices, while at the same time understanding that each student is an individual, not a 

generic product o f his/her culture.

A culturally relevant teacher makes the classroom a space in which student voices 

are heard, and students are able to construct knowledge from their own unique 

perspectives. Surface gestures based on stereotypes are not the same thing as 

understanding the culture o f a student’s home and community and capitalizing upon it to 

enhance his/her learning. At what point do teachers begin to recognize the cultural 

strengths Black males bring to the classroom so that they can help transfer these strengths 

into productive classroom experience? Until this happens, Black male students, as the 

most vulnerable o f student populations, are imprisoned in a school system that refuses to 

see them for who they really are (Kafele, 2009).



55

Similarly, the type o f liberatory pedagogy espoused by Paolo Freire (1970/2007) 

can bring meaning to Black male students’ classroom experience. Freire’s conceptions o f 

conscientization and praxis can make school relevant to students who are, in fact, 

oppressed in society. Through conscientization, students become aware o f their place in 

society and learn how they cooperate with the structures that oppress them. The concept 

o f praxis, which includes the combination o f action for change and reflection on that 

action, makes the very act o f getting an education a political act that becomes directly 

relevant to students’ own lives, hooks (2010) extends Freire’s ideas to her concept o f 

engaged pedagogy. Like Freire’s notion o f liberatory pedagogy, engaged pedagogy 

involves teachers and learners continually changing roles, or perhaps embodying both the 

teacher/learner roles within one classroom, hooks (2010) posits that engaged pedagogy 

happens when the teacher’s

. . .  aim is to educate as the practice o f freedom. Engaged pedagogy is a teaching 

strategy that aims to restore students' w ill to think, and their w ill to be fully self

actualized. The central focus o f engaged pedagogy is to enable students to think 

critically, (p. 8)

Both Freire’s and hooks’s pedagogies fall under the category o f critical pedagogy, 

which Giroux (1994) defines as pedagogy that “illuminates the relationship among 

knowledge, authority, and power” (p. 30). Engaged pedagogy is a form o f critical 

pedagogy for it embraces a raising o f the consciousness, a critique o f society, as valuing 

students’ voices and honoring students’ needs, values, and individuality. As a hopeful, 

active pedagogy, critical pedagogy enables students to become truly participatory
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members o f a society who belong to the society and can, and do, create and re-create that 

society, continually increasing freedom (Shaw, 2008). hooks infuses critical pedagogy 

with deep, personal involvement through sharing personal narratives and experiences o f  

pain, despair, anger, hope, and joy. She purports that engagement at such deeply 

personal levels leads to profound transformation, empowerment, and action (hooks,

2010).

While these principles can benefit all students, it is the learning o f Black males that 

is most critically at stake under traditional, directive pedagogies. Cookie-cutter 

approaches to teaching serve Black males very poorly. The culturally relevant, critical, 

and engaged pedagogies described above, which emphasize attending to students’ 

individual identities, grounding instruction in student experience, connecting the 

classroom to students’ communities, and approaching learning in a passionate and 

personal way provide hope for transforming classrooms into places that welcome, inspire, 

and capitalize on the gifts o f Black male students, as well as their classmates.

Steele (2011) added to the dialogue about how to make schools a welcoming 

environment to all students, including Black males. According to Steele, a phenomenon 

called stereotype threat occurs when a person is aware o f a widely held negative 

stereotype about his/her group, and feels an undue pressure to disprove the stereotype.

No one wants to be judged and treated according to a stereotype, be it as old, and 

therefore feeble and forgetful; rich, and therefore snobby; or, as the dominant narrative 

dictates, Black and male, and therefore thuggish, irresponsible, and non-intellectual. 

Steele’s report that the anxiety produced by stereotype threat impairs school performance,
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memory, and performance on standardized tests should be o f concern to educators. 

Steele’s contention that stereotype threat reduces a person’s comfort level in various 

situations would certainly make it difficult for Black male students to feel safe and 

respected in a school environment that may be steeped in expectations based on negative 

stereotypes about who they are and how they will behave and perform.

Another important way that schools can address student equity is to make sure 

that information regarding challenging curriculum, college preparatory options, and the 

whole array o f postsecondary options reaches all students regardless o f class, gender or 

race. According to Wimberly (2002), guidance from school personnel plays an important 

part in helping students understand all their options for, and how to prepare themselves to 

succeed in, their postsecondary endeavors. Schools can help students define and meet 

postsecondary goals if  they provide timely and accurate information. A USDOE (2001) 

report stated that, in spite o f the strong commitment Black students express for pursuing 

education beyond high school, only approximately 50% o f Black high school graduates 

actually enroll in college as compared to approximately 75% o f White high school 

graduates. In 2002, the National Association o f Secondary School Principals (NASSP) 

suggested that if  at least one adult in a particular school provided ongoing guidance and 

information for each student throughout high school to help them define and realize their 

post high school plans, outcomes for these students could change. NASSP (2002) also 

recommended that these important relationships start no later than at the middle school 

level. Changes in guidance practices are particularly needed in low-income, segregated 

schools where students are sometimes underestimated and mistakenly presumed to be



58

incapable o f or disinterested in pursuing their educations beyond high school. The low  

expectations for Black males fostered by the mainstream narrative which characterizes 

them as angry, threatening, and disinterested in education again highlights the need for 

counter-narratives to dispel these stereotypical, deficit views o f Black males in our 

society.

Immediately prior to beginning a teaching job at an inner city New York middle 

school, Peter Sipe (2004) read the book Newjack: Guarding Sing Sing by journalist Ted 

Conover (2001), in which the author describes his experience as a prison guard. Struck 

by the similarity o f his experience at the middle school with Conover’s experience at the 

prison, Sipe (2004) stated:

My school shares many—too many—similarities with the prison where Conover 

spent twelve months. From their physical structures to the human relations 

within, to the legacy o f failure in both institutions, the parallels between Sing Sing 

and our school are clear and ominous, (p. 33)

His sad commentary on the state o f the conditions at his particular school unfortunately 

rings true for too many schools serving primarily Black students. Unless schools turn 

away from the punitive, institutional model and strive to become places where young 

people can grow and develop in social maturity as well as academics, they will most 

likely continue to fail Black males (Goertz, 2001; Thompson & Webber, 2010).

Successful schools and classrooms for Black male students are the antithesis o f the 

schools described by Haberman (2007), but they are much closer to the schools 

envisioned by Comer (1980). Comer characterizes schools as “the only organizations
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strategically located to help all children grow and compensate for the difficult conditions 

that interfere with the growth o f many" (Chaltain, 2010, para. 4). Purists might argue that 

the role o f the school is to teach, not raise the children. However, the African Proverb,

“It takes a village to raise a child,” is well suited to the changing role o f schools in the 

21st century (Haynes et al., 1996). In fact, Comer’s (1996) model for reforming schools 

begins with the establishment o f a coalition between schools, parents, local businesses, 

and local service organizations to work together as a community to provide for the needs 

o f students in a true replication o f the proverb’s village. These young men—like the 

miner’s canary—have sounded the alarm that schools are heading in the wrong direction. 

By listening to the stories o f Black males’ school lives, we can find clues to point us in a 

positive direction, and Black males—unlike the miner’s canary— will not be lost in the 

process.

Summary

The overarching research question that guides this study is as follows: What is the 

experience o f schooling like for Black males in grades four through nine attending public 

schools serving primarily low-income Black students? This literature review presented 

the case that Black male students are the most underserved group o f students in public 

schools today by examining documented phenomena relative to the school experiences o f 

Black males. From Slavery to the New Jim Crow examined the historical precedents o f 

racism, educational suppression, and other forms o f Black male suppression in United 

States o f America. Education and Incarceration revealed the connection between 

schools and the criminal justice system as agents o f continued oppression for Black males



today. Crucial Years fo r Intervention presented the case that the middle years (grades 

four through nine) are critical years for forming and reshaping the trajectories o f Black 

male students to dismantle the school-to-vision pipeline. The Consequences o f  Re- 

Segregation examined the effects o f the failure to completely implement the Brown 

decision on the pedagogy/instruction, disciplinary practices, and likelihood o f school 

bonding present in public schools serving primarily low-income Black students. Beyond 

Surviving to Thriving examined instructional and pedagogical strategies espoused to 

address the needs o f marginalized students, a population that includes Black male 

students. If dismantling the school to prison pipeline is prioritized during the middle 

years (grades four through nine) and beyond, schools can become places where Black 

male students achieve well academically and thus widen their career choices and 

opportunities to become productive members o f society.



CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY

This chapter includes an examination and rationale o f the chosen research design. 

It also provides descriptions o f the setting and the selection method and demographics o f 

the participants. Next is an explanation o f the data collection process, instrumentation, 

and method o f data analysis. Following that is a discussion that addresses the researcher 

as the data collection instrument as well as the validity, reliability, and limitations 

associated with the study. The chapter concludes with an in-depth look at the individual 

profiles o f the participants.

Research Design

Through the use o f a qualitative research design, this exploratory study was

designed to understand Black males’ lived educational experiences in the transition years

between elementary and high schools. To achieve this goal, I began with

phenomenology as research design. Creswell (2007) defines a phenomenological study

as one that “describes the meaning for several individuals o f their lived experiences o f a

concept or a phenomenon” (p. 57). The phenomenon in this study is the lived

experiences o f 12 Black male participants in grades four through nine in public schools

serving primarily low-income Black students. I then decided upon a transcendental

phenomenology design because o f Conklin’s (2005) definition o f a transcendental

phenomenology as a method that “aims to get at the things themselves through creating

61
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written descriptions o f personal experience as the source o f all claims to knowledge” (p. 

1). In this study, the voices o f the participants are the source o f all claims o f knowledge. 

In any written descriptions, I strove to stay as true as possible to the voices o f the 

participants in my attempts to discern meaning from them. In addition, Schein (1985) 

views the purpose o f transcendental phenomenology as not to make generalizations 

regarding causes and effects, but rather to attempt to understand how the participants 

make sense o f their experiences. This purpose fits well with my research question: What 

is the experience o f schooling like for Black males in grades four through nine attending 

public schools serving primarily low-income Black students?

I also selected a transcendental phenomenology design because it best fits the 

theoretical framework, Critical Race Theory (CRT), which I used to elicit and analyze 

information that answered the research question in this study. The ontology o f CRT 

assumes reality to be a condition shaped through history by a series o f events whose 

varying interpretations eventually harden into one assumed ‘reality’ that usually is 

inadequate to fiilly represent the actual events (Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p. 110). The 

stories o f the Black male participants can provide several perspectives on the reality o f 

school life in in grades four through nine, which can serve as counterstories challenging 

the dominant narrative CRT theorists assume derived from the cultural perspective o f 

white supremacy. Such counterstories can reveal underlying realities obscured by the 

dominant narrative by bringing the perspectives o f Black male students, likely previously 

marginalized, to the foreground.
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The epistemology o f CRT assumes that individuals interacting with the 

environment and the people around them create subjective understandings o f the world. 

Since the constructed meanings are as varied as the individuals who form them, 

researchers must consider the multiple meanings in their data, and avoid placing 

information into facile categories. In transcendental phenomenology, the researcher 

reserves conclusions until all the complexities in the evidence have been considered.

CRT theory also considers that different people’s perceptions o f the same phenomenon 

are equally valid, so truth belongs no more to the mainstream narrative than to the 

counterstories o f the oppressed. In CRT, multiple narratives regarding the same 

phenomenon interact to construct another, perhaps more truthful representation o f reality. 

Thus, it is imperative to make sure the voices o f marginalized people are heard. Because 

CRT contends that language is closely intertwined with the meaning o f a narrative, I was 

careful to maintain the language o f the participants in both transcribing and reporting the 

primary evidence, which was the voices o f Black male students describing their lived 

experiences in school. I was also cautious during my analysis to ensure that my voice 

enhanced rather than drowned out the voices o f the participants.

Setting

The setting o f this study was a city in the southeastern United States with a 

population o f 91,234, o f which 99% were urban dwellers. O f the total population, 67.6% 

were Black. The urban neighborhood in which I conducted the study was served by a 

middle school with a student body o f 519, o f which 97% were Black and 99% were 

eligible for free-and-reduced lunch. The elementary, middle, and high schools existed in
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close proximity to each other, and all the schools were Title I schools that had never met 

the minimum standards to achieve adequate yearly progress under the No Child Left 

Behind mandate. In 2013, 71% o f the students retained were Black males, while 28% 

were Black females. In addition, the middle school ranked sixth out o f seven in its school 

district, and the school performed below 96.3% o f schools in the entire state.

Interviews were conducted at public non-school sites convenient to both the 

participants and their parents/guardians. Two students chose the downtown public library 

for the location o f their interviews. A third student requested an interview at his 

neighborhood McDonald’s Restaurant. Nine o f the interviews took place at the 

neighborhood Boys and Girls Club (BGC), which is right in the heart o f the 

neighborhood, next door to the complex o f the neighborhood schools.

Participants

The sample population o f this study was one o f purposeful convenience, 

purposeful in that I attempted to attain approximately equal representation from each 

grade level (grades four through nine) designated for the study and convenient in that 

student selection from the target population was on a first come, first served basis.

Friends referred three participants living in neighborhoods demographically similar to the 

one under study. In order to recruit the remaining nine participants from the population 

o f Black male students living in the urban neighborhood setting o f the study, I contacted 

the director o f the neighborhood Boys and Girls Club (BGC). She identified a subsample 

o f students based on the regularity o f their attendance, which could affect availability for
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interviews. Finally, the director recruited nine participants from the subsample on a first- 

come, first-served basis for the grade level slots available.

The resulting sample o f 12 participants consisted o f three fourth grade students; 

two fifth grade students; two sixth grade students; two seventh grade students; and three 

ninth grade students. O f the 12 participants, nine attended the neighborhood schools near 

the BGC; two attended magnet schools in suburban areas outside o f the neighborhood; 

and one participant attended a school in a nearby county that, while urban and serving a 

low-income area, was part o f a much smaller, more integrated school system. One 

participant was classified as gifted. Another had undergone testing for the gifted program, 

and was awaiting the results. Of the 12 participants, eight reported past suspensions, and 

none reported expulsion. One participant reported being called to a school board to 

consider his placement in an alternative school, but none were actually placed there. Two 

participants had been involved with the Department o f Juvenile Justice. One participant 

reported being retained. Another reported failing several grades but having been placed 

(socially promoted) instead o f retained each year that he failed. Table 2 displays the 

demographic information for each participant. To protect the identity o f each participant, 

I assigned pseudonyms for each.
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Table 2

Participants ’ Demographic Information

Participant
Name

Grade
Level

Age School
Past

Disciplinary
Actions

DJJ
Retention

or
Placement

Gifted
or

Remedial

Jason 4 10
Neighborhood

elementaiy

Suspended;
disciplinary

hearing
-------- Tested for 

gifted

Justin 4 10 Neighborhood
elementary

--------

Maurice 4 10 Neighborhood
elementary

Suspended -------- --------

Marcus 5 11
Smaller
county

elementary
-------- --------

Chris 5 11 Neighborhood
elementary

--------

Keith 6 12
Magnet
Middle
School

Suspended Yes -------- gifted

Wyatt 6 12
Neighborhood

middle Suspended --------

Chauncey 7 12
Neighborhood 
middle school

-------- --------

Tyrell 7 14 Neighborhood
middle Suspended -------- Retained

Brian 9 15 Magnet high 
School Suspended

Retook 
gr. 7 pre
algebra

College
preparatory

Kamau 9 15 Neighborhood
high Suspended Yes -------- 8th grade 

“bad” class

Xavier 9 15 Neighborhood 
high school Suspended Placed --------

Data Collection and Instrumentation 

Primary data in this study consisted of recordings and transcriptions o f the in- 

depth interviews I conducted with each participant. Using a semi-structured interview 

protocol like the one I constructed for this study is one o f the most widely used data
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collection tools in phenomenological studies (Creswell, 2007). In order to elicit 

narratives regarding the school experiences o f each participant, I created a set o f  

questions for a semi-structured interview consisting o f three sections: (a) 

Pedagogy/Instruction, (b) Relationships/Cultural Synchronicity, and (c) Disciplinary 

Practices. The three-part design o f the interviews allowed me to establish rapport 

through prolonged contact. The open-ended questions I created allowed me to guide the 

interview into specific areas o f interest while allowing participants to fully express and 

explore their lived experience o f the phenomenon in depth. The written interview 

protocol was intended as guide to elicit true expressions o f the participants’ lived 

experiences. The follow up questions were suggestions, allowing me to use them as 

needed, while leaving room for spontaneous, logical follow-up questions to clarify 

meanings or explore individual revelations on the part o f each participant. Several peers, 

professors, and, most influentially, a member o f my committee reviewed the interview 

protocol and the structure o f the interview. Thus, the final document was the result o f 

many revisions and refinements. A copy o f this protocol is located in Appendix D.

Each interview, conducted over one to two days, took between one and one-half 

to three hours. I structured in breaks o f five to fifteen minutes between each section, or 

as needed. Interviews were conducted on April 23 and 26 with the students who were 

referred by friends. The first BGC interview took place on April 30. The last interview 

at the BGC took place on May 16. Generally, one interview was conducted per day 

except on May 15, when I conducted a complete interview with one participant, and 

began an interview with another student, who then returned on May 16 to complete his
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interview, and on April 23, when I was able to conduct two thorough interviews over a 

four-hour period. Table 3 displays the complete interview schedule.

Table 3

Interview Schedule

Name Grade/age Date From To Time Place

Tyrell 7th/14 yrs. 4-23-2014 4:00 pm 6:00 pm 2h Library

Wyatt 6th/12 yrs. 4-23-2014 6:15 pm 8:00 pm lh45m Library

Marcus 5th/l 1 yrs. 4-26-2014 10:00 am 1:00 pm 3h McDonald’s

Brian 9th/15 yrs. 4-30-2014 3:15 pm 6:15 pm 3h BGC

Keith 6th/12 yrs. 5-07-2014 3:15 pm 6:15 pm 3h BGC

Jason 4th/10 yrs. 5-08-2014 3:00 pm 6:00 pm 3h BGC

Justin 4th/10 yrs. 5-09-2014 3:00 pm 5:30 pm 2h 30m BGC

Maurice 4th/10 yrs. 5-12-2014 3:15 pm 6:15 pm 3h BGC

Chris 5th/l 1 yrs. 5-13-2014 3:30 pm 6:15 pm 2h 45m BGC

Kamau 9th/15 yrs. 5-14-2014 4:00 pm 6:30 pm 2h 30m BGC

Chauncey 7th/12 yrs. 5-15-2014 4:00 pm 6:15 pm 2h 15m BGC

Xavier 9th/15 yrs. 5-15-2014 3:15 pm 3:45 pm 30m BGC

Xavier 9th/15 yrs. 5-16-2014 4:00 pm 6:00 pm 2h BGC

At the conclusion o f each interview, before leaving the interview setting, I jotted 

down descriptive field notes, located in Appendix E, recording details o f the setting and 

each participant. For convenience and reliability, I digitally audiotaped, and later 

digitally transcribed, the interviews in a three-stage process for analysis. The first stage 

involved simply listening to each recorded interview. The second stage was a 

painstaking transcription o f the interview. The third stage involved listening to the



69

interview while reading its transcription, stopping and replaying parts as needed to check 

for accuracy and make corrections. Finally, I simultaneously read the transcript and 

listened to the interview again as a third check for accuracy. In addition, I frequently 

compared specific parts o f a transcript with the audio recording during the coding process 

as questions arose regarding the accuracy o f the transcript. Before beginning the coding 

process, I listened to each complete interview at least three times. A second transcriber 

assisted in the process, but I was responsible for the final check o f each transcription.

Data Analysis

Coding was the primary strategy used to analyze the qualitative data in this study. 

Coding involves a process o f organizing and reorganizing collected raw data into broad 

themes for comparison and allowing the emergence o f common issues (Creswell, 2009). 

To assist in the coding process, I used the NVivo software, which has been shown to be 

an effective data management tool for use in qualitative studies, to assist in the 

organization and analysis o f the collected data (Bazeley, 2007; Buchanan & Jones, 2010; 

Hutchison, Johnston, & Breckon, 2010; Ishak & Bakar, 2012).

Validity

Trustworthiness

In qualitative research studies, validity has been defined as “the correctness or 

credibility o f a description, conclusion, explanation, interpretation, or some other 

account” represented in the study (Maxwell, 2005, p. 106). Because the constructionist 

epistemology o f CRT paradigm does not ascribe to a single, objective reality, the main 

criterion for internal validity consists o f prolonged engagement. I spent several weeks
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visiting the Boys and Girls Club, getting to know the staff and several students (none o f  

whom were participants in the study). I became a benign fixture at the BGC long before 

the director began introducing me to parents whose sons were potential participants.

Every participant was already accustomed to seeing me around. I worked through a 

gatekeeper, a respected community member who introduced me into the community and 

assured the participants that I was trustworthy (Liamputtong, 2010). The gatekeeper, 

who was the director o f the neighborhood Boys and Girls Club, mediated my Whiteness 

with the parents, who appeared to be very enthusiastic about the project, thanks to her 

blessing on it (Maxwell, 2005).

The length o f the interviews (1.5 to 3 hours) gave me time to establish trust and 

rapport with each participant before asking questions related to the research question. I 

used informal language patterns (my own southemisms, not feeble attempts at youth 

slang) to put participants at ease. I needed the boys to be themselves in order to tell their 

stories in their own words. They needed me to be m yself in order to trust me.

In addition, I used an amended form o f member checking as a criterion for 

establishing credibility. Unfortunately, the BGC after school program closed before I 

was able to transcribe the interviews and check the transcriptions with the participants 

after the fact. Anticipating this probability, I continually sought clarification and 

verification by the participants o f both the content o f their statements and my 

understanding and interpretation o f what they said, continually asking participants for 

elaboration, clarification, and explanation o f apparent contradictions that appeared in 

their statements throughout the entire interview process (Mertens, 2010).



Peer debriefing was a third practice used to ensure credibility. One peer, a 

teacher who had taught for five years in a school with a similar demographic as the 

participants’ schools, listened to the recordings, discussed the data collected with me, and 

critically questioned interpretations and understanding o f the data (Mertens, 2010). In 

addition, two transcribers and two coders worked with the data to provide comparisons to 

double check accuracy o f transcription and interpretation.

Bracketing was an additional measure taken to increase the internal validity o f 

this study. Bracketing is a common practice used in transcendental phenomenology to 

ameliorate researcher bias and reactivity. Bracketing is a difficult process that requires 

setting one’s personal experiences and expectations aside in order to view the 

phenomenon under study with an unbiased perspective. The bracketing process helps to 

provide as clear a picture as possible o f the participants’ lived experiences through 

conscious practices to get preconceptions and m yself out o f the way, so that researcher 

can observe the phenomenon “freshly, as if  for the first time” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 34).

Finally, I used progressive subjectivity to enhance validity. As the interviewer, I 

was the instrument in the study and therefore underwent change during the study 

(Mertens, 2010). As an older White teacher who has taught in primarily low-income, 

segregated schools with a similar demographic to the schools currently under study, I 

needed to frequently check to make sure that my past experiences, while informing my 

interest in the subject under study, were not influencing my perceptions o f the 

participants. Before beginning the study, I wrote several reflective essays regarding my 

motivation and expectations for the study. A sample o f an essay is included in Appendix
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H. During the data collection, I used a daily reflective journal to keep track o f the 

changes in my thoughts, feelings, perceptions, and understandings over the course o f the 

study, providing valuable information for the analysis and discussion o f the results. 

Excerpts from this journal are located in Appendix I. My reflections also helped me to 

refine my interview technique and made it clear when I was struggling to remain 

unbiased, thus helping me to keep my objectivity on track. For example, the reflective 

journal proved to be quite useful in ensuring I was not inadvertently steering the 

interviews into complaint sessions instead o f just allowing participants to speak freely 

about their positive, as well as their negative experiences in school. I included in my 

reflections my choice o f Critical Race Theory as the lens through which to analyze the 

data, making sure that it was not coloring my understanding or causing me to see racial 

and cultural issues that were not evident in the data. The CRT lens is meant to provide a 

framework for understanding experiences that, while foregrounding experiences from the 

point o f view o f marginalized people, should not be used to obfuscate any themes that 

might emerge from the data. My intent was to bracket all assumptions during the 

collection, reporting, and coding o f the data, and return to the theoretical framework o f 

CRT only after emerging themes had been identified, and I was ready to begin my 

analysis.

Another important consideration for validity was the treatment o f discrepant 

information. Rather than ignoring information that contradicted the emergent themes, 

thus giving a false impression o f uniformity to the data analysis, I addressed the 

differences in several boys and explored reasons for the discrepancies during the analysis
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in order to strengthen the validity o f themes. Along with the knowledge provided about 

me as the research instrument, this final check for validity served to both expose and 

mitigate the bias and reactivity inherent in a phenomenological study.

Transferability

In qualitative studies, the concept o f transferability is used as a measure o f 

validity. Lincoln and Guba (1985) define transferability as the extent to which readers o f 

the study are able to compare the research situation to their own. To help the reader 

determine to what degree his or her situation might parallel that described in the study I 

used rich, thick description (Geertz, 1973) regarding the setting earlier in this chapter, 

and the participants in the Participant Profiles section at the end o f this chapter. In 

addition, the number o f participants, and their balanced distribution across grade levels 

enhanced the transferability o f the study.

To reduce the validity threat o f reactivity, which refers to the influence o f the 

researcher on the environment or interviewee (Maxwell, 2005), I debriefed all 

interviewees and transcribed data with the peer reviewer. In order to keep my 

interpretations from imposing themselves on the data during collection, I constantly 

checked with the participants for understanding. Whenever I caught m yself making an 

assumption during an interview, I asked for clarification and further explanation. In 

addition, as suggested by Maxwell (2005) and Mertens (2010), a reflective journal 

provided an effective means for debriefing the events o f each interaction/interpretation 

with a critical eye for the influence o f researcher bias and an improved plan for 

bracketing in the future.
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Reliability and the Coding Process 

In qualitative research, reliability, which is also referred to as dependability, is 

defined by the consistency o f the researcher’s procedures and protocols in comparison 

with those used by researchers in other qualitative studies (Gibbs, 2007). I took four 

measures to ensure reliability. First, I scrupulously detailed and documented the 

procedures and protocols used, explicating each step in the process o f data collection and 

analysis (Yin, 2003). Secondly, I ensured crosschecking and correction for accuracy and 

completion o f transcriptions multiple times during the procedure (Gibbs, 2007). Third, I 

compiled a qualitative codebook with clear definitions o f each code, which enabled the 

second coder and me to check and recheck the definitions against the data, thus 

ameliorating any shifting o f the meanings o f codes during data analysis (Gibbs, 2007).

For the initial coding process, I used NVivo software. I entered the transcribed 

interviews with pseudonyms applied, and then read through the transcripts, making a 

codebook and coding as I read. This process yielded 58 categories.

Next, I then manually grouped these categories in master categories, observing 

that several categories seemed to cluster around similar ideas. During this process, some 

new categories emerged, and several categories were discarded due to a lack o f 

supportive evidence (referenced by fewer than 3 students). I created a codebook for the 

eight stable emergent themes. Each coder then separately hand-coded statements into 

these 8 emergent categories using eight labeled envelopes and strips o f paper with 748 

individual statements to be coded according to the codebook I had onstructed (Appendix 

F). Reliability for this final coding was measured at k  = 0.946448423 using Excel



software to find the Cohen’s Kappa value (Cohen, 1960), placing it in the excellent range 

(McCray, 2013). Appendix G displays tables depicting the calculation o f the Kappa 

value for each o f the eight themes, as well as a ninth category (unable to code) for which 

there was zero agreement between the second coder and me. Each o f the nine k values 

was factored equally into the overall calculation stated above. Those results are also in 

Appendix G.

Finally, I saw that the eight themes could be organized as subthemes to the 

overarching themes o f Participant Characteristics and School Opportunities. Table 4 

displays examples o f structures from the data that led to meaning units (themes). Figure 

1 displays examples o f meaning units and the resulting themes.
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Table 4

Invariant Structures and Meaning Units (Examples)

Invariant Structures Meaning Units

Studying and getting a great education [will] make 
[me] have a nice life. Positive attitudes towards school

I study in the classroom, then when I get home. I 
study on the bus, then like, I get home. I study in 
my room or in the living room, look over [my] 
notes and try to memorize it for a test, study a little 
bit every day. Studying. . .  taking notes. . .  
paying attention, and no talking or nothing, just 
focus!

Strong sense o f self-efficacy

Well, um, I’m just trying to keep my grades up 
because, like, I want to be in a certain type of 
college, because, like, I want to go to Yale or 
Harvard, because I, I feel like that’s where I 
belong.

Purposefulness

[The teacher] gives, um, she gives us notes, a lot o f 
notes. It makes my hand tired. Like, I had to copy 
‘em [sic] because, so they can help me with my 
work for my tests . . .  copy straight o ff the 
projector.

Rote learning activities

Make sure you do your work, do what you’re 
supposed to do, make good grades, pass the tests 
and go on up so you can go to college and do what 
you want to do in life.

Overemphasis on high-stakes tests

We got gifted classes but I never been chose for 
one yet. I’m not sure [how students are selected]. 
I guess like if  you play like basketball or 
something, I guess.

Lack o f adequate guidance

If the teacher—uh, the boy trying to ask the 
teacher something and the teacher say, “You quit 
talking.” And [the student] say, “I was trying to 
ask you a question.” And the teacher be like, 
“Why you talking back to me?” And [the student] 
say, “I wasn’t. I was trying to ask you a question.” 
And [the teacher] say, “You talking back to me 
now!” And [the teacherl get mad.

Tension in teacher relationships

There have been plenty o f fights in my class. It 
just make me feel like they [his classmates] are 
just being wild animals.

Negative peer relationships
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Meaning Units Themes

Positive attitudes towards school 

Strong sense o f self-efficacy 

Purposeful

Participant Attitudes

Rote learning activities 

Overemphasis on high-stakes tests 

Lack o f adequate guidance 

Tension in teacher relationships 

Negative peer relationships

School Opportunities

Figure 1. Meaning Units and Resulting Themes

Limitations

Limitations are those factors that represent compromise between what is ideal and 

what is realistically possible to control in the actual world (Krathwohl & Smith, 2005). 

There are bound to be limitations in any study. Krathwohl and Smith (2005) have 

identified four areas o f limitation likely to be present in research: resource limits, 

institutional limits, ethical limits, and time constraint limits. Resource limits manifested 

themselves in terms o f the size o f this study. As a graduate student, I had limited 

finances to fund a large study, as well as limited access to the population under study.

The sample size depended on the number o f youths who fit the study criteria and could be 

recruited, as well as how much time I, as a single researcher, had to interview and 

accurately transcribe each o f the interviews. The fact that I was the single researcher also
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may have impacted the study. As an older White female, I was an outsider in the 

community due my age, race, and gender. When I asked questions regarding race and 

gender, especially regarding whether participants preferred Black or White or male or 

female teachers, it was hard to tell if  the answers I got were honest. I have no way o f 

knowing to what extent participants trusted me, but regardless o f trust, just plain good 

manners may have precluded honest answers that participants believed might be rude, 

hurtful, or offensive to me. Institutional limits manifested themselves in this study in my 

ability to find collaborators. In this study, the BGC was the single institution sought as a 

both a recruiting ground and a positive and familiar place for interviews to take place. 

Although a few participants were unconnected to the club, the sample was skewed 

towards students who were at the BGC rather than latch-keyed at home or otherwise 

unsupervised after school. Ethical considerations to “do no physical or emotional harm” 

(Krathwohl & Smith, 2005, p. 110) applied because the human participants were all 

below the age o f 18. The process o f obtaining clearance regarding the Protection o f 

Human Subjects aspect o f the International Review Board (IRB) process, as well as 

obtaining permission from the participants themselves and their parents/guardians for 

participation in the study addressed these considerations. Appendices A, B, and C 

contain the IRB approval, parental consent forms, and student consent forms respectively. 

Finally, the time constraint limits for getting a dissertation study completed limited the 

sample size to 12 participants.

Another ethical consideration in qualitative research is the principle o f 

reciprocity, o f giving something back to the community in which the study takes place



79

(Liamputtong, 2010). Reciprocity was difficult in this study due to time constraints. I 

compensated each individual participant with a $50 gift card at the completion o f the 

interview series and provided snacks and a meal for each o f the three participants 

interviewed at sites other than the Boys and Girls Club. However, I was not in a position 

at that time to get involved in any volunteer capacity in the community.

Individual Profiles o f the Participants 

Twelve Black males participated in this study. There were three fourth graders, 

two fifth graders, two sixth graders, two seventh graders, and three ninth graders. The 

following presents a description and the researcher’s impression o f each participant, 

identified by a pseudonym and grade level.

Jason (Fourth Grade)

A smallish, light-skinned boy with a soft puff o f hair covering his head opened 

the door, poked his head in, and asked, “Is this the right interview place?” I smiled and 

nodded. He stepped in, stuck his hand out, and introduced himself as Jason (pseudonym). 

Then he perched on seat o f the chair opposite me, his toes just brushing the floor.

Jason appeared to be an extremely bright sensitive, and talkative young man. His 

analysis o f situations, the parts played by all involved, and the feelings and motivations 

o f those around made him seem wise beyond his years. Whether his perceptions were 

accurate or not did not dampen the impression that Jason was an insightful little boy with 

the vocabulary to precisely describe and analyze his observations.

Jason was animated, but it was not always clear whether his animation stemmed 

from exuberance or anxiety. He had a positive outlook on school and learning, but



confessed difficulty with teachers and other students. He spoke o f high aspirations, with 

assurance that he belonged in the upper echelon o f intellectuality. However, his 

confidence was somewhat compromised by the anxiety and extra stress he showed when 

speaking about his difference in temperament from most other boys, his susceptibility to 

bullying, the dramatic opposition between his school and his home, the anger he 

struggled to control when threatened, the racism he perceived and spoke freely about, and 

the pressure he put on him self to exceed.

Justin (Fourth Grade)

Justin (pseudonym) was Jason’s fraternal twin brother and could not have been 

more different. He was a lean, gangly, dark-skinned little boy who entered the interview 

seemingly confused. He knew he was supposed to talk to someone, but he was unsure of 

why. I took extra time with his assent form making sure he felt comfortable. Although 

he appeared relaxed and very cooperative, Justin was not, by nature, very talkative. He 

needed much prodding to elaborate and often seemed confused by my questions. He 

claimed to be very happy in school, but he did not smile. Instead, he appeared to be 

serious and thoughtful as he spoke.

Despite Justin’s claims that he was a good student (his twin brother had disputed 

that claim in his interview), he did not seem very confident. He confessed to having “an 

anger problem” but stressed that he had it under control. The more time I sent with him, 

the more I realized that Justin was contemplative, and a dreamer. He seemed lost in his 

own imagination much o f the time.



Justin lit up when I asked him about field trips, and words began pouring out o f  

him. He explained to me in great detail all the things he had experienced and learned on 

every field trip he had ever been on. His recall was extraordinary. He became similarly 

excited when asked about projects, making models, and doing research. Unfortunately, 

he was remembering these adventures from his earlier elementary years, before fourth 

grade when all o f that had stopped. Currently, he spent most o f his day wriggling around 

in his seat while copying notes from the board. When I asked Justin what he was 

learning this year that would help him in the future, Justin considered the question, 

looked away, and then replied, “Well, let me think. Um, stuff like to be quiet sometimes 

and don’t like talk...”

Justin seems to be a unique, creative, and fragile little boy who could flourish in 

an open environment that allowed him to move around and actively engage in projects 

and explorations. When he had been allowed to build, to make, to do, to pursue answers 

to his own questions, and to take trips out into the real world, he had not only learned, but 

had also retained an extraordinary amount o f detail about what he had learned. However, 

it was difficult to imagine this gentle, dreamy soul surviving in the static, mindless, one- 

size-fits-all environment that he described regarding his current school year.

Maurice (Fourth Grade)

Maurice (pseudonym) skittered in, introduced himself, and took a seat. I asked 

him if  he knew why he was here, and he at first said “No,” but then said he knew he was 

supposed to answer some questions. When I explained I was trying to find out about his
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school experience, he smiled and nodded enthusiastically and after going over the assent 

form with me, signed it.

As the interview progressed, Maurice kept up a slow, steady wriggle in his seat, 

switching the microphone from hand to hand while his other hand fidgeted around his 

face, head, neck, and behind his ears. Maurice’s first school experience with a majority 

Black student population was in this city’s urban school district. He exhibited a mixed 

reaction to the change. Maurice was excited about finally learning his history “about 

who freed the slaves, and everything,” but he noted his mother’s dislike o f the 

neighborhood because o f “things she don’t want me to be around.” According to 

Maurice, she disliked “parts o f (city name)” and planned to move to a suburb in a city 

farther north to protect Maurice from the bad influences she believed surrounded him.

Maurice was very open about going to ISS (in-school suspension) a few times in 

his school career, but he appeared to view himself as far removed from those experiences 

and to have a very firm belief that he was on a trajectory to go to college and then 

become a police officer.

Marcus (Fifth Grade)

I arrived at Marcus’s (pseudonym) house, which was on a very nice street, 

although clearly at the more modest end of it. The house was small, dark, and neatly, but 

sparingly, furnished. The houses I had passed at the other end o f the street were much 

bigger and newer, giving the neighborhood the appearance o f a very nice, upper middle 

class neighborhood that deteriorated as it moved in the direction o f Marcus’ home.
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However, the all yards were neat and well-kept—smaller and older houses, perhaps, but 

still well cared for, exhibiting a sense o f pride and security on the street.

Marcus was a smallish boy with close-cut hair, wearing jeans, a t-shirt, and tennis 

shoes. He was in fifth grade. He used to attend the sprawling city school system, but 

currently was attending a school still within the city limits, but just across the county line 

in a much smaller district. It was important to him to make the distinction, because he 

was very happy in his present school, which was integrated, but had unhappy memories 

from his years in the larger, more segregated school system.

Marcus was excited to be going to McDonald’s, in fact to be going anywhere, as 

he pronounced being at home as “boring,” because he had “nothing to do” there. Still, it 

was clear that he loved his family, his environment was stable, and he had developed a 

strong sense o f family responsibility. Marcus was a boy who enjoyed school and 

learning. His highest aspiration was to work at Aaron Rents where his uncle worked 

because he said it was a “good job” that paid enough to make it possible for him to take 

care o f his (future) family well.

Chris (Fifth Grade)

Chris (pseudonym) entered the interview room somewhat reluctantly, confused 

about why he was with me. He thought he was there to get help from me to “do better in 

[his] work.” I carefully went over the assent form with him before we got started.

Although he never smiled or laughed, Chris started off assessing his early 

elementary years as “terrific” and him self as proud o f his accomplishments. However, as 

we began to talk about the current year, it was as if  a dark cloud moved in and chilled the
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conversation. His whole demeanor appeared to droop. As it turned out, Chris was 

encountering the first teacher he had ever had with whom he had a negative relationship. 

She happened to be his homeroom teacher. He admitted that he actually felt mistrusted 

and picked on by her. He described her as suddenly “flying o ff the handle” sometimes 

and yelling at the class. Chris thought she took the word o f the “bad children” who 

bothered him in class over his word, and habitually “took their side,” making him move 

when he asked for help, while doing nothing to the students who were “bothering” him. 

Chris said he him self did not get in trouble for things like talking back or disrespect, but 

some o f his friends engaged in those misbehaviors. When I asked Chris how seeing his 

friends get in trouble made him feel, he solemnly answered, “Like I shouldn’t be friends 

with them anymore.” Chris appeared conflicted about whether it was right to remain 

friends with “bad kids.”

Chris had a definite plan o f what to do to succeed in school that had always 

worked for him in the past. However, I could see that it was becoming increasingly 

complex for him to stay “on point” with his “target” as the “bad kids” increased in 

number, and the teachers stepped back from protecting him as they had done in earlier 

grades.

Wyatt (Sixth Grade)

As I pulled up in front o f the middle school with my sign in the window that said 

“Wyatt (pseudonym)” I perused a group o f girls and boys passing the time while waiting 

for their rides to come, practicing cheers, playing on smart phones, chasing, hitting, 

giggling, and flirting with each other. The sky stretched blue and sparkling above the
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school. Carpets o f fresh green grass lay between the red brick building and the gleaming 

white pavement. It was a beautiful, bright, and sunny spring day. A young man emerged 

from the group and came towards the car. He introduced him self as Wyatt, climbed in 

the car, and proceeded to chatter away amiably about his after school program, while 

giving me directions to his house where we were headed to pick up his cousin.

Wyatt was on the large side for a sixth grader, not overweight, but husky enough 

to be a good prospect for his middle school football team. I anticipated an easy interview 

with this garrulous young man, and I was not disappointed. When I asked where he 

would like to go to do the interview, he blurted out his preference—the downtown 

library—as if  he had been anticipating the trip for days. I asked him why he had chosen 

the location, and he answered that he really loved books with an excitement that most 

kids reserve for ice cream, candy, and video games.

Wyatt was unremittingly positive about his school experience. Participating in 

class to Wyatt basically meant raising your hand and giving the right answer. When he 

did that, he considered him self to be participating “100%!” Knowledge to Wyatt was 

memorization, parroting back correct answers, and getting good scores on high-stakes 

tests. For Wyatt, the purpose o f education was that each year prepared him for the next, 

so that ultimately, he would someday be equipped to help his future kids with their 

schoolwork, a cycle that never actually connected to using his school knowledge in the 

real world. While this appeared to be fairly rote and uninspiring to me, Wyatt absolutely 

loved the whole process o f learning new things, and he certainly seemed to be thriving.



86

The instruction he was receiving appeared to be an engaging fit for him at this point in 

his life.

Keith (Sixth Grade)

I had barely taken my seat in the interview room at the BGC when a confident 

young man entered, introduced himself, and sat down ready for the interview to begin.

He struck me as obviously bright and outgoing. As it turned out, he was a sixth grader in 

the gifted program at the Magnet Middle School he attended. Therefore, his experience 

may have been somewhat different than the typical Black male student at his school, even 

above and beyond the specialized experience that an integrated magnet school already 

provided him. However, Keith’s (pseudonym) stories reminded me that giftedness was 

no guarantee o f success in school, especially for Black males. Happily, Keith’s positive 

attitude so far had kept him enjoying and taking full advantage o f his educational 

opportunities.

Keith seemed to enjoy talking about his school experience. He revealed during 

the interview that his principal was his auntie, and that his grandmother had worked at his 

elementary school. Thus, for most o f his life, he had had strong family connections with 

his teachers and his schools. Keith related a fascinating description o f students fighting 

on his school campus and then running when the campus police approached them. The 

campus police would chase them out o f the school and off the campus while they 

summoned reinforcements from the city police. Police cars then rushed in from all 

directions, sirens blaring and lights flashing, surrounding the school. The runners were 

usually caught by police somewhere off campus and subsequently suspended. However,
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this apparently joyful running game, including the grand production o f flashing lights and 

sirens that accompanied it, continued to be a routine occurrence at his school.

Keith also related his older brother’s struggles to stay in high school and graduate. 

Knowing that an educated, supportive family surrounded both these young men again 

reminded me that this study is really not just about average or struggling Black males 

from low-income families. Dropping out seems to be a real concern for all Black males, 

regardless o f social standing, intelligence, or a record o f good behavior and scholarship. 

Keith and his brother’s gifted status seemed to provide little protection from 

disengagement and dropping out, but the support and guidance o f his family certainly 

seemed to do so.

Chauncey (Seventh Grade)

In walked a tiny, pudgy, light-skinned little guy with a round face who looked to 

be an elementary student, but turned out to be a seventh grader. Chauncey (pseudonym) 

was a polite and cooperative young man who basically had a positive attitude about 

school. It was clear that he had a very strong support system at home— so strong that he 

was willing to isolate him self from his peers in order to stay out o f trouble and learn.

Chauncey had a secret life away from school. At home, he was an artist who 

lived a rich life o f making and building things, but he left that persona at home when he 

came to school. At school, Chauncey said that he mostly sat still and followed directions. 

Chauncey seemed to be bright and creative, but exhibited a complete lack o f knowledge 

regarding advanced or gifted classes at his school. When I asked him about them, he said
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he had heard o f them, but he thought maybe gifted classes were just for the “basketball 

players.”

I found it hard to imagine this cheerful little person holding his own in the 

raucous milieu o f middle school. Yet Chauncey seemed entirely self-possessed. He 

spoke very, very quietly, but he was certainly not shy with me. He noted that he did not 

like middle school because o f “all the bullying” and repeatedly spoke about missing his 

Mends from elementary school, but he remained a hopeful young man who was eager to 

learn. Unfortunately, Chauncey’s descriptions o f his school days showed all the 

earmarks o f disengaging, rote instruction. However, Chauncey eagerly embraced it all. 

He survived by just “being quiet” and doing what he was told. Possibly the most telling 

words from his interview, which he spoke eagerly, without a hint o f complaint or 

criticism, were, “Basically [we spend] the whole day [writing] because they gave us a lot 

o f work to do. A lot o f things to do, so it keep you busy, so you won't be like disrupting 

the classroom from learning and stuff.”

School appeared to be a lonely endeavor for Chauncey, a burden he undertook 

only because he was able to keep his eyes on the prize o f getting his education. Although 

he was vocal and enthusiastic about his love o f learning, he was not in a situation where 

that love was commonly expressed among students, so he tended to isolate him self from 

his peers.

Tyrell (Seventh Grade)

As I arrived at the door o f his aunt’s house, a long, lanky boy whom I assumed 

was Tyrell (pseudonym) passed by and gave me a quick sideways glance before



disappearing down a dark hallway. I knocked on the door. TyrelPs aunt answered and 

invited me in to sit down. She called for Tyrell, who eventually ambled out o f the 

hallway and into the living room. Tyrell seemed to be not so much contrary, as he was 

passively compliant, showing up obediently only when he was summoned. He exhibited 

very little affect or expression.

We drove to the downtown library. While his cousin was working at the 

computer, Tyrell and I sat down to talk. Tyrell’s comments were consistently positive in 

what he had to say about school in general and he spoke at a breakneck speed—yet his 

delivery was almost robotic. He had a few mantras he repeated over and over again when 

asked about teacher expectations, and how to succeed: “Come prepared, do my work, pay 

attention, don’t play around, pass my tests.” The mantra he recited regarding 

expectations for his education was equally uninspired: he would pass his tests, graduate, 

and get a good job. Tyrell appeared to be going through the motions o f doing school 

because he had given up on joy and but was still determined to survive and succeed.

Brian (Ninth Grade)

Brian (pseudonym) arrived smiling broadly through his braces. He was a polite 

and friendly ninth grader, clearly comfortable with the interview situation. He attended a 

county Magnet High School, and he was generally happy with his school experience. He 

proclaimed that he loved to learn, even if  it was sometimes “boring”. Brian had grown 

up in the Midwest, moving around a lot, and had attended urban public schools that 

served majority Black populations throughout his school experience. The magnet school



he was currently attending was his first experience in an integrated school, but clearly not 

in a multi-racial environment.

Brian was open and willing to talk honestly about his experiences, all the while 

flashing that winning smile, and chuckling frequently. He had a thoughtful demeanor, 

pausing to consider each question and really think about his answers, frequently asking 

clarifying questions when he was not sure he understood me. Clearly, this was a kid who 

would make lemonade out o f lemons—very self-possessed and focused on being ready 

for college, a fact that he considered inevitable, since his mother was a college educated 

professional and his father made a good living as a professional barber.

Brian was all smiles and enthusiasm, talking a blue streak, even as he told me that 

high school was not as challenging as he had expected it to be, and he was slacking off 

some in his technology class because the assignments bored him. The fact that he was 

not being challenged would most likely not harm his chances o f going to college; 

however, Brian is a young man who could have been groomed for acceptance in a top- 

ranking college; instead he was languishing in courses that did not engage or challenge 

him, or give him a chance to exercise considerable personal strengths and abilities. 

Kamau (Ninth Grade)

Kamau (pseudonym) was a big, dark-skinned, baggy-pants-wearing young man 

with a wide grin. He was surprisingly soft-spoken and quite open to talking about 

anything and everything. He reported that he had never been retained, but he had found 

him self in the middle o f trouble many times. Currently, he existed at the edge o f
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achievement, just average enough in his performance to escape the attention o f most 

adults.

Kamau said he wanted to be an engineer, but when I discussed with him what an 

engineer does, he was shocked and wanted no part o f it. When he had seen the words 

“mechanical engineer” on a website he visited, he had thought the job would be working 

on cars (being a mechanic, like his uncle). Kamau was also planning to go to the 

prestigious state university to play football, but he had no idea what courses he should be 

taking, how competitive the acceptance criteria were, or how outstanding a football 

player he would need to be to make the University team. This young man was heading 

into the tenth grade, and he had not received counseling about what courses and grades he 

needed in order to be eligible for a four-year college, much less a prestigious one.

Kamau thought that all he needed to do to “pass on” to college (like he had passed on 

from grade to grade in elementary and secondary schools) was to minimally pass the 

high-stakes tests administered at the end o f every high school course he took, thus 

graduating from high school.

Kamau was the shining example o f a boy who was only average because he was 

allowed to be average. He exemplified the lost potential not just from Black males who 

fall into the school-to-prison pipeline, but from young men like Kamau allowed to 

stagnate and let their potential die on the vine because they are not troublesome enough 

or efficacious enough to attract the attention o f anyone who will push and challenge 

them. Kamau is the reason for this project as much as the boys who fall into the pipeline, 

because he represents a community standing still, instead o f blossoming and moving



92

forward. Fortunately, there seems to a teacher/coach who has his eye on Kamau, and he 

may become the mentor who can help him step it up and achieve at least a portion o f his 

dreams.

Xavier (Ninth Grade)

Xavier arrived in a storm o f protest. His mother had signed him up for the 

interview, but he would have none o f it. He was a large boy, a footballer (with a 

neighborhood team, not at school), already growing facial hair on his dark-skinned face. 

At first, he sat shaking his head and pursing his lips, all the while with his earpiece in, 

listening to music, clearly exhibiting no interest in being involved, not for money, not for 

“nuthin.”’ He did not want to talk about school because he said it was “torture” and he 

should not have to talk about it when he was not even there. Xavier said that being 

interviewed reminded him o f the “police, or something,” sounding very negative towards 

law enforcement, but then he added eagerly that he had to go practice football on the 

team coached by—guess who? The local police.

“Okay,” I told him. “You will not have to miss any football.” We could do the 

interview in pieces. We would suspend each day as soon as the football van arrived. 

Finally, Xavier followed me into the room, still protesting, music still blasting in his ear.

Xavier’s maneuvering was very impressive. It was a sophisticated game he 

played that had me figuratively chasing him around the room. Xavier absolutely had the 

upper hand, had me begging while he was ducking and dodging. I have no idea whether 

he had a purpose, or whether this song and dance was just his modus operandi for dealing 

with adults or White people asking questions, or if  it was just his way o f getting through
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life. Xavier was such a moving target that it was hard to tell what was behind all activity: 

Fear? Mistrust? Disinterest? Boredom? Maybe a little disdain? This was a young man 

who was moving so fast that no one could really get a bead on him. He was barely 

visible, just a blur that kept me o ff balance as I spun around in circles trying to get more 

than glimpse o f the huge young man sitting in the room with me. I did not know after 

that first encounter if  he would come back to finish the interview or not, but I did know 

that Xavier’s was a story I really wanted.

Xavier arrived the next day showing very little patience for me, for the interview 

process, or for any further reflection about school. He accepted school as it was, maybe 

because he felt he had very little agency in changing anything. As he him self put it, in 

high school, “You just jump with the program or perish.” He insisted over and over 

again that most teachers “don’t care,” but he did plan to graduate so he would be able to 

get a job. He shut down pretty tightly when we started talking about his future plans for 

after high school. His answers became terse, and when I asked him to explain anything, 

he just said, “I don’t know.”

Xavier is the only participant that I just lost about halfway through the interview 

process. His terse answers seemed to take over, and soon we were exchanging yes/no 

questions and answers. Perhaps I hit a nerve when talking about the future that sent him 

to a place inside him self that he just could not come back from. Perhaps he had a real 

problem with attention and needed more breaks before going on. Perhaps I asked a 

“stupid” question that just sent him over the deep end. I do not know why I lost him, but 

I do know I felt an incredible pressure to get the interviews done, and Xavier’s was the
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last one on the last day the BGC would be open. Xavier had been the most reluctant 

participant from the beginning. Whatever had sent it awry, I know that hearing and 

remembering Xavier’s interview made me feel desolate and sad—for myself, because o f 

my spectacular failure to reach him; for him, because o f the bleakness o f his described 

school experience. Xavier was exactly the young man we are all failing to reach, and I 

feared for him in the future. He was a pleasant and well-spoken young man, yet he had 

no direction for his life, and education seemed not to be working for him. Perhaps his 

words that stirred me most were in the following exchange:

Interviewer: “Um, and when you finish high school, do you plan to . . .

Xavier: “Leave (city name).”

Interviewer: “Uh, you don’t like (city name)?”

Xavier: “Yes.”

Interviewer: “You do like (city name) or you don’t?”

Xavier: “I do.”

Interviewer: “Why do you want to leave?”

Xavier: “Ain't nothing here for me.”

I feared that truer words were never spoken and that, despite Xavier’s big, but vague, 

plans to go to New York because “that’s where careers get started,” he might find that 

there is nothing “out there” for him, either.

Summary

This chapter delineated the methodology used in this study in order to aid in the 

reader’s evaluation and understanding o f the study, make it possible for a reader to
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recognize its relevance to his/her own situation, and facilitate replication o f the study by 

another researcher. I included a description o f the transcendental phenomenological 

research design and a description o f the setting o f the study, a low-income, urban 

neighborhood populated primarily by Black citizens in a mid-size city in the southeastern 

United States, in which the schools were both segregated and failing. A purposeful, 

convenience sampling method yielded 12 Black male participants, in grades four through 

nine, from low-income, majority Black neighborhoods served by segregated schools. 

Semi-structured, three-part individual interviews o f participants yielded data, analyzed 

after coding. In order to reveal possible bias and reactivity so that scholars might better 

ascertain the degree o f objectivity present, the concept o f the researcher as an instrument 

situated in the context o f the study, and issues o f validity, threats to validity, 

dependability/reliability, transferability, and limitations o f the study were addressed. The 

chapter ended with individual profiles o f each participant.



CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS

The purpose o f this transcendental phenomenological study was to describe the 

experiences and perceptions o f Black male students in the transition years (grades four 

through nine) in public school settings serving primarily low-income Black students. The 

narratives o f the lived school experiences o f Black male participants in grades four 

through nine can provide counterstories to the deficit view o f the mainstream narrative 

that is widely accepted regarding Black males. The overarching research question that 

guided this study is: What is the experience o f schooling like for Black males in grades 

four through nine attending public schools serving primarily low-income Black students?

Emerging Themes 

The data revealed two major emerging themes regarding students’ lived 

experiences in schools: Participant Attitudes and School Opportunities. Three subthemes 

emerged from Participant Attitudes: (a) attitudes towards school, (b) self-efficacy, and 

(c) sense o f purpose. Three subthemes emerged regarding School Opportunities: (a) 

instruction, (b) guidance, and (c) relationships in schools and classrooms. Two 

categories emerged from the subtheme instruction: (a) rote learning activities such as 

copying notes, working in workbooks, completing worksheets, and doing seatwork; and 

(b) overemphasis on high-stakes tests. In addition, two categories emerged from the

96
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subtheme relationships: (a) teacher relationships, and (b) peer relationships (see Figure 

! ) ■

Essentially, participant attitudes represent the personal resources students bring to 

school with them. Participant attitudes interact with school opportunities. Thus, 

participant attitudes both shape, and are shaped, by the opportunities for instruction, 

guidance, and relationships provided by the schools they attend. The students’ lived 

experiences in school result from the attitudes they bring to bear on the opportunities 

provided by the school they attend. Thus, examining both participant attitudes and 

school opportunities presents a more complete picture o f the lived experiences o f the 

Black male participants in this study. Figure 2 illustrates the interactive relationships 

amongst Participant Attitudes, School Opportunities, and the Lived School Experiences 

o f the participants.
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Lived School 

Experiences

School Opportunities
Rote Learning 

High-Stakes Tests 

Guidance 
Tension with Teachers 

Negative Peer Relationships

Participant

Attitudes
Positive Towards School 

Self-efficacy 

Purpose

Figure 2. Interactive Relationships between Participant Attitudes, School Opportunities, 
and Lived School Experiences

This chapter presents data that supports each theme. First is an account o f 

participant attitudes regarding positive attitudes towards school, sense o f self-efficacy, 

and sense o f purpose. Following this is a recounting o f school opportunities in the form 

of rote learning activities, overemphasis on high-stakes tests, lack o f guidance, tension in 

teacher relationships, and negative relationships with peers.

Participant Attitudes

Participant attitudes refer to the way that participants view themselves, their 

abilities to succeed in school and in life, and their overall school experiences. Three
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subthemes emerged from participant attitudes. These themes are: (a) attitudes towards 

school, (b) self-efficacy, and (c) sense o f purpose.

Attitudes toward school. In this section, attitudes towards school are defined as 

participants’ expressed views regarding themselves and their school environments.

Every participant expressed something positive when he spoke about him self and his 

school experiences. For example, elementary school students, grades four and five, 

appeared to focus on awards and accomplishments as positive aspects o f themselves and 

their school experiences. Jason (4) noted:

I had got [an] award for straight, all A ’s and B’s through the first semester. And, 

character kid award, like they give you, you have to act responsible for the whole 

week and whoever is most responsible, they get to be a character kid, and they get 

donuts and orange juice in the morning with, with the principal and, or the 

counselor. And, um, second semester, I had, um, got a trophy for straight A ’s. I 

will never forget the time when we had to make a big picture o f what we mostly 

like (clears throat), and then they decided to, um, (clears throat) make it as a 

drawing contest. I had won! I had won!

Justin (4), Jason’s fraternal twin brother stated that his teachers would all describe 

him as “um, nice and intelligent, smart,” adding that, “I got a book award for pulling up 

my grades. Like I had C’s, but I pull up all o f them to an A. And then I had all A Honor 

Roll and A-B Honor Roll.” Chris (5) assessed his P-4 years as “terrific,” and said, “[I 

am] proud o f m yself and what I had done, proud o f completing my work on time, mmm, 

helping everybody. If they need help, I can help them.” Chris (5) also listed the awards
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he said he had won in the past for being a great student for “the whole year” and stated 

that he made honor roll “most o f the time.” While Marcus (5) did not mention awards, he 

appeared to be so positive and hopeful about his education that he preferred being at 

school to being at home. Marcus explained:

Because at home, you only ge t . . .  you just go outside and play, and at school, 

you get to do all the studying, and do all your work! But at home you don’t. 

Because you learn more. . .  you learn more at school than at home. Studying and 

getting a great education [will] make [me] have a nice life.

Middle school students did not mention awards at all. However, sixth graders 

Wyatt and Keith seemed very positive about having fun learning and participating in 

varied activities. Wyatt (6) expressed a positive attitude toward school when he rated it 

on a scale o f 1-10 as “10!” because, in his words, “I learn everything!”. He also declared 

that every class was “fun.” Wyatt said:

[Math] is fun because I'm learning new stuff like ratios and stuff like that, and 

now I am making all A's and B's and one C. ELA class, that fun because [the 

ELA teacher], he’ll help us and practice, like he'll give us some vocabulary words 

to go back and study . . .  and then he'll give us our notebook and tell us to write 

about what stuff we did and stuff. [The PE teacher is] fun. He will let you play 

basketball, run around. [The science teacher], she fun, too. She teach us a lot o f 

different stuff like the earth's crust-es, water, uh, evaporation and stuff, run off, 

Earth phrases [sic], Earth planets, and stuff. Social studies, [that teacher] fun.
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He'll show us different ways how to do things and stuff. He will tell one or two 

jokes. Then it back to work time!

Keith (6) indicated a positive attitude about himself in the school environment 

when he stated, “P am] a good b o y . . .  smart and intelligent. . .  leading the 

class.. .because in fifth grade, I had, like, the highest in my class in, like, English and 

reading. He expressed positivity regarding his future, saying “I’m gonna [sic] have a 

good life, like, having a good job, a good home, and a good family!” Keith also 

described why he liked his experience at a Magnet Middle School even better than he had 

liked elementary school. Keith said:

I kinda like middle school better. Cuz, like, elementary school, they didn’t have, 

like, basketball teams and fine arts programs. And at [middle school], you have 

chorus, band, dance, computers, strings, PE, art, and you have keyboarding. Like, 

next year, the coach said he want me to play [basketball] for them next year.

In middle school, the seventh graders appeared to be much more focused on 

working hard to be good and to succeed in later life. Chauncey (7) exhibited a positive 

attitude toward school when he described how his teachers encouraged him about his 

future. Chauncey said, “Like they [teachers] tell you that you can, like, you can do it if  

you just focus on how, like, focus on what you do and you’ll just succeed in life.” Tyrell 

(7) expressed a positive attitude about him self as he thought his teacher would describe 

him as “a good child, and do his work and make good grades. And don't give her 

problems!”
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The high school students were more varied in their attitudes towards themselves 

and school. Brian (9) conveyed a positive view o f school, saying, “School has been 

really great for me. I always got straight A ’s. I got good grades. I was always good in 

school. I don’t think anything’s too advanced for me.” Kamau (9) appeared to have a 

positive attitude remembering his elementary and middle schools. He described those 

years by stating that, “It was a terrific experience. I liked it. It was pretty good.” 

However, he expressed some disappointment with his ninth grade experience when he 

said, “Like, we don’t do as much, like, hands on things as I thought we would do.”

Xavier (9) was the only student who expressed a negative attitude when he described 

school as “torture,” but he pointed out some positive aspects about it as well: “the people, 

my friends, [and getting] outta the house.” Xavier also showed a positive attitude about 

how school would pay off for him in the future, indicating that his high school diploma 

would get him “a good job, that pay the bills.”

Sense o f self-efficacy. A self-efficacious attitude means that one believes that he 

has the ability to perform well in most situations and the personal power to achieve his 

desired goals (VandenBos, 2007). Bandura (1994) notes that self-efficacy is a person’s 

beliefs about the extent to which he is an agent in his own life rather than just a products 

of it. Participants displayed self-efficacy when they expressed knowledge o f what they 

needed to do to succeed, as well as expressing confidence that they were capable o f doing 

it.

Five participants Brian (9), Jason (4), Marcus (5), Wyatt (6), and Keith (6) 

expressed an understanding o f cause and effect that enhanced their sense o f self-efficacy.
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Brian (9) indicated that he thinks about his future and what he needs to do to get into and 

succeed at a good college. Brian said:

I’m thinking about what’s going to happen in the future. Like, if  I learn this, i f  I 

get an A in this class, if  I .. . if  I bring this grade up, then I will get to a good 

college. I’m not just trying to get through high school, I’m trying to learn some 

stuff, learn a lot o f stuff and, um, get to college. . .  with all the knowledge I can. 

Jason (4) showed a self-efficacious attitude in his description o f him self as a 

smart and focused student who avoided the distraction o f “drama” took measures to 

control what he called “an anger problem.” Jason said:

[I am] really smart, um, I’m kind o f like focused in class. I don’t get distracted 

too much. I’m not in, like, most drama, and a lot o f that. Well (clears throat), 

mostly, I just try to stay away from things that, um, um, stay away from things 

that, um, mostly bother me, or either, kind o f like, I’m usually real, kind o f like 

when I draw, I’m usually real calm.

Marcus (5) displayed a self-efficacious attitude when he described how he studied 

every night and participated in class, even when he was not sure o f the answer. Marcus 

said:

I study every night, and, uh, I’ll be the first one to answer a question. I just try to 

do my best, and I keep studying. I write the answer—I write the answer in my— I 

try to solve the answer in my mind, and raise my hand.

Wyatt (6) exhibited self-efficacy when he described his class participation as 

“100%,” explaining:
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I raise my hand [if I know it, but if  I don’t know it], I be like thinking, and just 

like this [scratches his head, then rubs his chin], and I start thinking. Then when I 

know it, I raise my hand.

Wyatt showed more self-efficacy describing his habit o f studying at every opportunity, as 

well as taking and memorizing notes and staying focused in class. Wyatt said:

I study in the classroom, then when I get home. I study on the bus, then like, I get 

home. I study in my room or in the living room, look over [my] notes and try to 

memorize it for a test, study a little bit every day. Studying. . .  taking notes . . .  

paying attention, and no talking or nothing, just focus!

Keith displayed a sense o f self-efficacy when he stated his intent to meet his 

teachers’ academic and behavioral demands “to do [my] work and not play around. . .  all 

the teachers told us, ‘we expect you to do your work, not play around, and don’t do bad 

things.’” Keith further indicated self-efficacy in his determination to stay in school 

despite encountering the possible setbacks his older brother had discussed with him that 

had made his brother want to quit. Keith said:

Most people usually really drop out in tenth grade, like, cuz [sic] in ninth grade, 

they kinda [sic] do eighth grade work too. But in tenth grade, it get [sic] real 

hard. Cuz [sic] my brother told me, he said he wanted to drop out. But he said he 

didn’t because—my big brother, he’s in the tenth now. And he said that when he 

wanted to drop out, he couldn’t because he knew what to do and he didn’t want to 

drop out cuz [sic] then when he would get older he would’ve remembered [that he
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was] about to have a good life, but he quit, and [that would] just make him feel 

bad.

Two students, Tyrell (7) and Kamau (9), showed self-efficacy in that they 

understood the consequences o f their previous actions and had resolved to make changes 

in their school behaviors. Tyrell (7) showed self-efficacy in taking responsibility for 

“talkin’ and playin’ [sic],” and getting in trouble throughout elementary school because 

o f being angry and hanging out with the wrong crowd. Tyrell explained that currently, he 

believed he was doing exactly what he needed to do to succeed in his school. He recited 

the school rules. Tyrell said:

Um, come to school prepared. Um, come in dress code. Um, come respect others 

and yourself. Keep your hands to yourself and—and make good grade, and keep 

your hands to yourself. Um, respect [the teachers], and make sure you do your 

work. And make good grades so they can like make high, whatever—high 

expectations. And um, and do what you’re supposed to do. You gotta [sic] pay 

attention and take notes. Like you can—you don’t have to, um, wait for the 

teacher to ask you, to go ahead and take [notes].

Kamau (9) showed self-efficacy in the form o f perseverance when he reported 

receiving awards “for attendance.” He also showed self-efficacy in saying that he had 

learned from his past actions in seventh grade. Now he wanted to do better in school. 

Kamau said:

Eighth grade, I was in a class where most o f them were boys. We had like eight 

girls. And well, I call them, well, I say ‘bad’, where they talked a lot, joked a lot,
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and cracked a lot. I mean, it made me feel like the reason why I was in that class, 

because [in seventh grade] I act [like the other students] and stuff. Like, I don’t 

want to be like that. I wanna [sic] be in the upper class and move on and do 

better.

Xavier (9) was the only participant who showed a sense o f helplessness rather 

than self-efficacy when he said that when he was “not getting it” in classes, he “didn’t 

feel like” raising his hand and asking questions because he believed that “it wouldn’t 

have helped.” Xavier noted that he “was bored” in “hard” classes. His solution was to 

do “nothing.” In order to be successful in school, he said, “I should study,” but he 

answered, “No,” when asked if  he was studying currently. I asked Xavier how he 

thought things were going to happen for him in his life. Xavier answered, “I don’t know 

yet,” and then, when asked if  he was just waiting to see what would happen for him in the 

future, he lowered his eyes and answered quietly, “Yes.”

Sense o f purpose. A sense o f purpose involves participants’ expression o f goals 

and plans for the future (Dotterweich, 2006). Participants showed a sense o f purpose, 

some with very specific goals and plans for reaching them. Others related less defined 

hopes and dreams.

Four participants, Marcus (5), Brian (9), Maurice (5), and Jason (4), appeared to 

have specific goals and well-conceived plans for achieving them. Marcus (5) stated that 

his plans were to “graduate and get a [math] degree and um get a job at Aaron Rents,” 

where his uncle worked. Marcus said the math degree would help “if  I worked at a cash 

register. I would know how much change they get back, how much money they u m . . .
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give me”. Brian (9) shared his plans for a future in game design, barbering like his 

father, or being an engineer. He named some colleges he said he was considering. Brian 

said, “I want to go to college and major in three things: either engineering, gaming 

design, or barbershop [Brian’s father’s profession]. Either Morehouse, UGA, or UWM, 

University o f Wisconsin, Milwaukee.” Jason (4) also exhibited a sense o f purpose. He 

stated that his immediate goal was keeping his grades high so that he could attend an Ivy 

League college because he believed he belonged at that type o f college. Jason said:

Well, um, I’m just trying to keep my grades up because, like, I want to be in a 

certain type o f college, because, like, I want to go to Yale or Harvard, because I, I 

feel like that’s where I belong.

Maurice (4) also showed a sense o f purpose when he indicated that his goals were 

to go to “college first”, and then become a police officer. Maurice said, “I’d like to be a 

police officer [like my mom’s chief]. Uh, my mom, she’s a bailiff, she works in a big 

office, like pick up the phone and type.” Wyatt (6) indicated his sense o f purpose by 

expressing his plans upon graduating from high school as well as for his future career. 

Wyatt explained:

When I finish high school, I am going to college, and I am going to play college 

football. I'm going to be a police officer. Fight justice. [It takes] focus, training 

and how to do things—how to work your car, make your alarm, how to drive, and 

how to call back-up with the police code, and there is one other thing: how to fill 

forms, how to get the evidence, and how to lock the handcuffs around them, and
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how to shoot, if  they shoot at you. And one other thing: to always help your 

partners when they need help.

Wyatt added that he planned to “get a football scholarship” to college. He showed an 

understanding that pursuing that plan involved “getting my education and graduating and 

stuff, by playing football every [day] so I can get better and better. I played football all 

my life. It is my type o f sport. It takes hard work, courage, and happiness.”

Four other students, Keith (6), Chris (5), Chauncey (7), and Justin (4), seemed to 

have made some plans, but were keeping their options open. Keith (6) described his 

goals and future possibilities o f getting both an academic and a basketball scholarship to 

a college with good academics and a good team., and also majoring in in Fine Arts, and 

later working in the area o f construction. Keith said:

[I want to be] be a construction worker and to play basketball, to go to college, 

and get an academic scholarship. I either want to play for Duke, Syracuse, 

Kentucky, or—or or George—Georgetown, cuz [sic] Duke, like, they got a good 

basketball team, and they have a good academic school. Their school have [sic] 

good academics, and I want to go there with an academic scholarship and a 

basketball scholarship. I want to major in Fine Arts. I want to do, like, dancing.

I danced with this group called Chaos.

Chris (5) also showed a sense o f purpose when he shared his future goals and 

plans. Chris said:

For, what I want to be when I grow up, I want to be a baseball player. [I need to] 

get my work, have good grades, and be, um, be on point, and on my target. Don’t
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know really all the colleges. I want to be a business owner. [School is] just about 

learning and getting your education to be what you want to be, to, um, be the best 

I can be.

Chauncey’s (7) sense o f purpose appeared to have been inspired by his college 

educated father. Chauncey indicated that his plan was to attend college after high school. 

Chauncey stated, “I don’t know what college I would go to, but I just know I’m going to 

college. My dad just told me that he got a Master degree. [He] went to— I can’t 

remember the name [of the school].”

Justin (4), Jason’s twin, also expressed sense o f purpose when he stated his goals. 

Justin said:

Uh, my plan is to go to college and, um, get my education and play in the NBA. 

Because if  I don’t get my education, I ain’t [sic] going to be able to be, like, 

smart. Before I do anything else, I need my education.

Three students, Tyrell (7), Kamau (9), ad Xavier (9), seemed to have well-defined 

goals, but no realistic plans for meeting them. Tyrell (7) showed purpose when he 

expressed his goal to become a defense attorney when he grew up. However he never 

mentioned college as a step before law school. Tyrell said:

[After high school, I plan to] um, go to um, law school so I can get my, um, law 

degree so I can be a lawyer, the one that help, um, people get out o f the cases and 

stuff, helps them not go to jail. Um, cuz [sic] I want to help people in life. Like 

[prison] helps some people if, like, they do somethin’ [sic] real bad. But, like, if  

[people] just—like, some police they'll lock you up like for just, for doin’ [sic]
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nothing. So I help the people, like, they didn't do nothin’ but, like, if  you did 

something [sic], I'll let you sit in the jail and I help you next time.

When asked about his post high school plans, Kamau (9) showed a sense o f 

purpose when he said that he wanted to “play professional football and go to college for 

engineering,” adding that he planned to attend “[State] University.” Also, when asked if  

college was something he really wanted for himself, he answered, “Yeah, I really want to 

have it.” However, when asked if  anything might deter him from that goal, he answered, 

“Um, my grades,” but added that he had a plan for keeping his grades up by “being 

focused and studying; to pass the class; to, like, come to class on time and listen and pay 

attention and other things.” Also, he expressed little knowledge o f what courses he 

needed to take to be in the college prep program.

Xavier (9) expressed his sense o f purpose with slightly less clarity, saying that his 

next step after high school was to attend “[State] University.” When asked what he 

would pursue there, he answered, “I guess football.” When questioned further, Xavier 

stated that he might go to “New York,” after graduating high school, because he saw no 

job opportunities in his hometown.

School Opportunities

School opportunities refer to the daily routines, practices, people, and events that 

direct the opportunities students receive to learn and grow at school. The five subthemes 

for School Opportunities are: (a) rote learning activities, (b) overemphasis on high-stakes 

tests, (c) lack o f guidance, (d) tension in teacher relationships, and (e) negative peer 

relationships.
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Rote-learning activities. Rote-learning activities are classroom practices that 

emphasize basic skills such as copying notes, working in workbooks, completing 

worksheets, and doing seatwork, instead o f critical thinking skills. The most widespread 

o f these activities reported in this study was the practice o f copying notes from the board 

or from a projected image. Brian (9) reported that he spent most o f his school days 

experiencing lecture-formatted instruction and copying notes. Brian said:

Uh, I spend most o f my time copying notes. They [teachers] put them up on the 

board, and then they explain a little bit about what—about each, each point. And 

then we write down what they say about each point.

Keith (6) also reported spending a large portion o f his time in class taking notes 

from a PowerPoint presentation. Keith said, “She [the teacher] put it on the PowerPoint. 

We copied off the PowerPoint.” Wyatt (6) reported that he spent most o f his class time 

copying notes that he was expected to memorize for tests. Wyatt said:

When they put it on the board, I just get my paper out, and I do it that fast.

Taking notes . . .  paying attention and no talking or nothing. Just focus, write 

notes. You look over your notes and try to memorize it for a test.

Tyrell (7) reported taking notes in class, which he also took home and memorized 

for tests. Tyrell said:

You gotta [sic] pay attention and take notes. Like, we write in our notebooks or 

sometimes on a separate sheet o f paper and we take it home and study. And we 

study like for two nights and, like, the next day we have a test on it to see was we 

study in’ [sic].
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Chauncey (7) described his note taking process as one during which his teachers 

mostly sat and waited for students to finish their copying, and then sent students home to 

read and study the notes on their own. Chauncey said:

We copy [notes] from the screen like what's that—like you hook up your 

computer to the thing, and just on the screen. We do it a whole period, because 

we—we just copy down the notes from the monitor and we just write—we got to 

study at home. [The teachers] just sit there and wait for the students to finish it. 

We got to study on these at home. We just read and find out what it mean.

Chris (5) also reported copying notes from the board and studying them for a test 

on their content. Chris stated, “Mmm, copying notes, uh, we have to copy from the 

board. Copy them straight from the board. We have to study them and get ready for the 

test we have.” Maurice (4) reported the same process o f copying notes from a 

PowerPoint presentation to prepare him for his tests, adding that the activity made his 

hand tired. Maurice said:

[The teacher] gives, um, she gives us notes, a lot o f notes. It makes my hand 

tired. Like, I had to copy ‘em [sic] because, so they can help me with my work 

for my tests . . .  copy straight o ff the projector.

Marcus (5) reported copying notes from the board as a daily activity in every 

subject, and said he was required to study them every night. Marcus said:

In every subject, um, you get a sheet o f paper and you just write the note that’s on 

the board, what your teacher has put on the board. You um, you write ’em [sic]
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down, and we study them. Take notes and you study them every night. . .  and 

keep good grades.

Jason (4) explained that copying pages and pages o f notes made students’ hands 

hurt, adding that his teachers sometimes gave the class a “fill in the blank” form to save 

time. Jason said:

Some people, they don’t, they, their hands hurt because we have to [copy notes] 

so much, because like it would take like a page full and a half to get the whole 

notes copied. So, [the teacher] gives us kind o f like, she’ll give us, she’ll print a 

thing, she’ll print (clears throat) a sheet and then we have to fill in the blank, so it 

don’t take as much time.

Justin (4), Jason’s twin brother, reported copying notes from the board and out o f  

the book to study at home, and added that he did math from workbooks and his textbook 

as well. Justin said:

We mostly— like we’ve been doing it [copying notes o ff the board] since the 

beginning o f the year actually. Well, everybody does it unless they’re sick. We 

mostly do math out o f our workbooks and big gold math books. We just write—  

we write the stuff out o f the book. Then we just go— go home, then do what was 

on the board.

Other participants also reported they often were assigned the rote tasks o f working 

in workbooks and doing seatwork. Describing his past mathematics experiences, Brian 

(9) stated that in his seventh grade advanced pre-algebra course, he “usually did these 

workbooks, and the workbooks would give us examples first, and then we would use the
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examples to do our homework.” Chauncey (7) reported that in his language arts classes, 

“We basically read—read and answer the questions.” Also, his teacher churned out a 

seemingly endless supply o f worksheets from her printer, and required students who 

finished them to sit at their desks silently so that they that did not disturb the other 

students who were still doing worksheets. Chauncey stated:

We basically [sit at desks and complete written assignments] all period pretty 

much, but if  we have, like, an assignment, like we got to read the passage to 

answer the questions, we do them. Well, 30 minutes left in class, they give us like 

a whole bunch o f worksheets. Some are just easy to get through and some are 

like very hard. It takes time to finish. Like, she [the teacher] would just pull little 

worksheets o ff the computer and if  we do good, she would, like, just print out 

something fun for us to do at the end. The rest o f the class period we can like 

read books, but the only thing is we got to be quiet and because there’s other 

students that still working, so we have to be quiet.

Tyrell (7) stated that he completed rote written assignments sitting at his desk 

“um, all the time, ’bout all the time”. Kamau (9) summed up his ninth grade experiences 

by describing the rote tasks he did most o f the time as, “Hmm . . .  paper and pencil.

More paper and pencil. Workbooks.”

A few participants reported experiencing challenging and engaging instruction 

every now and then. Kamau (9) provided examples from his science and his math 

classes. Kamau stated:
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In my science class, like, she asks, like, what is motion and when does a motion 

occur, and how, and all that kind o f stuff. Like, the other day we were talking 

about microwave and how microwave work and all that. She asks why, like she 

separate the class, like, why we think microwaves are safe, and one side why 

don’t we think microwaves are safe. Like the middle if  we don’t know where to 

go. [In math, the teacher] like, he’ll like, he’ll put a problem on the board and 

he’ll ask, ‘Who— who’s done with this problem?’ and then he’ll be, like, ‘How’d 

you get that answer?’ [He’ll ask a student] to come up to the front and tell 

everyone.

Kamau (9) added that his instructional preference was to engage in this type o f 

dialogue with other students “cause I understand their talking”.

Brian (9) also gave one example o f engaging instruction from his elective class, 

introduction to business and technology. He described a project based on starting a 

business that students were working on in small groups. Brian explained:

[It’s] like putting yourself in, like, a business, like, and analyzing yourself, how 

good would you do in that business. Um, that’s mostly the kind o f projects we 

do. But in other classes, we have. . .  we . . .  well, I think that’s, that’s the only 

class I had a project in, in ninth grade.

Keith (6) reported one example o f project-oriented instruction in his gifted math 

class. Keith said:

We’re working on one now. Like in math, we‘re doing this project on 

mathematicians. We had to pick a mathematician, uh, out the people that he [the



116

teacher] had picked. Like he made the paper and we had to pick which one we 

wanted. Uh, uh, I know his name was Leonardo, but I don’t know how to say his 

last name. It start [sic] with an F  [Fibonacci].

However, only one participant, Marcus (5), described engaging instruction taking 

place on a routine basis in all o f his classes. Marcus gave an example o f a typical day in 

his ELA class. Marcus said:

We’ll have literature circles. Well you have to um, you have to write about a little 

story that you had read and um, tell what it was about and put the main character 

sentence and solution to the problem and the events. It’s like [groups of) five 

people or six people [discussing the story]. You have to have your own sheet o f 

paper and just like, put how you feel about the story. It was a play, and our 

teachers had let us act the play out.

Then Marcus described a typical math instructional activity completed for homework, 

and then presented in class the next day. Marcus said:

We make um, like math we have homework. We had to make um, you had to 

make a math problem and we had to make a model. So 1 had made—we were 

doing perimeter, and I had put three on one side and three on the other, and then I 

put four on the top and four on the bottom, and you have to add both o f them up.

I built [it], because I made it out o f sticks. I um, I had presented it. Um, my 

friend had um, she had did [sic] 15 on top and 15 on the bottom and she had put 

15 on all four sides and on the top. She made hers out o f um, popcorn—I mean 

Popsicle sticks.
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Marcus also described an engaging and creative instructional activity in his art class. 

Marcus said, “Friday, we had messy art day. We had to put anything on there and we put 

it on a canvas. We had to bring our own canvases. I made mine a star.” Marcus also 

remembered projects he did in social studies and science. He said, “We had did [sic] the 

desert eco project, [in] social [studies].” Marcus stated that in science, he and his group 

had made, “like, the solar system.” Marcus ended his description o f his day with the 

statement, “And that’s it!”

Overemphasis on high-stakes tests. Overemphasis on high-stakes tests is reliance 

on student scores on high-stakes tests to make major decisions about instruction, student 

placement, teacher pay, and school and system autonomy. Students generally take high- 

stakes tests in each subject at the end o f a school year in elementary and middle grades 

and at the end o f each course taken in high school. High-stakes test preparation leads to 

monotonous forms o f instruction, such as drill and practice, and limit the scope o f student 

learning to the exact content objectives that will be on the test. According to Thompson 

and Allen (2012), Black students in particular emerge with an inadequate education that 

narrows their postsecondary options and limits the means available for them to break the 

cycle o f generational poverty many students experience (Haberman, 2007; Thompson & 

Allen, 2012). The participants in this study had much to say about how teaching to these 

high-stakes tests affected their school experiences.

Brian (9) related the story o f how high-stakes testing negatively affected his 

mathematics trajectory. As a high-performing mathematics student, he was placed in an 

advanced pre-algebra class in seventh grade. He noted that he did not well on the high-
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stakes test (that covered seventh grade content rather than the content o f his advanced 

pre-algebra class). Therefore, instead o f advancing to algebra in the eighth grade with his 

peers and taking honors geometry in the ninth grade, Brian was required to repeat pre

algebra in eighth grade. Brian related:

Naw [sic], they high-stakes testing, I guess my test scores weren’t really that good 

that year, so they, so I stayed in pre-algebra [in the eighth grade]. Um high-stakes 

testing that book wasn’t, I mean, it added a few more stuff to pre-algebra, but it 

was still all the same thing that I learned [in seventh grade]. I’m in algebra now 

[in ninth grade], though, and I’m going to geometry honors next year!

Brian also expressed his perception o f how the instructional focus on testing affected 

learning at his school. Brian pointed out, “[the students] get that it’ll be on the test, but 

they don’t get that it’ll be in life.” Wyatt (6) said that his teacher’s instructional goals 

and her expectations for him were to “get my education and pass the [high-stakes tests].” 

Wyatt defined studying as “when you look over your notes and try to memorize it for a 

test.” He expressed the importance o f the tests to him personally when he said that the 

best thing that ever happened to him was “that I always pass my [high-stakes tests]!” 

Marcus (5) also indicated that high-stakes tests influenced the instruction he received in 

class. He said, “My teacher, she gave us a big ol’ spring break [study] package.” Marcus 

also reported regarding what learned in school, “They’ll help us pass the [high-stakes 

tests].” Tyrell (7) indicated that the main point o f instruction in his school were the high- 

stakes tests he took at the end o f every course because, in his opinion, they were his 

gateway to college and to success in life. Tyrell’s advice to students was, “Make sure
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you do your work, do what you’re supposed to do, make good grades, pass the tests and 

go on up so you can go to college and do what you want to do in life.” Tyrell added that 

the tests made him nervous, “cuz you don’t—you don’t think you goin to pass or nothin”. 

He also confessed he had “failed um, reading, but they let us take it over and I pass that” 

Jason (4) indicated that the pressure the high-stakes testing put on both students and 

teachers had significantly changed his instructional experience, ending any hands-on 

learning activities, and causing students to be anxious and act out in class. Jason 

expressed that he thought rumors about the tests from older students increased the 

anxiety. Jason recounted:

We can’t do hands-on training anymore, because when you’re third grade, that’s 

when you start taking [high-stakes tests]. During the first half o f the year, they 

[the students] were, um, quiet, they were real nice. They were acting patient.

They were real good. But, then when it got to the [high-stakes tests], everybody 

started getting nervous. [The students] started to act out . . .  maybe because the 

kids in the older grades say that it’s (clears throat), that it’s a little hard and that, 

um, some people don’t pass. That’s when they had got really scared. [The 

students] weren’t worried about learning. They were worried about what would 

happen, what questions were they going to ask, uh, like, were they going to be 

fourth grade questions, fifth grade questions? A fifth grader had said, “It’s real 

hard and if  you don’t pass it then you won’t be able to go to the next grade and 

you’ll have to stay back for a whole year.”
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Jason expressed his opinion that instruction was also affected by the testing because he 

thought that teachers were worried about how their pay would be affected if  their students 

failed the tests, and therefore they put pressure on their students. Jason said:

[The teachers] were trying to, uh, (clears throat). . .  when I got to fourth grade, I 

think I noticed that, by how much students are learning, that’s how much [the 

teachers] get paid. And, then [the teachers] kind o f like, they need to pay for 

something, kind o f like, they might need to pay rent, or they have enough money 

for this, but they don’t have enough money for a second thing. And so, [the 

teachers] really, like, tried to push the students to work harder (clears throat). 

Jason also wrote an essay on the impact o f high-stakes testing, noting that he believed 

that preparation for the tests took too much time out o f his classes. Regarding his essay, 

Jason stated:

I said we shouldn’t have [high-stakes testing] because, well, because like a lot o f 

times we can’t get much done. We, kind o f like, might have to do this, but the 

[high-stakes testing] is taking up a little bit more time than most people expected. 

On the other hand, both Chauncey (7) and Kamau (9) talked positively about how 

the [high-stakes tests] affected both the direction and intensity o f the instruction o f his 

teachers, noting that their teaching to the test made the test “easy” for them. Chauncey 

said:

[The teacher] like just taught people about stuff. Like, she really wasn't that 

serious until the middle o f the year. About a few months later, we were about [to 

take the high-stakes tests]. [The teacher] just kept on teaching that stuff before
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the test, like [high-stakes test] practicing. [The teacher] make it feel like a very 

easy test because she taught us mostly everything that was mostly in the [high- 

stakes] test. So, that's why it was very easy for me.

Kamau (9) expressed his opinion that a good teacher was one who taught to the 

test. He indicated that he did not appreciate the instruction o f one o f his teachers who 

had given students too much work that was not on the test. Kamau complained, “Like, 

what can I say about it? Like, the things we did in there, the stuff she gave us like for 

work, when it got to the test, like, none o f that was on the test!” Even though Kamau 

said, “I passed. I did good,” he added that, “I could have did better, [if I had] the 

materials that was on [the test].” Kamau said that he was happy with his ninth grade 

teacher’s instruction because “like she’ll give me stuff like, that needs to be on the test 

and like that type o f stuff.”

Xavier (9) said nothing about actual instruction, but he recounted a school history 

that showed the impact the testing had on his learning. He expressed his belief that his 

academic decline started in the fifth grade when, he said, “I passed my reading, and I had 

retook my math,” but he shook his head “no” when I asked if  he had passed the math 

retake. However, Xavier said that it was his principal’s “last year,” so she made the 

instructional decision to do “something special for us. She had let all the fifth graders 

went [sic] on” to sixth grade. The result was that, when he got to sixth grade, in Xavier’s 

words, “I failed.” Even so, the principal made the instructional decision to just pass him 

along despite his failing math test scores, until he arrived in ninth grade where, Xavier
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said, “They don’t even catch you up on your work. You just got to jump with the 

program like.”

Lack o f guidance. Another area that plays a large role in the success or failure o f 

students is the guidance they receive from school personnel. In grades four through nine, 

one aspect o f providing students with appropriate guidance is informing them about 

opportunities for advanced courses and gifted programs that are designed to challenge 

students. These programs and classes better prepare students for college preparatory 

work in high school. Yet some o f the elementary and middle grade students in this study 

seemed to have had very little guidance to inform them about such opportunities. When 

asked about advanced classes at his school, Maurice (4) yawned and replied, “What do 

you mean?” I explained to him that sometimes schools had gifted programs for high 

achieving students, to which Maurice responded, “Huh?” Then Maurice conveyed that 

he had no information regarding gifted programs, but he did know about a remedial 

reading one. Maurice said, “The only thing, like, people do— like people, they don’t 

know reading stuff, so they take them in room 180.”

Chris’s (5) remarks also showed a deficit in guidance. Chris knew that there was 

a gifted program in his school and answered “Yes,” when asked if he felt he should be in 

it. However, he added that he “can’t know” why he has not been selected for it, and said, 

“mmm, mmm, don’t know [how people are selected for the gifted program].” Chris 

expressed his belief that he could not ask his teacher about it, saying, “Cuz, my teacher, 

she’ll, like, she get mad, and mark you for something.”
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When asked about gifted classes at his school, Chauncey’s (7) remarks also 

showed little evidence o f guidance. Chauncey stated, “We got gifted classes but I never 

been chose for one yet. I’m not sure [how students are selected]. I guess like if  you play 

like basketball or something, I guess.”

Regarding postsecondary options, Tyrell (7) mentioned that, rather than personal 

guidance from an adult, his teachers had simply referred him to a state department o f 

education website when he sought information about postsecondary options. Tyrell said: 

We um, it's a website we be goin’ on, it's about jobs, and it's, like, that is after we 

get done doing our [assignment] questions and stuff our teacher have. So we'll 

know about the job stuff, we'll have to see what we wanna be. Like if  you find 

somethin’ better, they let you get back on the website and like change what you 

wanna be.

The only elementary or middle school participant in this study who appeared to 

have adequate guidance from school was gifted student Keith (6). Keith indicated that 

his teachers talked about high school and college with all their gifted students. Keith 

conveyed his teachers’ remarks regarding when students are most likely to drop out o f  

high school, and the percentage o f aspiring students who actually do attend college.

Keith said:

Like first [my teachers] ask if  you were going to college and everybody said, 

“Yes!” And [the teachers] say, out o f a hundred percent, they say only thirty 

percent o f us might go to college that sat in this room. And it’s like they always
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saying like out o f 100 kids, only 30 o f them might go to college. They say most 

people drop out o f high school when they’re in, like, tenth grade.

Keith expressed his assumption that this information was provided as motivation for 

students to work harder to ensure that they would be among the 30% who managed to 

succeed. Keith said:

Well [my teacher] telling us that like to make us work hard. Like, she tries to 

make us work hard and not make it sound like it’s really gonna happen [to us]. 

Because like my teacher[s]— cuz they sound smart, and they say they believe I 

can go o ff to college and do good things there.

Kamau (9) expressed a lack o f adequate guidance when he said he did “not really” 

have an idea o f what kind o f grades and courses he needed in order to get into “[the state] 

university” he planned to attend. Although, according to Kamau, his teacher had told 

him to go see the counselor, Kamau had not yet followed the suggestion. Kamau said: 

Like when I was in school the other day, the uh, teacher asked me what I wanted 

to be and stuff and they were asking me do I know what I need to get into that 

college. And then they tell me like make sure to ask the counselor, like, give me 

the class that I need to take to get into these colleges.

Kamau’s lack o f adequate guidance was also evident in his conversation about career 

choices. Kamau stated that he wanted to be a mechanical engineer like his uncle; 

however, when I asked what he thought an engineer did, Kamau said, “That what I been 

lookin’ up, trying to see. Like work on things. . .  like, I think. Like my uncle, he work 

on cars. I think he’s a mechanical.” When I explained some o f what the field o f



125

engineering really entailed, Kamau hung his head and said, almost whispering, “I thought 

it was like working on stuff. I don’t want to mess up [buildings and bridges] and stuff.” 

Xavier (9) expressed little evidence o f ever having received any real guidance 

regarding his future. Xavier answered with a quiet “Yes,” when asked if  passing all his 

[high-stakes, basic skills tests] was what he needed to do to get into the college o f his 

choice, the reputable [State University]. When asked if  any teacher or other adult had 

advised him about how to get into college, Xavier quickly answered, “No.” When asked 

if he knew what grade point average he needed or what courses he needed to take to get 

into [State University], he again answered, “No.” He expressed his understanding o f how 

he would get into the university by saying, that if  he did “nothing really, just graduate,” 

he would be in a position to get “a good job that pay the bills.” He added that he would 

get to be a professional football player “through school,” adding, “I don’t know the 

pathway through school. I guess, grades.”

Teacher relationships. Teacher relationships refer to the relationships between 

students and teachers that either possess or lack qualities o f care, trust, support, respect, 

and empowerment. Most participants expressed a clear preference for teachers who 

showed positive attitudes, enthusiasm for teaching, structured classrooms, patience, and 

genuine care for their students. Brian said:

The [happy teachers], they keep you interested. They stay enthusiastic. They 

keep a smile on their face. Yeah, the good teachers, I mean, the fun teachers, they 

don’t—they seem like they don’t get mad. Like, if somebody’s talking, they 

won’t get mad.
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Kamau (9) pointed out that his favorite teacher joked around and made learning 

fun and hands-on for students, but was serious when it came to teaching and learning. 

Kamau explained:

My EL A teacher, she stayed smiling. Because like she’s— she was joking, but 

she was like, there’s thing she joke about, be serious, and be about the work. It 

was the way she talked mostly, like, she stayed, yeah, she stayed on having us 

laugh, making us laugh and stuff, and then she, like, instead of, like, doing 

bookwork, she let us do hands-on activities and stuff.

Marcus (5) also described a good teacher as one who was happy. He added that a 

nice teacher would be on his side, know him well, and understand students’ needs to take 

stretch breaks. Marcus stated:

Um, [good teachers have] happiness with our work. Like they’re on my side.

[My teacher]— she know me— she know my birthday by heart. She know my 

lunch number by heart and she’ll let us um, do half our work and take a break, let 

us stretch and then do some more.

Justin (4) noted that he preferred teachers who “could be nice to [him], and if  [he] 

get in trouble, they would give [him] another chance and stuff like that.”

A trait participants reported that they appreciated in their teachers was 

encouragement and belief that their students would succeed. Brian (9) stated his 

perception that teacher attitudes affected whether students felt hopeful. Brian explained, 

“I think some . . .  some o f the teachers, they make [students] feel hopeful. Most o f my 

teachers make ’em feel hopeful.”
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Wyatt (6) showed appreciation for his current teachers who, he said, never gave 

up on him. Wyatt stated:

[My teachers] make me feel hopeful because they tell me not to give up and stuff. 

They want me to achieve it. They be like, “Lift your head up. You are going to 

get it. So keep trying.”

Maurice said that his current teacher “believes in me and stuff like that. Like, 

‘C’mon Maurice, you can do it!’” He added that she expects him “uh, to be a, a great 

person in life.”

Marcus (5) also described how his current teacher encourages him personally and 

individually. Marcus said:

She’ll [my teacher] make me feel good about my future because she’ll help me... 

u m . . .  she’ll help me learn better. She’l l . . .  she’ll call me up to her desk and tell 

me— she’ll say you—you’re gonna have a good—a great future.

Chris (5) described one teacher in particular who gave him and his classmates 

“courage” [encouragement] by helping them learn from their mistakes. Chris said, “[My 

teacher], she used to give us courage. If we get something right, she’ll turn and see if  we 

had, uh, um, check our work, like she would, would, what kind o f mistakes we made.” 

Tyrell (7) indicated that he liked it when his teachers “tell us, like, they’ll say we 

doin’ good. Keep up the good work and stuff like that.”

Kamau (9) remembered one teacher he appreciated who took an interest in him 

and gave him encouragement. Kamau recalled:
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[The teacher] was, she said like, she talked to me. She was like, “Kamau, I know 

you smarter than that. I can tell the way you act sometimes, like, when they keep 

going, you stop and you know just be quiet.” She, like, that why she let me o ff 

sometimes.

Kamau also expressed appreciation for a Black male teacher who, according to Kamau, 

saw him as a student who “could do his work when he wants to and when he focuses and 

when somebody stays on him.” Kamau described how he thought this teacher kept an 

eye on him, talked with him, listened to his story, and encouraged him. Kamau said:

I was struggling a little bit with this class and he talked to me and stuff, and he 

just watched me sometimes. When I’m somewhere, he’ll be studying me, he’ll 

just look at me, like stare at me, and stuff. Like, he’ll talk to me. He [liked] 

listening to [my] history, and he would be, like, “You doing good,” and he be real 

happy. Like he gives me extra work and stuff and, like, if  I’m talking he’ll look at 

me, he be like, he say, “What we talked about?” and he be like “I’m gonna let you 

decide, it’s your choice.” Then when I just sit and think about it, then I just do 

my work.

Kamau also expressed his appreciation o f other teachers who “take an interest, like they 

really care and want to see us be successful.” When asked if  that made a difference to 

him and helped him achieve, Kamau answered, “Yes, yes a lot.”

However, when pressed to describe specific events that had taken place in their 

classrooms, several participants began recounting prolonged negative relationships with
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antagonistic teachers. Wyatt (6) expressed dislike for mean, angry teachers who fussed, 

like the teacher he had in fourth grade. Wyatt said:

Them mean ones, boy! [Makes an exasperated sound]. Mean. Grumpy. Mad all 

the time! Like, if  you ain't doing nothin’, they are like “Sit your butt down!” 

When you try to ask her a question, and you are like, she is like ‘This is what you 

all are going to do!” [The teacher] claim somebody talkin’ just for nuthin' and 

call their parents, writin’ [students] up for nuthin’ and get them suspended. I had 

one o f ’em when I was in fourth grade.

Keith (6) reported that “lots o f teachers don’t misunderstand, and, like, other 

teachers are kind o f fun,” but that he did not like teachers who were quick to anger, 

especially when they kicked students out o f class for asking questions. Keith explained: 

You don’t— if you trying to, asking a question and you just say—you just blurt it 

out, right? Say you raise your hand and they don’t look at you. They just go to 

the next person, and you just ask the question still, and they put you out! I don’t 

like that. If the teacher—uh, the boy trying to ask the teacher something and the 

teacher say, “You quit talking.” And [the student] say, “I was trying to ask you a 

question.” And the teacher be like, “Why you talking back to me?” And [the 

student] say, “I wasn’t. I was trying to ask you a question.” And [the teacher] 

say, “You talking back to me now!” And [the teacher] get mad.

Jason (4) expressed his disapproval o f the mean behaviors he had perceived in 

some o f the teachers at his school. Jason recalled, “There are (clears throat) teachers that 

are very mean. Um, one, she, um, had, um, yelled at this girl because she didn’t know
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her bus number. [The girl] was only in kindergarten!” Jason described another teacher 

as being untrustworthy and “a little mean” to his cousin who attends the same school as 

Jason. Jason said:

Because, like, my cousin (clears throat), there was a bug in his face and, he has 

dreads, and, then they sling around. He was trying to get the bug out o f his face. 

Somebody was standing (clears throat) behind, and he accidentally [hit the other 

person’s] face [with his hair]. And, then, [the other boy] done told the teacher, 

but he don’t say that it was an accident But, teacher done said, “Still, that’s 

nasty,” and then that, um, [that his cousin’s] hair was nasty and then, (clears 

throat) and then when she had, um, started lying when his, when my auntie had 

came to the school, my cousin’s mother.

Participants also expressed feelings and opinions about how teachers managed 

their classrooms. One concern shared by many was the fairness o f their teachers. Keith 

(6) related an incident in which he believed he was disciplined unfairly when he had a 

headache. Keith recounted that, when his mother arrived for the conference regarding the 

incident, she scolded the teacher instead o f Keith. Keith said:

I was just sitting down, cuz my head was hurting. And I was just sitting down 

like this. And [the teacher] thought I couldn’t hear him or nothing. He thought I 

wasn’t looking. And he got mad. And he said I was rude and called my mom.

He told her that I was being disrespectful. Cuz, like, she came up to the school. 

And I told [my mother] what happened because [the teacher] thought I wasn’t 

looking because I was—had my head down. And my Mom was, like “How -
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what—how he—then why y o u . . . ? ” and then my Mom said, “Why did [you] call 

me up here for that when [Keith] didn’t really do nothing?” [The teacher] was 

like— he was just shocked then. He didn’t know what to say. He was like,

“Never mind. I’m sorry for wasting your time,” and [my Mom] just left.

Chris (5) indicated that he felt that his current teacher picked on him. Chris said: 

When the, um, kids don’t act, ain’t doing right, [my homeroom teacher will] try 

yelling. When the, when somebody messing with me, she take up for them.

She’ll tell me go sit down and then, then she, then she’ll tell me to move, then, 

then she don’t tell them nothing. . .  it don’t be fair for me to get in trouble and 

not, but not [the other student].

Tyrell (7) noted his perception that teachers who were feeling bad often took then- 

bad feelings out on the students. He said, “Like, they [the teachers] tell you sit down, 

they don’t want to talk to you right now and stuff like that. Because [the teachers] sittin’ 

there yellin’ at you cuz they ain’t feelin’ good and stuff like that.”

Tyrell also expressed discomfort with one o f his teachers who, in his opinion, 

spent most o f each class picking on students instead o f teaching. He expressed his belief 

that he deserved a better school experience. Tyrell said:

I only had one worst teacher. She just pick on other students. Like picking on 

other students like make me feel like, like, like she’s picking on other students. 

It’s like, you can’t learn because she just keep messin’ with that same student all 

over again, and you ain’t leamin’ nothin’ cause she just keep havin’ to deal with 

that student. It make you, um, feel like you don’t need to be in that class, or the
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school, because it make you um, not comfortable because you got to learn how to 

do your work, instead they just in there messin’ with that one little student.

Several students complained about their teachers’ management styles. Chauncey 

complained his teachers did nothing to establish order despite his requests for help. 

Chauncey said:

Like if  people just throwing paper at you and you tell the teacher, the teacher 

won’t, like— if  the teacher just don’t do anything to help the problem, like you 

just get mad all o f a sudden and [the students] just keep doing it, and you just tell 

the teacher again, and [the teachers] still won’t do it.

Tyrell (7) expressed his opinion that “nice” teachers let students take advantage of 

them and allowed their classes to descend into chaos, while strict teachers kept class 

orderly and quiet so that students could do what they needed to do to learn. Tyrell 

explained:

Because [the teacher] strict, they get you under control and they have you do what 

you need to do. Because like if  [a teacher] be too nice then [the students] won’t 

respect you, like, cuz you let ’em do what—what they want to do. [A nice 

teacher] like, she uh, let us like get in groups, talk, have our phones and stuff out, 

and like [the students] get overreacting about stuff and they be doin’ stuff they 

ain’t supposed to be doin’. Cuz like [the students will] do it, think they can do it 

every day, because [the teacher] let ’em do it one time.
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In fact, Tyrell expressed his belief that, although teachers could be nice sometimes, they 

needed to be able to get mad in order to relate to and earn the respect o f their students. 

Tyrell explained:

They could be nice and mean at the same time. So like— cuz you got, like, at first 

like they be nice, but like if  you make ’em mad, they’ll get mad, but, like some 

children, like, they'll respect you like when you mad, because like you can handle 

them then, because you mad along with [the students] and stuff like that.

Brian (9) expressed anger at those teachers who do nothing to maintain order. 

Brian said, “I mean, what really makes me angry is if  [teachers] just sit there and just, not 

really do anything if  all the people are talking, and I’m trying to get work done. That’s a 

problem.”

Kamau (9) also expressed frustration at a former teacher’s inaction regarding 

class management. Kamau indicated that his teacher’s lack o f intervention in his 

difficulties with another student made him feel that either she did not care about him, or 

maybe even wished him harm. Kamau explained:

Fourth grade, I have somebody who I stayed fighting with every day. Like, if  I 

did [get moved], it was like right across from [him]. He like, throw something or 

get up and stand at my desk or something. Yes, [the teacher] seen it, she just say, 

like, “Sit down and stop playing.” Feel like [the teacher] didn’t care or nothing. 

She just wanted it to happen.

Both Kamau (9) and Xavier (9) expressed complaints about teachers who did not 

seem to have their heart in the work o f teaching. In Kamau’s view, such teachers did not
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care about student learning or believe that students were capable o f performing 

challenging tasks. Kamau indicated that the students had to argue with one teacher for 

the opportunity to be given more challenging work. Kamau stated:

Like we weren’t learning anything and then, like, she, she didn’t care. When we 

tried to talk to her about it, she like, she “not trying to play” and stuff. Yeah, just 

thinking “They can’t do it so I’m not going to try.” We had to convince her to 

believe. She be like, “I don’t think you all can do that” and we, like, we had to 

convince her, like, [to] let us do stuff.

Xavier (9) expressed his dislike for having too many substitute teachers, saying, 

“We always had a substitute teacher, and they don’t teach.” Xavier also indicated that “a 

lot” o f teachers screamed and yelled at students, but in his opinion, that behavior did not 

necessarily convey disrespect for students. Xavier pointed out that he believed that 

teachers show their care and respect for students simply “by teaching us

Peer relationships. Peer relationships refer to the relationships between and 

among students that either possess or lack qualities o f care, trust, support, respect, and 

empowerment. It is important for students to trust that they can count on their peers for 

support and encouragement in order for them to form a bond with their school 

community (Eisele et al., 2009). However, most participants reported mixed feelings 

about their relationships with classmates.

Students in elementary and middle school reported major problems with bullying. 

Jason (4) reported that bullying created a climate o f fear and anxiety at his school. Jason 

believed that his peers were hostile to kids who were different from the mainstream. He
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described the socio-emotional fear experienced by a friend o f his who he felt was 

misunderstood and ostracized, a fear that was so intense that his friend started skipping 

school. Jason said:

Like. . .  he just, he just doesn’t feel, kind o f like, appreciated or appreciated for 

who he is, or kind o f like, he just, it’s kind o f like, he doesn’t want to go to that 

school anymore. It’s just the kids. They just kind o f like, they just don’t get to, 

um, actually like know him, because he’s barely at school. He doesn’t want to be 

picked on anymore, so I think he barely comes to school (clears throat).

Jason then spoke more explicitly about him self and revealed that he also felt different, 

left out, and picked on by other students. His feelings became so intense that he had once 

lost his temper and reacted violently by biting one o f the bullies. Jason explained:

Well, uh, I usually got picked on a lot because I’m not, because maybe I wasn’t 

kind o f like, kind o f like, like other boys, because like I don’t really, I’m not more 

o f an outside person. I don’t really like basketball and all that. I don’t really play 

with the other students, so then this boy had, um, he got, he started getting mad at 

me, and then I had got mad, and then I had, um, bit his finger.

Jason had been suspended and had even undergone a school board hearing regarding 

possible placement at an alternative school due to a bullying incident. A boy named 

Michael had brought the BB gun to school and, according to Jason, had been reported, 

not by Jason, but by another student. Jason claimed that Michael blamed him, and 

therefore he began bullying him. When Jason felt bullied by Michael, he retaliated.

Jason explained:
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Most people (clears throat) appreciate me at my school, except this boy named 

Michael. He had brung a gun to school. It was, it was a BB gun. And then,

(clears throat) and then my cousin. . .  somebody, somebody had told on 

[Michael] and then [Michael] got in trouble and then he didn’t like that, so he 

went to my cousin, talking to him, and then Michael asked him, “Do you know 

who, um, had told, told on me?” (He clears his throat). Um, my cousin had 

blamed it on me. When I heard about that news, I, I didn’t know who Michael 

was (clears throat). So, that’s when, so that’s when he started messing with me, 

and then I, um, (clears throat) kind o f like got back at him, tried to scare him, and 

then I got in trouble.

Jason stated that the school principal had made a recommendation to the system’s 

board o f education that Jason attend the alternative school, a fate that he avoided because 

his mother hired a lawyer to represent him at the school board hearing that resulted.

Jason said:

My mom, my momma had came to, came to talk to the principal. Michael, he 

didn’t get in trouble because, um, because Michael had blamed me. He said that, 

um, he said that he didn’t do anything, when he really did. And then, the um, 

principal had thought that I should go to alternative school. And then, that’s when 

my mom, she said if  I go to (clears throat) alternative school, those kids w ill, um, 

might, might, might try to give me their influence. And, I, and then that would 

just turn me into a worse child, worse child, and then (clears throat) but she didn’t 

want me to go to alternative school, so she got a lawyer and then the lawyer had
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helped me realize that it was my cousin’s fault, because [my cousin] had told 

Michael that I had told on [Michael], because I think (clears throat) that [my 

cousin] told on him.

Justin (4), Jason’s twin, looked away, gazing out o f the glass window o f the 

interview room, as he reported a physical attack he had received in his classroom. Justin 

stated in a monotone, “Somebody punched me in my stomach. They got—they got, uh, 

suspended for five days.”

Chris (5) also reported feeling unsafe at school because bullying was such a 

common occurrence there. Chris described being grabbed by his shirt, slammed into a 

wall, victimized by gossip, and generally picked on by bullies. Despite the cameras in 

the halls, he said, bullying went on in the bathroom, and whenever the halls were 

crowded. Chris said:

Well, sometimes I get bullied sometimes. Sometimes they grab me by the shirt, 

put me on the wall. They talk about me and pick on me and stuff like that. We 

have cameras. We have cameras. But they mostly try to do it in the bathroom 

because you don’t have any cameras in the bathroom. But whenever it’s in the 

hallway and everybody’s in the hallway, they bully people.

In addition, Chauncey (7) reported feeling uncomfortable in his middle school 

because o f “all the bullying.” He expressed his belief that some o f his classmates took 

pleasure in tormenting other students. Chauncey said:

They— it’s like— they like to hurt other students and mess with other students and 

they don’t know when to quit. It’s the tall— like, the taller boys. They like to
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bully [me and] the other children just because they small. [We] just go tell the 

teacher or the principal. They write [the bullies] up or they talk to them.

Keith (6) also perceived problems at his school with bullying and meanness.

Keith said:

Like, they were making fun o f other kids. It was this one boy. He was like this 

tall [gestured that he was short]. And the other boy was like—there’s, was this 

tall [gestured that he was taller]. And they used to always make fun o f his height. 

Cuz he—all o f them was, most o f them was like this tall [gestured the boys were 

tall]. But he was real short. But I was friends with him. They said he would 

never be tall. But now he’s like 5’6 -  5’7!

Many participants reported that they viewed their classmates with irritation and 

resentment rather than respect. Brian (9) admitted that “at school, uh, at school, the 

students don’t treat each other with respect, but. . .  I mean, sometimes, maybe, I . . .  I 

treat some students with respect, and some not.” Chauncey (7) described his classmates 

as “um, kind o f disruptive and unclean, like, cuz some o f the kids like to throw paper 

around at the other students, and the teacher walk in and see that her room is a mess.” 

Keith (6) reported his classmates’ noisiness and their requests that he help them with their 

work annoyed him and disturbed his own efforts to learn. Keith stated:

When people like— if the teacher tell us to be quiet and we’re trying to learn 

something and they [his classmates] just keep on screaming and yelling in my ear. 

Like, there’s a kid always standing by and I be like, “Just leave me alone. Try and 

find the answer for yourself.” It just aggravates me.
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Wyatt (6) described his classmates as “wild animals” whose behavior interrupted 

his own learning. Wyatt noted:

There have been plenty o f fights in my class. It just make me feel like they [his 

classmates] are just being wild animals. It takes away from my learning because 

the teacher has to call the office, wait on the right person [to come] and stuff. 

Maurice (4) expressed resentment towards his classmates who were always 

begging him for his school supplies. Maurice said:

Like, people keep on begging for my stuff They’re like, just give me some, and I 

get tired when they call my name, so I just ignore them. Because they don’t got 

it. Like some o f them, like some o f them, um, kids in my class, they be, like they 

don’t have no school supplies. Because they spend it all on stuff that they don’t 

need, but they want, like snacks and stuff I do chores [to get my school 

supplies].

Tyrell (7) indicated annoyance towards his classmates who did not have school 

supplies and said that he resented it when the teacher asked him to share his supplies with 

other students. Tyrell said,

Some children, they keep askin’ you for paper and stuff You don’t be happy, but 

like, the teacher will ask you to give some. You’ve got to be nice and respect the 

teacher. Like, you got to do what they say. Like, no matter how many pencils, 

they ask somebody do they have a pencil that they can borrow. Cuz they won’t 

give ’em back. They'll keep ’em.
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Several participants expressed the view that their school was comprised o f two 

groups: the “good” kids and the “bad” kids. Tyrell (7) explained that his own past 

misbehavior in school was due to his choice to be friends with the “bad” kids. He 

believed his behavior had improved when he had chosen to hang out with the “good” 

crowd. Tyrell showed resentment when he talked about the disruptions the “bad” kids 

caused that prevented “good” kids like him from learning. Tyrell said:

Not in middle school, but elementary, I used to, um—I was getting in trouble. I 

used to hang around with a wrong crowd and I was in trouble. Like, the wrong 

crowd mean, like, if  you hang around “bad” children, and like, they don’t want to 

do their work, and they actin’ a fool. But then I got um, I started hangin’ out with 

the um, “good” crowd and started leamin’ and doin’ my work. Uh, cause like I—  

you hang around with a “bad” crowd and see, like you get in trouble a lot. Um, I 

had got in a fight. Because like— like, you know how you be good in class and 

people think you too good? Then they start messin’ with you and talkin’ about 

you and you just get mad and want to fight. [“Bad” kids] be like—people be 

playin’ and everybody want to get louder. “Good”’ children want to get an 

education but they can’t, cuz other children be disturbing the class. And the 

teacher got to stop the lesson to, um, deal with the “bad” children. And they 

um—and they stopping us from leamin’.

In addition, Tyrell expressed his perception that “bad” students received more positive 

encouragement from teachers than students who routinely behaved well. Tyrell said:
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Like, if  you a “bad” student and you just come up there and do your work, [the 

teachers will] ask “How are you doing?” and stuff like that Like you can be 

“good” or “bad,” but they mostly ask the “bad” students coz like, if  [the “bad” 

students] come in and do what they supposed to do, [the teacher] ain’t goin’ to 

have no trouble out them and stuff like that.

Marcus (5) expressed a similar concern about children he identified as “bad.” He 

wanted to have only “good” students come to his school. Marcus said that he wanted his 

school to be comprised o f “all the ‘good’ children and not ‘bad’; boys and girls; and 

people from different neighborhoods. Because y o u . . .  you can’t . . .  you can’t . . .  [the 

students] all can be ‘good’ people, and you can’t get in trouble.”

Chris (5) expressed a tension regarding how to navigate friendships when students 

whom he considered friends behaved badly. When his friends were sent to the office, 

Chris said, “I feel they, they shouldn’t have, I should not be friends with them. Cuz, they 

can lead me into a wrong path.” He also expressed his understanding that the principal’s 

main job was to “suspend, uh, suspend and protect the, um, protect the, our school. [The 

principal will] get the ‘bad’ [students] out and keep the ‘good’ ones in.” Chris also 

explained that if  he were in charge, his plan for school improvement would be to get rid 

o f the “bad” students. Chris said:

I would change, getting the “bad” ones out and keep the “good” ones in, keep the 

“good” ones at school who want to learn and keep [out] the “bad” ones that don’t 

want to learn. They’d get out the school. They’ll have to. They’ll have to go to 

another school.
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Jason (4) explained a similar plan for improving the school by getting rid o f all 

the “bad” kids, distinguishing kids who need to learn discipline from the “good” kids 

who really do want an education. Jason said:

I’d change some o f the students that don’t want to learn. I, I, I’ll keep students 

that, who actually want to learn, because like (clears throat) some o f the students, 

they don’t worry about anything but just drama, that you, you always have a boy, 

coming to the bathroom with a marker writing curse words on the wall (clears 

throat). I would, um, transfer [the “bad” students] to a different school, to where 

they, um, learn discipline.

Only Justin (4), Jason’s twin, seemed to harbor no real ill feelings towards his 

classmates and appeared to be reluctant to label any students as totally “bad.” Although 

he expressed a feeling o f responsibility to inform authorities about “bad” behavior when 

necessaiy, he also expressed what seemed to be a real desire for teachers to help the 

“bad” kids to learn to be “good” so that they could stop having to go to ISS. Justin said,

[I have been to the office] to talk about the students—to talk about the students 

that—the people that get bullied and [to] talk about the students that, um, that be 

bad in the classroom. Half o f them, good. Half o f them, like—the half o f them—  

half o f them, good—half o f  them not good and good at the same time. Like 

sometimes, they be good and sometimes they be bad. Um, like— like [the “bad” 

kids]— like they could—they should stop—they should stop saying— like they 

should stop saying bad words and stuff like that. And then the teacher could help
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them so they won’t have to go to ISS anymore. Cuz everybody always deserves a 

second chance.

Essence: Attitudes, Opportunities, and School Experience 

Participant attitudes, school opportunities, and lived experiences at school interact 

over the life o f a student to co-create an overall school experience. Positive attitudes 

towards school, self-efficacy, and a sense o f purpose on the part o f a student enhances his 

ability to take full advantage o f the opportunities offered by his school which increases 

the likelihood o f an overall positive school experience. However, negative school 

experiences and a lack o f opportunities to learn and grow at school can discourage even 

the most positive and hopeful student, decreasing his positivity, self-efficacy and sense o f 

purpose. The balance amongst these three factors, then, is important to increase the 

likelihood o f a productive and effective school experience for all students.

Participants in this study voiced generally positive attitudes towards school, 

although the level o f enthusiasm appeared to decrease as their grade level increased. All 

students showed some sense o f purpose and belief that education was essential for 

success in life. Almost half the participants showed a strong sense o f self-efficacy, 

representing elementary, middle, and high school. Two more showed a degree o f self- 

efficacy. Only one indicated a sense o f helplessness and passivity.

School opportunities, however, did not appear to live up to what the participants 

brought to bear on the school experience. Instruction described by students appeared to 

be dominated by rote learning activities and unduly influenced by preparation for high- 

stakes tests. Guidance was generally not evident, and, although each participant could
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describe a favorite teacher, their lived experiences in the classroom showed evidence o f 

discord between students and teachers, as well as amongst students themselves. There 

were exceptions to these shortcomings. However, the exceptions were for the most part 

reported by students who attended magnet schools, were in gifted programs, or attended 

school in a smaller, integrated school system instead o f the segregated schools serving 

Black communities that were part o f the sprawling county system serving the Southern 

city in which this study took place. The next chapter presents an analysis o f this data 

through the combined lens o f social constructionism and critical race theory.

Summary

In this chapter, data were presented for all themes, subthemes, and categories for 

use in analysis o f the school experiences o f Black males in grades four through nine 

attending public schools serving primarily low-income Black students. Two themes 

emerged from the data in this study: Participant Attitudes and School Opportunities. 

Participant Attitudes refer to the way that participants view themselves, their abilities to 

succeed in school and in life, and their overall school experience. Attitudes are what 

students bring to bear on the educational opportunities provided by their schools. Three 

subthemes emerged from Participant Attitudes', (a) attitudes towards school, (b) self- 

efficacy, and (c) sense o f purpose. School Opportunities refer to the daily routines, 

practices, relationships, and events that govern the opportunities students have to grow 

and learn. Five subthemes emerged regarding School Opportunities: (a) rote learning 

activities, (b) overemphasis on high-stakes tests, (c) guidance, (d) tension in teacher



relationships, and (e) negative peer relationships. Together, Participant Attitudes and 

School Opportunities comprise the school lives o f the participants.

Chapter 5 presents an analysis o f the data and utilizes the data to describe and 

interpret the school experiences o f Black males in grades four through nine attending 

public schools serving primarily low-income Black students.



CHAPTER 5

DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, AND IMPLICATIONS 

This chapter presents an analysis o f the findings reported in Chapter 4 regarding 

the school experiences o f Black males in grades four through nine attending public 

schools serving primarily low-income Black students. This chapter presents a summary 

o f the study, an overview o f participants, the discussion and conclusions o f the study 

results, the implications for social change, limitations, and recommendations for further 

study. The chapter concludes with an epilogue focusing on the participant Xavier (9).

The em ergent them es o f Participant Attitudes (w ith subthemes o f (a) attitudes 

towards school, (b) self-efficacy and (c) sense o f purpose) and School Opportunities 

(with subthemes o f (a) rote learning activities, (b) overemphasis on high-stakes tests, (c) 

guidance, (d) tension in teacher relationships, and (e) negative peer relationships) were 

examined through the theoretical framework and lens o f Critical Race Theory (CRT).

Data regarding the school experiences o f Black males in grades four through nine 

attending public schools serving primarily low-income Black students were analyzed in 

relation to several tenets o f CRT. Participant attitudes were analyzed in terms o f the 

powerful counter-narrative provided regarding Black males in the U. S. School 

opportunities were analyzed through the lenses o f recreation of historical racism, influence 

of the dominant narrative, denial of racial realism and colorblindness, and the influence of interest 

convergence on discrepancies in quality of public schooling. Implications for social change
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discussed the part these findings can play in reform efforts. These sections are followed 

by a recap o f limitations o f the study and a section with recommendations for further 

research. The study ends with an epilogue, as close to a finish as I can provide to a 

seemingly never-ending story o f the hope that persists in rising like a phoenix from the 

ashes o f justice denied. To maintain participant anonymity, pseudonyms and actual grade 

levels serve to represent the participants throughout this study.

Overview o f Participants 

The 12 boys— some young men really, some closer to children—each had a 

unique story to tell. The fourth graders were Maurice, Jason, and Justin. Maurice 

seemed out o f place and lonely, tom between his mother’s social elitism and his desire to 

fit in and have friends; Jason appeared to be gifted, sensitive, and carrying the weight o f  

the world on his shoulders; and his twin brother Justin appeared fragile, full o f creative 

energy, a dreamer with a big heart. O f the two fifth graders, Marcus appeared 

straightforward, focused, determined, with a simple plan for success; in contrast, Chris, 

appeared to be isolating him self and losing some o f his enthusiasm for school as 

straggled to balance having friends and staying “on point” with his plans for success in 

school and life. The two sixth graders were Wyatt, who appeared to be a lover o f life and 

learning, joyfully consumed with grit and hard work; and Keith, classified as gifted, was 

taking advantage o f the opportunities that classification handed to him. School appeared 

to be taking its toll on both seventh grade participants. Tyrell had such heart and such a 

desire to help people, yet he seemed beaten down to the point o f desperately clinging to a 

formula for success that consisted o f completing assignments and staying out o f trouble.
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Conversely, Chauncey, an easy target for bullies, was holding his own, reciting his list o f 

do’s and don’ts like a checklist for success. The three ninth graders were at a crucial 

turning point in their school lives, and each dealt with the experience differently. Brian 

was bright, thoughtful, optimistic, and grounded; Kamau was bright, introspective, and 

analytical, and he seemed to be hoping for some adult to reach out and help him find his 

way. Xavier appeared to be as sharp as he was emotionally closed, secretive, and 

dangerously close to the edge o f slipping away.

It is important to recognize that every single student in this study expressed hope 

for the future and belief in the value o f a good education. While this analysis identifies 

general conditions that may weaken a young Black male’s resolve and narrow his 

options, no one can presume to judge any young Black man’s fate to be a foregone 

conclusion. My great hope is that each one o f these boys w ill ultimately find a happy and 

productive place in society. This study is not about predicting the success o f any given 

individual in it, but rather it is about learning from Black male students themselves how 

they are experiencing schools today.

Discussion and Conclusions

Participant Attitudes

In this study, I purposely centered the voices o f the participants in order to 

counter the dominant narrative regarding Black male students in public schools. Their 

narratives provided powerful counterstories to the stereotype o f Black male students as 

thuggish, lazy, and not interested in learning. Almost every participant in this study 

displayed a positive work ethic and professed positive attitudes regarding themselves,



149

their school environments, and their futures. Brian (9), Wyatt (6), and Marcus (5) 

appeared to be wholesome and happy students who spoke with enthusiasm about how 

much they love learning, and with confidence about their educational abilities and bright 

futures. These participants knew how to squeeze the most out o f their school experiences 

and displayed the ability to carry on cheerfully, regardless o f the quality o f their 

educational experiences. O f all the students, Brian (9) displayed an easy confidence that 

he had everything under control, exhibiting the greatest sense self-efficacy, which 

centered on his belief in his own strength and resilience, regardless o f the circumstances. 

Younger students, Marcus (5) and Wyatt (6), also showed a great deal o f self-efficacy, 

expressing enthusiasm about doing exactly what was required o f them with a great deal 

of dedication, and going beyond the minimum to do extra studying and stay focused in 

class. Brian (9), Wyatt (6), and Marcus (5) each had a clearly defined sense o f purpose. 

All four expressed not only clearly defined goals, but also an understanding o f how 

school relates to the realization o f those goals. They knew what they wanted, expressed 

confidence that they would achieve it, and exhibited awareness o f what they needed to do 

in school in order to accomplish their purposes.

Twin brothers Jason (4) and Justin (4) both held positive attitudes regarding 

themselves, their school environments, and their futures. However, both boys came 

across as unique and sensitive beings, each endowed with a very different set o f gifts. 

Both Jason (4) and Justin (4) were misfits in their public schools. Jason (4) had the 

benefit o f being gifted in the ways that schools measure giftedness, even though he had 

not yet been placed into a gifted program (possibly because o f his behavior difficulties).
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Jason appeared to be highly sensitive to relationships, acutely attuned to the emotions o f 

others. Thus, Jason seemed to carry on his shoulders the weight o f a world o f 

dysfunctional adults and bullying children. Jason appeared to feel that he must be the 

protector o f them all. Justin (4), on the other hand, presented him self as the soother and 

mediator o f all hurts and transgressions between people. Justin appeared gentle and 

fragile, gifted in ways that schools do not usually tolerate, much less support. He was a 

daydreamer who possessed a kind heart, hands that loved to make and fix things, and 

driving curiosities that did not align with high-stakes test objectives. The ideal learning 

environment for Justin would be one that would encourage him to pursue these curiosities 

and explore his passion for the world around him. However, the schools he attended at 

the time o f this study, and those he was slated to attend in the future, seemed more likely 

to crush than to nurture his natural kindness, dreaminess, curiosity, and nonconformity. 

Through his confidence in his own ability to meet the academic requirements o f school, 

Jason (4) expressed a stronger sense o f self-efficacy than Justin (4). Jason’s (4) goals 

were specific and clearly defined, and he understood the level o f school success he 

needed to attain in order realize his goal o f attending Yale or Harvard. Justin (4) seemed 

not as confident academically and certainly not as driven as Jason (4), but he did show a 

sense o f purpose. Justin (4) clearly stated his goals to go to college and play basketball, 

but he seemed to have put little thought into how to attain them. This lack o f forethought 

reinforced the impression o f him as a dreamer who allowed his dreams time to develop 

slowly and holistically, nurturing them to their full fruition. In any case, neither o f these
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sensitive, dedicated young men fit the mainstream narrative o f dangerous or shiftless 

Black males.

Keith (6) displayed a very positive attitude regarding himself, his school 

environment, and his future. He saw him self as a capable student, but he also perceived 

him self as somewhat superior to his peers. Keith took great pride in being in the gifted 

program, and though he was proud when his assigned group stood out as the most 

cooperative, ultimately he was expressing his competitive drive to win. Keith also was 

used to getting his way. He had a very strong attitude o f self-efficacy and regarded 

him self as “smart, intelligent, [a] leader, [with the] highest GPA.” He noted with 

confidence that he “[does his] work, [does] not play around, [and doesn’t] do bad things.” 

He had examined the pitfall o f dropping out that occurs to so many Black male students 

in early high school, and he showed self-efficacy in his belief that he had the power to 

overcome any adversity and stay in school. Keith had a clearly defined sense o f purpose. 

He knew what he wanted and was confident that he could achieve it. He also understood 

what he needed to do in school in order to accomplish his goals in life. In fact, Keith had 

more in common with the driven, competitive, high-achieving White male stereotype 

celebrated in the mainstream narrative than its deriding stereotype o f the apathetic Black 

male who thumbs his nose at education.

Maurice (4) also showed a positive attitude regarding himself, his school, and his 

future. He did have a sense o f purpose to attend “college first,” and then become a police 

officer, although his plans for achieving these goals were incomplete. Still, Maurice
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placed his hope in good education and appeared to have nothing in common with the 

mainstream deficit model.

Chauncey (7) and Tyrell (7) had positive attitudes regarding their overall school 

experience, but both students expressed a quality that seemed more like grim 

determination than hope regarding themselves and their school experiences. Both 

participants exhibited a strong dedication to following directions scrupulously. They 

recited generic lists o f things to do, like “come prepared,” “pay attention,” and “make 

good grades,” as if  they were repeating to themselves over and over again the mantra: “I 

will be good. I will be good. I will be good.” The fact that they took it upon themselves 

to try to conform to an imposed set o f behaviors shows some self-efficacy and certainly a 

commitment to succeed in school; however, neither participant specified any particular 

action he would take to make things happen for him self besides being obedient.

Chauncey did declare with certainty, “I just know I’m going to college,” and Tyrell had 

plans to “go to um, law school so [he] can get [his] law degree so [he] can be a lawyer,” 

showing some sense o f purpose. Their work ethic, dedication, and single-minded focus 

on success contradicted the dominant narrative o f laziness and lack o f motivation.

Chris (5) seemed to be at a turning point in his school life. Chris was just 

beginning to lose his way, although he possessed a partially defined sense o f purpose that 

he described as “[staying] on point, and “on my target”. According to Chris, “[School is] 

just about learning and getting your education to be what you want to be, to, um, be the 

best I can be,” but his plans for achieving these goals were undetermined. Chris had had 

positive experiences in school in the past, but he was currently finding it increasingly
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difficult to stay “on point” as the navigation through school, teacher relationships, and 

friendships became increasingly complex. Kamau (9) was also at a turning point in his 

school life. He was just beginning to realize how ill prepared he was for a future that was 

rapidly approaching. Although he expressed the self-efficacy o f wanting to change his 

ways so that he could “be in the upper class and move on and do better,” his sense o f 

purpose was full o f goals such as to “play professional football and go to college for 

engineering,” but short on actual awareness o f how to achieve his goals. As reality set in, 

he recognized that he needed to find some help if  he hoped to achieve any part o f the 

future he envisioned for himself. Kamau did seem to have the maturity, intelligence, and 

analytical skills to understand what was happening to him, and to accept help if  it was 

offered to him. With guidance, Chris (5) would most likely be able to find his way back 

to being “on point,” and Kamau (9) was ready to make the most o f any guidance that 

appeared to be coming his way. Any failure on the part o f these two young men would 

not be due to the dominant narrative o f stereotypical low abilities or bad attitudes; access 

to the much-needed service o f appropriate support and guidance on the part o f their 

schools could make a tremendous difference in their lives.

Like Kamau (9), Xavier (9) was recognizing the growing distance between his 

inadequate education and his plans for college and the NFL. However, despite his 

defensive exterior, Xavier (9) still professed to believe that education was the key to 

success. Yet, on some level, Xavier appeared to have already given up on school. He did 

not look for or expect any help to come his way. His sense o f purpose was undefined and 

unrealistic. His eyes seemed to focus on some vague vision o f a future, perhaps in a
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place like New York because o f the career options there. What Xavier appeared to be 

doing at the time o f this study was simply tapping his foot, counting o ff the 

days/weeks/months/years until he could get out: out o f high school, out o f town, out o f  

his current life, and, with any luck, into a future life o f miraculous rebirth someplace else. 

Xavier still surrendered to the “torture” o f the school system because he was still hanging 

on to the hope o f the meaningful life it promised him—if he could just survive until 

graduation. Even Xavier (9), who, as a large Black teenager, might be likely to trigger 

the mainstream image o f a dangerous thug and a likely dropout, did not fit that image at 

all. He was still a young man holding out hope for some sort o f transforming future. As 

far as I could see, he was not getting much support for that hope, especially not from his 

school.

Again, it is important to emphasize the counterstories o f these participants’ school 

lives. These young students came to school everyday bringing their hope, enthusiasm, 

dedication, and belief that education was the key to success. Contrary to the dominant 

narrative o f lack o f industry, surliness, broken families, pathological values, criminality, 

and devaluation o f education, these participants for the most part came from two-parent 

homes with working parents who supported their children’s schools and held their 

children to strict, high standards regarding academics and behavior. Only two had been 

involved with law enforcement, and only one had been assigned a probation officer. No 

participant had spent any time in an alternative school setting and, though many had been 

to ISS, none were chronic misbehavers. Only one participant had repeated a grade, and 

all were concerned about performing well academically and passing their tests. Most
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participants’ expressed positive attitudes towards school and exhibited a sense o f 

purpose. All except one participant displayed some degree o f self-efficacy. Every 

narrative o f these student’s lives at school contributes to a larger counter-narrative to the 

deficit characterizations set forth in the dominant narrative.

School Opportunities

In contrast to the positive attitudes and attributes participants brought to bear on 

their lived experiences in school, it is clear that many o f these young Black men were 

being severely tested by their school situations. Every single student recounted instances 

o f experiencing rote instruction; only three o f the nine participants were able to give an 

example o f more engaging and transformative instruction; and only one student described 

a daily school experience o f engaging, transforming instruction. Most students, in fact, 

were spending most o f their time at school experiencing irrelevant, rote instruction driven 

by a focus on high-stakes testing. This is the very type o f education dubbed by 

Haberman (1991) as the pedagogy o f poverty and by other scholars as the pedagogy o f 

social reproduction (Anyon, 1980; Bowles & Gintis, 1976), that serves not to transform 

societal patterns, but simply to reproduce historic patterns o f social stratification and 

suppression o f social mobility. In the many o f the school scenarios depicted by the Black 

male students in this study, the instruction they were receiving did not serve to liberate 

and empower its students by emphasizing critical thinking. Instead, for the most part, it 

appeared to be disempowering and irrelevant, teaching students only to follow directions 

without thinking. There were, however, exceptions to these bleak scenarios that all had 

something in common. These exceptions occurred mostly in the narratives o f students
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who were in integrated schools, gifted programs, and magnet schools, a phenomenon 

upon which another tenet o f CRT, interest convergence, can shed some light.

Integrated Schools, Gifted Programs, and Magnet Schools

Interest convergence exists when the interests o f people o f color in achieving 

racial equality are accommodated only when they “converge with the interests o f Whites” 

(Bell, 2004, p. 69) in policy-making positions. According to Bell, “Even when the 

interest convergence results in an effective racial remedy, that remedy will be abrogated 

at the point that policy makers fear the remedial policy is threatening the superior societal 

status o f whites” (2004, p. 69). He refers to these tacit agreements as “silent covenants.” 

Interest convergence was evident in this study through comparing the quality and 

type o f instruction and guidance different students experienced in their schools. While 

every student except Xavier, who appeared so disconnected from school that he did not 

ever allude to instruction, talked about some rote learning activities experienced in the 

classroom, Wyatt (6), Maurice (4), Justin (4), Chauncey (7), Tyrell (7), and Chris (5) 

described these rote activities as dominating their school experiences.

Brian (9) and Keith (6), however, reported experiencing a more balanced 

approached in the specialized schools/programs they attended, and Marcus (5) reported a 

day filled with challenging and engaging activities at his in a smaller, more integrated 

school district nearby. Not surprisingly, the students whose experiences included more 

engaging and transforming instruction for at least part, if  not all, o f their days were those 

in exceptional school circumstances at integrated schools. Marcus (5) attended an 

integrated school in a smaller school system. Brian (9) attended an integrated magnet
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high school. Keith (6) attended all gifted classes at an integrated magnet middle school. 

All other students attended schools in the area closest to the Boys and Girls Club (BGC), 

characterized by poverty and racial segregation. The well-integrated magnet schools 

(Ryan, 2010) attended by Keith (6) and Brian (9), both o f whom were better informed 

and receiving more engaging instruction than most o f the other participants, provide an 

example o f positive school change promoted by interest convergence. The integrated 

school Marcus (5) attended in his smaller school district also provided evidence o f more 

engaging instruction provided. Apparently, the students in this received a higher quality 

o f schooling when the interests o f White students were served by the practice.

Brian (9) described project-based learning taking place in his introduction to 

business and technology class at the magnet high school he attended. Brian and a partner 

created a model o f a business, which they could virtually operate to evaluate its degree o f 

success. Keith (6) reported the project-oriented instruction going on in his gifted math 

class at the magnet middle school he attended. He reported a research project and 

presentation he was working on about the mathematician Fibonacci. Marcus (5), who 

attended a school in a nearby school district that was much smaller and more integrated 

than the system attended by most o f the participants, described engaging instruction 

taking place on a routine basis in all o f his classes: “literature circles,” a “messy art day,” 

a “desert eco project” in social studies, making a model o f “like, the solar system” in 

science, and doing math homework requiring him to make up a math problem and present 

his model o f it to the class.
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Students who attended schools with the demographic o f the BGC neighborhood, 

however, painted a much bleaker picture o f their instructional days. Wyatt (6), Tyrell (7), 

Chris (5), Chauncey (7), Maurice (4), Jason (4) and Justin (4) all described days spent 

copying notes from the board and taking them home to study and memorize. Chauncey 

(7) added that a on a typical day, copying notes was augmented by worksheets, more 

worksheets, and sitting quietly in desks when he finished so as not to disturb other 

students still working on their worksheets. Justin added that he also worked out o f a “big 

gold math book” and its supplemental workbook. Kamau (9) described that most o f his 

ninth grade learning experience has consisted o f “paper and pencil. More paper and 

pencil. Workbooks.”

The preponderance o f rote learning tasks reported by participants attending 

segregated neighborhood schools, especially when compared to more interesting learning 

experiences for the select few from the neighborhood attending specialized integrated 

magnet schools, provides an example o f the gross inequalities perpetuated in schools in 

which there is no interest convergence with the education o f White students.

In addition, there was little evidence o f appropriate guidance provided by students 

in the segregated neighborhood schools in this study. For example, there were few  

opportunities for students to build social networks or student support systems, which can 

lead to the formation o f professional networks (Conchas, 2001; Flores-Gonzalez, 2002). 

In fact, the focus on raising high-stakes test scores was in direct opposition to the forming 

strong communities o f learners in their classrooms who would have the inclination and 

the opportunity to form such networks. There was also a lack o f information
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disseminated from adults to students in segregated schools regarding advanced classes 

and college preparation.

Keith (6), a gifted student who attended an integrated magnet school, had teachers 

in his gifted program who spoke to his classes about high school and college. However, a 

lack o f guidance and information dissemination was evident in the school lives o f most 

other students. Maurice (4) lacked information about gifted programs, but he did know 

about a remedial reading program, a feature that segregated schools in the district under 

study possibly provide more readily than gifted services. Chris (5) showed an awareness 

o f a gifted program at his school, but he lacked information regarding the selection 

process. Chauncey (7) stated a similar lack o f information.

Regarding guidance for postsecondary options, Tyrell (7) mentioned that, rather 

than any personal guidance and networking, his teachers had simply referred him to a 

state department o f education website and left him to figure it out on his own. Tyrell 

wanted to be a defense lawyer and planned to go to law school after graduating from high 

school. Apparently, no one had informed him that he had to complete four years o f 

college first.

Even more alarming than this lack o f guidance for younger students is the fact 

that Kamau (9), ending his ninth grade year with his sophomore schedule presumably 

already in place, indicated that he had no idea o f what kind of grades and courses were 

necessary for admission into a four-year college, even though he aspired to go to the state 

university. Although his teacher had told him to go see the counselor, Kamau admitted 

he had not yet followed the suggestion. One o f the types o f guidance necessary for
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students seeking to be first-generation college attendees is a much more personal and 

specific reaching out and encouragement. To Kamau, a teacher telling him to go see the 

counselor appeared to feel like a brush-off. Without personal follow up, the teacher’s 

recommendation was useless to Kamau, for no one had ever shown him how to navigate 

school bureaucracies on his own. Xavier (9), also at the end o f his ninth grade year, 

displayed the same lack o f understanding regarding preparation for his future.

Both the poor quality o f instruction and the lack o f guidance in segregated 

neighborhood schools is a type o f educational malpractice that ensures that the “haves” o f 

society hold on to the educational and social capital they consider their birthright, while 

other students remain locked out. This situation illustrates how education can play a key 

role in the CRT tenet o f racial reproduction. When viewed in the historical context o f  

education as a tool for oppression for Blacks, a pattern o f deprivation o f resources and 

steering Blacks into non-academic directions emerges that is played out today in 

segregated low-income schools serving up an education that is all but guaranteed to 

reproduce the existing social and economic conditions that inhibit progress and social 

mobility for Black students in segregated schools today. As long as Whiteness bestows a 

different set o f educational rights and privileges upon an elite population, interest 

convergence and reproduction o f historical patterns o f racism will ensure that the playing 

field for all students will not be level.

Teacher Relationships

In this study, participants’ relationships with teachers seem to have been 

negatively affected by racial issues. The CRT tenet o f racial realism with regard to
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education is the idea that race and racism are endemic and significant in public schooling. 

Acknowledging the tenet o f racial realism is essential to any discussion regarding the 

education o f Black male students. Closely related to the concept o f racial realism is the 

notion o f colorblindness as the common language o f liberalism that posits that modem 

society is “post-racial” and that people o f good will “don’t see color.” Colorblindness is 

used as a way to avoid racial realism by stifling conversation about race by denying its 

existence. Colorblindness silences the voices o f those oppressed by racism because if  no 

one “sees color,” then there is nothing to discuss. Therefore, the very real experiences o f 

people o f color can be dismissed as paranoid fantasy. Meanwhile, there is much talk 

among teachers about the effects o f poverty on student learning. In fact, teachers find it 

much more comfortable to focus on poverty instead o f race, even if  the image in their 

minds o f the recipients o f their charity may be only Black children.

Most participants in this study expressed agreement regarding qualities that, in 

their opinions, make a good teacher. They appreciated teachers who were happy, caring, 

encouraging, and kept things interesting. However, when asked about daily life in the 

classroom, the participants began to vividly recount stories o f instances in which these 

same teachers they had described as basically nice people with good intentions had 

misunderstood and mistreated them or their classmates. These experiences seemed to 

make deep and dark impressions on the participants. Kamau (9) told a story o f a teacher 

who expressed low expectations and hostility towards him and his classmates. According 

to Foster (1995), White or middle class teachers who find themselves in a room facing a 

class o f Black students may become nervous due to subconscious effects o f negative
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Black male stereotypes advanced by the dominant narrative in U.S. society. As the only 

White person in the room, they may begin to feel uncomfortable. Suddenly a class with 

Black male students in it may appear to them to be a class full o f thugs who need to be 

shown who is boss. Such fears can cause teachers to overreact. In order to reassert their 

feeling o f control and power, they may put up a thuggish front themselves to convince 

students that they are tough enough to handle them. Kamau (9) described such a situation 

in which the teacher responded to students who asked for more challenging work by 

saying, “I don’t think you all can do that” and that she was “not trying to play.”

Keith (6) described his frustration with similarly defensive teachers who could not 

deal with the normal flow o f conversation in the classroom, instead insisting on teacher- 

controlled, hand-raising at all times. Keith did not understand the overreaction o f the 

teacher to a student who just wanted to learn and asked a question without raising his 

hand. When the teacher snapped at him, the student tried to explain that he was not being 

rude, but curious, but the teacher mistook his attempt as defiant and aggressive, thus 

escalating the situation. This scenario occurs repeatedly in classrooms in which teachers 

overreact to simple exchanges, turning them into showdowns. In cases like this, the 

teacher perceives a power struggle where there is actually only an attempt to 

communicate on the part o f a student who believes he has been misunderstood. Jason (4) 

recounted a story o f how his cousin was mistreated because, in his opinion, a particular 

teacher was prejudiced against Black students. Jason’s cousin got in trouble for attacking 

a student with his hair because when he shook his head, his dreadlocks brushed against 

another student. The teacher not only reprimanded him but also derided his hairstyle as
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“nasty” in front o f the class. Tyrell (7) recounted a similar situation. Although he 

himself was not the target o f his teacher’s fussing, he expressed resentment that what he 

called “messin’ with” students routinely trumped teaching in one particular class.

Several students had opposite complaints regarding teachers who ignored 

misbehavior in class, despite repeated requests for help. This form o f underreacting may 

also be controlled by subconscious stereotypes that cause some teachers to ignore 

situations in order to avoid confrontations with students whom they may perceive as 

threatening. Chauncey (7) and Tyrell (7) had complaints about teachers Who ignored 

them when they reported students who were throwing paper and doing other things to 

distract them from learning. Brian (9) stated that teachers who ignored distracting 

behavior in class made him angry. Kamau (9) thought that his teacher’s lack of 

intervention in his difficulties with another student indicated that she did not care whether 

or not students learned.

The interactions between students and teachers described by the participants in 

the study indicate that teacher confrontations with Black male students in class may have 

triggered stereotypical perceptions o f Black males as abusive and belligerent, even for 

teachers who believed they were free o f prejudice (Foster, 1995). Student experiences 

revealed classrooms in which teachers appeared to overreact with increased punitive 

responses to Black male students’ behaviors or underreact to avoid being targets o f Black 

male abuse and belligerence. Both reactions could be triggered by confrontations with, 

or anticipation o f confrontations with, Black male students. Inability to examine these



164

behaviors by citing colorblindness and denying racial realism results in failure to address 

and correct these misunderstandings.

Peer Relationships

A curious pattern in peer relationships emerged from the participants’ stories 

related to perceptions o f themselves and peers. These perceptions appeared to be subject 

to the influence o f the dominant narrative’s influence on participants and their lived 

experiences in school. Most participants did not experience schools as safe places and 

voiced their fears in relation to their peers, perhaps as redirecting their anger and mistrust 

away from the adults in their schools, whom they needed to see as protectors. Many 

participants appeared to feel isolated and reported mixed or outright negative feelings 

about their classmates. For example, both Wyatt (6) and Justin (4) expressed a clear 

alliance with the authorities in their schools, with no compunction at all about telling on 

their classmates. Justin also said that he had been to the office several times to testify 

against students accused o f misbehavior. While the dominant narrative may see these 

incidents as indicative o f honesty and responsibility, the ease with which these young 

participants were able to disconnect from their classmates with no struggle between 

loyalties can be seen as a symptom o f a student body divided and conquered by directing 

students’ fears towards each other, and away from questioning adult authority. Students’ 

alliance with the authority in this case may have been an act o f self-preservation that 

skewed their perceptions o f the situation towards the dominant narrative instead o f the 

reality. In fact, many participants saw their schools as clearly divided into “bad kids” and 

“good kids,” and their choice o f sides as one on which their survival depended.
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The peer relationships that the participants described in their schools lacked the 

qualities o f care, trust, support, respect, and empowerment needed to form a bonded 

community (Eisele, Zand, & Thomson, 2009). Steele’s (2011) concept o f stereotype 

threat may have come into play here, as participants strove to avoid confirming the 

negative stereotypes that pervade society and the media regarding Black males. 

Throughout their lives, it is likely they have been bombarded with media images o f thugs 

and moochers. According to Steele (2011), participants may have felt a particular 

pressure to prove that they did not resemble the stereotype in any way. Thus, when 

classmates misbehaved, they delineated them as “bad kids” in order to distance 

themselves from the negative stereotype. When their peers came to school without 

school supplies, these participants characterized them as moochers and viewed them with 

disdain. They used the language o f White supremacy when they described many o f their 

classmates saying, “They don’t want to learn” and also referring to them as ’’unclean” or 

as “wild animals.” To borrow from the work o f Dick Gregory (1964) in his story Shame, 

these young men “never learned hate at home, or shame. [They] had to go to school for 

that,” to which I might add to the movies, television, or onto the Internet.

Another source o f this great divide between students may have been that many o f 

the teachers at their schools, perhaps out o f fear o f confrontations with bullies, appeared 

to allow bullying to go on unabated, promoting a climate o f festering fear. The school 

halls became war zones in which students had to fend for themselves. The safest course 

for most o f these participants was to pick a side, the “good kids” side, and separate 

themselves from any student who dared to step out o f line. Students like Jason (4), Justin
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(4), and Kamau (9), who tried to operate in the gray area between “all good” and “all 

bad,” found themselves in the uncomfortable position o f walking on a tightrope across a 

treacherous divide.

In addition, the fact that instruction in the neighborhood schools was uninspiring 

and driven by high-stakes tests may have made it difficult for teachers to see either 

themselves or their students as whole people. Their job was not to teach children, but to 

raise student scores. Students perhaps became equated with test scores, and thus were not 

treated as whole human beings. Community and trust cannot develop among individuals 

who do not perceive themselves as whole, valued human beings.

The counterstories provided by these students present a perspective that illustrates 

the public school system as one more manifestation o f the systemic racism plaguing all 

governmental and many private institutions in the United States o f America. Whether 

there is a conscious plot, as Kunjufu (1986,1995) has claimed, or an act o f 

semiconscious negligence, as others purport (Gay, 2010; Irvine, 1990; Ladson-Billings, 

1995), the predicament for Black male students is the same. Unless these problems are 

approached honestly, without colorblindness, and with racial realism, it is doubtful that 

they can ever be solved.

The problem is a pressing one for those who are concerned about injustice, 

inequity, and the lost potential o f Black male talent, misdirected and squandered by 

educators who fail to understand and engage their Black male students with meaningful 

and challenging curriculum and instruction. These young students come into our schools 

with positive attitudes and a sense o f purpose, a budding sense o f self-efficacy, and a
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belief that education can transform their lives and help them succeed. Yet too often, as 

educators, while we continue to fill the privileged with good things, we persist in sending 

the marginalized empty away.

Implications for Social Change 

Deeply woven into the theoretical framework o f CRT is a commitment to actively 

seeking social change through the work we do. The first step in moving towards social 

change is recognizing there is nothing race-neutral in the basic structures o f education. 

Knowledge, truth, merit, and objectivity, even what constitutes a “good” education—  

these concepts are all tainted by the dominant narrative and thus serve to establish and 

maintain the barricades o f White supremacy (Lynn & Adams, 2002).

The stories told by the participants in this study reveal the deep, systemic racism 

in the institution o f public education that beats Black male students down, even as it 

promises to raise them up. Ironically, the longer Black male students stay inside the 

system, the more it beats them down. Those who survive are like burnished gold, having 

come through a refining fire more likely to scorch them to the bone than polish them.

Each section o f this analysis highlights a different aspect o f the ways that systemic racism 

has led to educational malpractice with regard to Black male students.

Social change is an ongoing process, accomplished over generations, across 

historical periods, sometimes kick-started by revolutions, or more quietly gestated 

through evolutions. There are periods o f great change, like the middle decades o f the 

twentieth century in this nation, but even that upheaval appears now to be but a cautious 

step forward in the effort to untangle deeper levels o f racism and all the other -isms o f
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oppression that are the legacy o f America. Yet every bit o f forward movement turns on 

the continuous spotlighting o f the ugly comers o f civilization and the ongoing speech o f  

truth to power. This study is a small contribution to that light and that speech, another 

chapter in the story o f education as a road to justice for all. It is my hope that the voices 

o f the young Black males in this study can serve as one among many entries into the 

continuing dialogue regarding the uprooting o f racism from ourselves, our schools, and 

our society so that public education can finally live up to the dreams and expectations 

that Black male students bring with them to the schoolhouse doors.

Limitations

Krathwohl and Smith (2005) identified four areas o f limitation likely to be present 

in research: resource limits, institutional limits, ethical limits, and time constraint limits. 

In this study, the resource-based limitations o f the study were that, as a graduate student,

I had limited finances to fund a large study, as well as limited access to the population 

under study. The sample size o f 12 was limited by the amount o f time I, as a single 

researcher, had to interview and accurately transcribe interviews. In addition, instead o f 

randomly selecting the sample from the student population o f the neighborhood under 

study, the director o f the Boys and Girls Club (BGC) adjacent to the schools made most 

o f the selections. There was no way to account accurately for her bias in selecting 

particular students. In addition, as an older White woman, I was a cultural outsider. As 

such, there is no way o f ascertaining how that cultural mismatch affected student trust 

and veracity.
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Institutional limits manifested themselves in this study in the difficulty o f finding 

collaborators who represented the group under study. I was able to find only one person 

besides m yself to separately code the interviews and debrief with me, and she was a 

White female like me. Additionally, the BGC was the single institution available as both 

a recruiting ground and a positive and familiar place for interviews to take place.

Although a few participants were unconnected to the club, the sample was skewed 

towards students who were at the BGC daily rather than latchkey students, or students 

who were otherwise unsupervised after school.

Ethical considerations to “do no physical or emotional harm” (Krathwohl &

Smith, 2005, p. 81) were taken into account because the human participants were all 

below the age o f 18. The process o f obtaining clearance regarding the Protection o f 

Human Subjects aspect o f the International Review Board (IRB) process and obtaining 

consent forms from parents/guardians for their sons to participate in the study addressed 

these considerations. Furthermore, students themselves signed consent forms agreeing to 

participate.

Another ethical consideration in qualitative research is the principle o f 

reciprocity, o f giving something back to the community in which the study takes place 

(Liamputtong, 2010). In this case, true reciprocity was difficult due to time constraints. I 

was able to compensate each individual participant with a $50 gift card at the completion 

of the interview series and provide snacks and a meal for each o f the three participants 

interviewed at sites other than the Boys and Girls Club. However, I was regretfully not in 

a position at that time to get involved in any volunteer capacity in the community.
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Recommendations for Further Study 

The use o f a mixed methods approach would enhance future research in this area. 

Interviews with teachers and parents, observations o f the participants in their school 

environments, and quantitative data on students’ academic and behavioral histories would 

increase the validity o f the study. In addition, recent reports indicate that the number o f 

Black females experiencing behavioral consequences at schools is on the rise, 

commensurate with the rise o f Black females in the prison population. A similarly 

designed study that focuses on Black female school experiences would be timely. A 

comparison study between the school lives o f White and Black male students in grades 

four through nine could also offer insight into the phenomenon o f public education’s 

failure to address the needs o f its Black male students.

Summary o f the Study 

The debate regarding how to engage Black male students in a challenging and 

rigorous public educational experience has plagued the educational community since the 

turn o f the century (DuBois, 1903/1968, 1935/1962; Irvine, 1990; Kozol, 1991; Ladson- 

Billings,1997; Woodson, 1933/2011). Today, the disproportionate incidence o f Black 

males falling onto the trajectory o f school failure, dropping out, and involvement with the 

criminal justice system known as the school-to-prison pipeline (CDFR, 2007; Christie, 

Jolivette, & Nelson, 2005) has alarmed educators and community-minded citizens as 

well. The purpose o f this transcendental phenomenological study was to describe the 

experiences and perceptions o f Black male students in the middle years (grades four 

through nine) in public school settings. The overarching research question that guided
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this study is as follows: What is the experience o f schooling like for Black males in 

grades four through nine attending public schools serving primarily low-income Black 

students?

A review o f literature presented the case that Black male students have 

historically been, and continue to be, the most underserved group o f students in public 

schools today. This review contrasted effective and ineffective pedagogical/instructional 

strategies in order to provide a context for the participants’ descriptions o f their school 

experiences with instruction. Data generated from a series o f open-ended interviews with 

12 Black male students in grades ranging from fourth to ninth regarding their school 

experiences. This study focused specifically on Black male students’ experiences o f 

school in grades four through nine. Understanding their experience o f the particular leg 

o f the trajectory from fourth grade to ninth grade can inform educators o f needed 

interventions that can be implemented well before Black male students begin tenth grade 

and find their postsecondary options already severely limited.

Epilogue: Xavier

Xavier was a great big guy with facial hair just beginning to show itself on his 

dark-skinned, teenaged face. He came in like whirlwind, announcing that he had no 

interest in talking about school. He said being interviewed reminded him o f a police 

interrogation, and anyway, he had football practice . . .  the protests kept coming. Finally, 

he followed me into the interview room, still protesting, music blasting in his ears 

through a pair o f ear buds.
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Xavier was the son o f a nurse and a prison guard. He claimed to have been 

suspended “50 times,” but maintained that he had never been to the alternative school. I 

was unable to ascertain when, if  ever, Xavier deigned to be straight with me. Getting the 

factual truth from this young man may not have been possible—but his very evasiveness 

told me something. . .  and he did come back the next day, protesting all the while.

Despite his general reluctance to talk, Xavier declared that after high school he 

wanted to attend “[State] university” and then become a professional football player. I 

asked him if  he was currently playing ball at his high school, and he said he was not. I 

asked him why, and he mumbled, “Don’t want to.” I asked him if  he had ever talked to a 

coach to find out what he needed to do so can play football in college. He shook his head 

and said, “No.”

I wondered if  his grades or behavior barred him from the school football team. I 

did not ask because I knew he would not answer. I asked him if  passing the high-stakes, 

multiple-choice tests he takes at the end o f each course would qualify him for college. 

Xavier answered, “Yes.”

At this point, the anger began to rise up in me. Thankfully, the football bus 

arrived and he left, so I could let m yself seethe in private. Xavier had been told a pack o f 

lies by a school system that looked at him and did not see a college student staring back. 

He had been allowed to believe that passing multiple-choice tests was the be-all and end- 

all o f education and told that a high school diploma would get him a good life. The bill 

o f goods the educational system sold him left Xavier to languish untended as he 

miserably squeaked by in high school with no clear direction in mind. He knew he was
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smarter than most o f the people around him, yet he also knew that he had very little to 

show for his 11 years o f schooling. If he ever had any passion or dreams, they must 

surely be dead or dying at this point. The only question now is: Would Xavier just sag 

under the heavy load, or would he explode? I really cannot say which is a worse fate for 

a human being.

Shortly after I left the BGC for the last time, my phone rang. It was Xavier. He 

had lost his gift card, he said; he did not know how it had slipped out o f his pocket. By 

chance, I had bought one extra. At that point, I could have said, “Tough luck. Not my 

problem.” I could have called and cancelled the “lost” one before giving him the extra 

card just to make sure he was not conning me out o f another $50; but I had left the last 

interview with Xavier feeling like it was unfinished. I felt like I wanted to offer 

something to this young man, but I had nothing to give him that would make any 

difference in his life. Therefore, I told Xavier about the extra card and agreed to meet 

him and his father to give it to him.

When the two drove up, as I handed him the card, I said, on an impulse, “Here it 

is— but it’ll cost you.”

“What?” he murmured.

I said, “You have my telephone number, don’t you?”

He answered, “Yes, it was on die back o f that other card you gave me.”

The one that he lost? I asked myself, but I did not ask him. Instead, I just said, 

“Okay. You promise me you’ll call me if  you ever need any tutoring, okay?”
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Xavier took the card and answered half-heartedly, “Okay, thanks.” His father 

called out from the car, “Oh, he will do that, I promise you.”

And they drove o f f . . .  out o f my life, probably. So what was the point?

I had an extra card. Xavier called me to say he had lost his card. Instead o f trying to 

figure out whether he was telling the truth or not, I just said, “Yes. Okay. I have another 

for you. Here—take it.” I had a chance to come through for Xavier in a small way, to let 

him know that I, for one, was willing to invest a car ride and another $50 in him.

I cannot know what Xavier took from this tiny gesture. I figured he would never call me 

for tutoring. Perhaps he was able to just let that moment o f goodness slip into some 

secret store o f hope inside him. Perhaps he just felt smug about an easy and successful 

con. Perhaps the whole incident just floated past him, meaning absolutely nothing. I 

cannot know—but it really does not matter. I just needed to put it out there. Somehow, I 

knew that I could not let my own suspicion keep me from reaching out to another soul 

suffering from that very same suspicion. At some point, it is important to show that other 

suspicious soul that trust is possible. Someone has to break the cycle o f mistrust, and 

meeting suspicion with suspicion certainly will not accomplish it.

As educators, we are not in the business o f looking for immediate results or 

expressions o f gratitude. We just plant a seed here and there because we are in the 

business o f planting and tending. Fortunately, there are many gardeners o f souls out 

there, so if  I am not around to tend one particular seed, there is much hope that another 

gardener will show up. Meanwhile, I embrace the privilege o f encountering this kid, o f 

giving him my heart for a moment. I am grateful that Xavier allowed me just enough o f a
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glimpse o f him to teach me just how much more we, as educators, have left to learn about 

the lives o f our Black male students.
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Office o f Research Compliance

Learning from Those Whom We Would Teach:
Black Male Voices from the Middle Years

Parent or Guardian 
Informed Consent Form

Your child has been asked to participate in a research study entitled “Learning from Those 
Whom We Would Teach: Black Male Voices from the Middle Years.” The study is being 
conducted by Mary Palmer Legare, 478-320-0117, Maiy.Palmer.Legare@live.mercer.edu, and 
advisor Dr. Barbara Rascoe, 478-301-2386, Rascoe_BJ@mercer.edu. The results will be used to 
further my understanding how to provide a rigorous and engaging education for Black students 
in the public schools o f United States o f America. Your son’s participation is voluntary.

I. The purpose of my study is to explore:
This research study is designed to leam about how to engage Black male students in an education 
that they can embrace and will perceive as relevant and beneficial to them.

II. Procedures:
If you allow your child to volunteer for this study, your child will be asked to respond to 
questions related to his schooling experience. Three interview sessions to respond to the questions 
will take place in a location convenient to you. Your child’s participation will take approximately 
30 to 45 minutes at each interview session.

Your child will be asked to assent to participate in this research. (Assent means that your child 
will be asked to voluntarily participate in this research.) Your child will tell me if  he would like to 
participate by answering, yes or no after I verbally read to your child what the research is about 
and what he will be asked to do. I will explain to your child the following information

• The study will take place at a location you as a parent will choose
• The session entails in; erview questions related to schooling experiences
• Completing forms, questionnaires, or surveys will not be required
• Responses will be saved in a secure electronic file to do research
• Your name will not be on the forms
• Your information will be kept private
• Only me, the researcher, and my advisor will know your answers
• Your parent(s) have said that it is okay for you to be in this research study
• You do not have to be in this study if  you do not want
• You can change your mind at any time by telling your Mom, Dad, or the person 

conducting this study
Parent/guardians who allow student to participate must:
Read and complete this consent form to give permission for your son to participate in the 
interview sessions. Each interview session will take place at the location o f your choice for about 
30 to 45 minutes.

mailto:Maiy.Palmer.Legare@live.mercer.edu
mailto:Rascoe_BJ@mercer.edu
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III. Potential benefits to students and/or society
There are some potential benefits for students and society. The research will benefit educators 
and administrators who serve K-12 Black male students. Recognizing how certain experiences 
may impact elementary, middle, and high school education, education after high school, and 
career paths, which, in turn affects lifestyle decisions, may ultimately impact society by 
improving educational opportunities and improving the overall economy.

IV. Potential Risks/Discomfort
There are no foreseeable risks associated with the study.

V. Withdrawal of Participation
Your child's participation is voluntary. Your child will not be penalized or lose any benefits that 
he is otherwise entitled to if  you decide that your child will not participate in this research project.

If your child decides to participate in this project, he may discontinue participation at any time 
without penalty or loss o f benefits. You have the right to inspect any instrument or materials 
related to the proposal. Your request will be honored within a reasonable period after the request 
is received.

VI. Payment for Participation
Each participant will be given a ten-dollar gift card after completion o f each interview session. 
There is no financial obligation for participants.

VII. Confidentiality
All responses from your son will be kept confidential. The three audio-recorded sessions will 
require a code for access. Details that identify who your son is will be kept separate from the 
actual recorded session, thus maintaining privacy and confidentiality. The data will be stored on 
my computer and will be only accessible with key codes known only to my advisor and me. The 
recorded audio sessions will be used to identify common themes and reoccurring experiences. 
The data will be stored for three years and only my advisor and myself will have access. After 
this time, the data will be destroyed. Your child’s individual responses will not be shared with 
parents or others. All data will be coded with pseudonyms. A pseudonym will identify the 
information that I collect from the interviews from your child. The list connecting participant 
pseudonyms and names will also be kept in separate locked cabinets.

Questions about the Research
If you have any questions about the research, please speak with me, Mary Palmer Legare. If you 
have questions later, you may contact Dr. Barbara Rascoe at 478-301-2386 or 
Rascoe_BJ@mercer.edu.

You have been given the opportunity to ask questions and these have been answered to your 
satisfaction. If you do agree to allow your child to participate in this research, please complete the 
information below:

I, _______________________
participate in this research study.

do want to

mailto:Rascoe_BJ@mercer.edu


Participant’s Name (Print) Date
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Parent/Guardian’s Name Parent/Guardian’s Signature Date

Please return to Mary Palmer Legare as soon as possible.

In order to conduct this research, this project has been reviewed and approved by Mercer University’s 
Institutional Review Board (IRB). If you believe there is any infringement upon your child’s rights as a 

research subject, please contact the IRB Chair at (478) 301-4101. The IRBs are the governing bodies that 
are set in place to ensure responsible and safe conduct of research investigations.
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Office o f Research Compliance

Informed Assent for Children Age 12-14

Learning From Those Whom We Would Teach: Black Male Voices From The 
Middle Years

Investigators at Mercer University are doing a research study where we are trying to learn the 
experiences o f Black male students in school.

The purpose o f this study is to explain the experiences o f Black males as they go through school.

Participants are asked to participate so that their experiences can be understood by other 
educators. These experiences include elementary experiences, middle school experiences, and 
high school experiences.

The person in charge o f this study is Mary Palmer Legare, who attends Mercer University.

The study will take place at a location you and your parents choose.

During the study, you will be asked several questions related to your school experiences.

You will not be asked to complete any forms, questionnaires, or surveys. Your parents will only 
know your responses to the interview questions if  you choose to share them. We will save your 
responses in a secure electronic file to do research. Your name will not be on the forms. Your 
information will be kept private.

Only I (the researcher), an assistant researcher, and my advisor will know your answers. The 
only people that will know your answers are the people working on the research project.

Your parent(s) have said that it is okay for you to be in this research study. You do not have to 
be in this study if  you do not want. You can change your mind at any time by telling your Mom, 
Dad, Teacher, or the person conducting this study.

 No, I do not want to be in this study. Yes, I want to be in this study.

Signature o f Participant Date

Signature o f Person Obtaining Assent Date
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Interview I: Pedagogy

1) Suppose I was a new kid in school and you were assigned to take me through the 

first day o f school. Please walk me through it.

2) Tell me how often you do each o f these things and give me some examples:

a. Work on projects/make and do things/complete assignments

b. Read/write/copy notes/ use computers

c. Listen to your teacher talk/ have class discussions /make presentations

d. Work alone/work in groups/ help your classmates

e. Sit still/move around

f. Go on field trips/outside/to the library

g. Use real life experiences to learn

h. Do the same work as everyone else/do individual assignments

3) How and when do you participate in class? How do you decide whether to speak 

up or not?

4) What kinds o f questions does your teacher ask? Give examples.

a. Yes/no questions/ones to which she already knows the answers

b. Questions that make you think/spark discussion

c. Questions that make you explain how you think about something

d. Questions that ask your opinion/what you would do

e. Personal questions

5) What does your teacher expect from you in the classroom? How do you know?

6) Would you rather have a teacher who is too strict, or one that is too nice? Why?
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7) Do you think the things you are learning are important? Do they help you now, or 

will they help you in the future?

8) What would you like to be learning at school that you are not learning now?What 

do you do as a student to achieve well academically?

9) Is there anything else you want to tell me about your school life?

Interview II: Relationships/Cultural Synchronicity

1) How do you think your teacher(s) would describe you? the class?

2) What is something you wish your teacher understood about you?

3) How often doyour teachers communicate with your parents/guardians? About 

what?

4) How often does the principal communicate with your parents? About what?

5) How often does the principal communicate with you? About what?

6) Do your parents feel comfortable coming to the school? Talking to your teachers 

and principals?

7) How does your teacher let you know whether or not she values you as a person? 

Believes in you?

8) How does your teacher make you feel hopeful (or not hopeful) about your future?

9) What makes a terrific teacher?

10) What makes a terrific principal?

11) How does your home compare to your school?

12) How do you wish your school would be more like your home, or vice versa?

13) Is there anything else you want to say about what we’ve been talking about? 

Interview III: Disciplinary Practices
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1) What are the rules in your school? What are the consequences?

2) Do you think the rules are fair? Explain. Are they applied fairly? Explain.

3) Do you think the consequences help students behave better? Explain.

4) How are students treated by the principal when they get in trouble?

5) What are the rules in your classroom(s)? Do they help students behave?

6) How fair do you think your teacher is?

7) What happens in class to make you angry?

8) What do you think the teachers consider to be disrespectful?

9) Have you ever been accused o f disrespect when you did not mean it?

10) What gets students sent to the office?

11) Have you ever been sent to the office? Explain.

12) Do you think it was justified? If not, what do you think would have been fair?

13) Are there right and wrong times to talk to your teacher? Explain.

14) Do you have police officers in your school? What effect does that have on 

you?

15) If you could build your dream school, what would it be like?

Demographic questions:

1) Age

2) Grade

3) Have you ever been retained? What grade(s)? Why?

4) Have you ever been suspended? How many times? Why?

5) Have you ever been expelled? How many times? Why?

6) Have you ever attended the alternative school? In what grade(s)? Explain.
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7) Have you ever been involved with the juvenile justice system? When? Why?

8) Tell me about what you plan to do when you finish high school.

9) List all the schools you have attended.
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Field Notes Excerpts

April 26
Marcus - bringing his real life to school would get him in trouble- taking his 

family’s business where it didn’t belong?
older guys-not want teachers to know them well
Separation between school and home. SURPRISE, not what pre-Brown history

shows
Severed bonds with community? school as an outside force rather than an 

extension o f the community.
Marcus-happy little guy, really loves school. Solid family, very matter o f fact 

about not wanting to mix school and home lives-just a rule—cultural? familial?
Just the way things were done? I wonder if  any other students will feel same.

May 9
The BGC is getting louder and more frantic as the school year comes to an end. 

Kids are now banging on the windows o f the interview room, turning the music up to a 
deafening roar, and singing at the top o f their lungs. It is getting hard to keep my and the 
participant’s minds on the interview. I have to admit that I am feeling overwhelmed by 
the energy level. I try to think back to my middle/high school years and try to remember: 
Were my friends and I that loud and frantic?

kids seem comfortable in loud and crowded groups—noise puts me on edge and 
brings out “control enthusiast” in me. Working to suppress it.

May 16
Remembering—students at Renfroe saw school as escape from reality o f their 

home lives, maybe what Xavier meant by “gets me outta the house”
Was he ever straight with me? Getting the factual truth probably not possible—  

evasiveness tells me lot.
-after high school he wants to go to U and then become a professional football 

player. Not playing ball now!!!
Said he didn’t want to. Missed connection, must play in high school, to play in 

college.
-thinks passing his End-of-Course Tests will get him into college!!!
-passing mult choice tests, be-all and end-all o f education 
-high school diploma gets him nothing.
-spend one or more semesters remedial courses at community college 
-pay for it but does not count. How discouraging is that?
-sold a bill o f goods
-will he just ‘sag under the heavy load, or explode?’ Which would be worse?
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Codebook

Positive Attitudes Towards School-participants’ expressed views regarding themselves 

and their school environments.

Sense o f Self-Efficacy—the belief that one has the ability to perform well in most 

situations and the personal power to achieve one’s desired goals displayed by 

expressing knowledge o f what needs to be done to succeed, as well as the 

confidence that one is capable o f doing it.

Sense o f Purpose—participants’ expression o f goals and plans for the future

Rote Learning Activities—classroom practices that emphasize basic skills instead o f

critical thinking skills, such as copying notes, working in workbooks, completing 

worksheets, and doing seatwork.

Overemphasis on high-stakes tests—reliance on student scores on high-stakes test

scores to make major decisions about instruction, student placement, teacher pay, 

and school and system autonomy. Students generally take high-stakes tests in 

each subject at the end o f a school year in elementary and middle grades and at 

the end o f each course taken in high school.

Lack o f Adequate Guidance—lack o f information and counseling for younger students 

regarding opportunities for advanced courses and gifted programs that are 

designed to challenge students and better prepare them for college preparatory 

work in high school. For high school students, lack o f consistent counseling 

about post-secondary options including careers, the college application process, 

courses needed, extracurricular activities to add to their profiles, grade point 

averages, ACT/SAT testing information, etc. delivered to all students in a timely 

manner.

Tension in Teacher Relationships—relationships between and among students and 

adults at school that lack qualities o f care, trust, support, respect, and 

empowerment.

Negative Peer Relationships—relationships among students at school that lack qualities 

o f care, trust, support, respect, and empowerment.
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Table G1

Tension in Teacher Relationships

Tension in Teacher Relationships

Agreement 0.943620178
Agreement Due to Chance 0.002967359
K 0.943452381
1-K 0.056547619
a 0.943620178
b 0.056379822
c 0.002828345
a 0.05
s.e. 0.054558276
z-crit 1.95996398
lower 0.836520126
upper 1.050384636

Table G2

Overemphasis on High-Stakes Tests

Overemphasis on Tigh-Stakes Tests
Agreement 0.911111111
Agreement Due to Chance 0.014492754
K 0.909090909
1-K 0.090909091
a 0.911111111
b 0.088888889
c 0.006500298
a 0.05
s.e. 0.151962857
z-crit 1.95996398
lower 0.611249182
upper 1.206932636
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Table G3

Sense o f  Purpose

Sense o f Purpose

Agreement 1
Agreement Due to Chance 0.052631579
K 1
1-K 0
a 1
b 0
c 0
a 0.05
s.e. 0.242161052
z-crit 1.95996398
lower 0.525373059
upper 1.474626941

Table G4

Positive Attitudes towards School

Positive Attitudes towards School

Agreement 0.956521739
Agreement Due to Chance 0.014492754
K 0.955882353
1-K 0.044117647
a 0.956521739
b 0.043478261
c 0.001724898
a 0.05
s.e. 0.122107456
z-crit 1.95996398
lower 0.716667113
uPPer 1.195097592
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Sense o f  Self-Efficacy
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Sense o f Self-Efficacy

Agreement 0.96
Agreement Due to Chance 0.02
K 0.959183673
1-K 0.040816327
a 0.96
b 0.04
c 0.001469498
a 0.05
s.e. 0.144201438
z-crit 1.95996398
lower 0.676554049
upper 1.241813298

Table G6

Rote Learning Activities

Rote Learning Activities

Agreement 0.956521739
Agreement Due to Chance 0.014492754
K 0.927272727
1-K 0.072727273
a 0.927927928
b 0.072072072
c 0.004459944
a 0.05
s.e. 0.095564848
z-crit 1.95996398
lower 0.739969067
upper 1.114576388
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Table G7

Lack o f  Adequate Guidance

Lack o f Adequate Guidance

Agreement 1
Agreement Due to Chance 0.055555556
K 1
1-K 0
a 1
b 0
c 0
a 0.05
s.e. 0.249567099
z-crit 1.95996398
lower 0.510857474
upper 1.489142526

Table G8

Negative Peer Relationships

Negative Peer Relationships

Agreement 0.95959596
Agreement Due to Chance 0.01010101
K 0.959183673
1-K 0.040816327
a 0.95959596
b 0.04040404
c 0.001500638
a 0.05
s.e. 0.101453122
z-crit 1.95996398
lower 0.760339208
upper 1.158028139
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Table G9

Unable to Code

Unable to Code

Agreement 0
Agreement Due to Chance 0
K 0
1-K 1
a 0
b 1
c 0
a 0.05
s.e. 0.158113883
z-crit 1.95996398
lower -0.309897516
upper 0.309897516

Table G10

Overall Cohen’s Kappa Statistics

Overall Cohen’s Kappa Statistics

Agreement 0
Agreement Due to Chance 0
K 0.946448426
1-K 0.053551574
a 0
b 1
c 0.002561186
a 0.05
s.e. 0.04
z-crit 1.95996398
lower 0.87

uPPer ............................ ... ... ... ....................
1.02
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Reflective Essay 
June 6,2011

My research interest is in the need to better serve the African American male 
students in public schools. In pursuing this interest, I have come to believe that schools 
are not just failing to succeed, but in fact may be having a negative impact on male 
students o f color. My experience both in prisons and in middle schools has led me to 
focus on a phenomenon called the pipeline-to-prison in which public schools play a part. 
As an educator, I am interested in understanding the part schools play, and disrupting the 
pipeline at the school level.

Statistically, historically, and theoretically I have found evidence and ideas that 
point to the pipeline as a viable framework. However, I have only begun to scratch the 
surface on the information that is out there. So far, I have encountered some conflicts in 
cognitive theory, and I would like to know if  the conflicts arise because o f gender/racial 
bias or if  they do, in fact, hold true across racial/gender/ethnic lines. One such 
contradiction is in the developmental appropriateness o f teaching boys to read and write 
from the very beginning in kindergarten when the skill set they bring to school is so 
different from that o f girls. To me, it seems to be forcing them into a category o f being 
“behind” from the very beginning instead o f capitalizing on the visual/spatial skills they 
bring to give them early success in mathematics. Yet the literature on learning to read as 
early as possible seems to focus on how necessary it is for future success in school. 
Perhaps the question is not so much when, but how: do boys need a fundamentally 
different approach to learning to read than girls? On the one hand, this question seems to 
be outside the scope o f my study, but it is a part o f understanding boys’ total school 
experience and understanding the ways in which public schools could serve them better.

Other questions that arise from my concept map are:
1) How can the role some schools play in tunneling African American male 

students out o f school and into prison be clearly defined?
2) Given that the connection is made, what interventions can be 

implemented?
3) At what level would interventions be most effective: classroom; school; 

district; state; federal; some or all o f the above?
4) What do African American boys who have been assigned to alternative 

settings have to say to educators about their experiences in school?
5) Can the experiences and perspectives o f African American boys 

reflecting on their school experiences inform educators about how to 
better serve them?

6) Do African American male students perceive a cultural mismatch 
between themselves and their teachers/administrators? Do teachers 
perceive a mismatch? Is a mismatch evident in the research data?

7) What themes and patterns in African American boys’ stories o f their 
school experiences emerge? Can these themes help educators understand 
the phenomena o f school failure and dropping out, which heightens the 
likelihood o f going to prison?
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Looking at my research question with regard to the questions brought up by the 
concept map, the original question (How can we make middles schools more inviting and 
engaging to African American male students?) seems very broad, although it states an 
underlying purpose o f the study. If we cannot bring about positive change for African 
American boys in our schools, then there is no point in gathering information. Getting 
more specific in the list o f questions above has also helped me to be more specific about 
the information I want to get from the students I interview. The essence o f what I want to 
know is not so much their visions o f how schools should be; their experience may be too 
limited and personal to get beyond fantasy in that area. What I believe would be valuable 
is the real stories from their own perspectives o f what their school experience has been. 
Somewhere therein some truth will lie.

My identity as a researcher raises some alerts to me about how to proceed as a 
culturally different human being into a situation in which I want to get information from 
members o f a very different culture. My subjects and I will be about as different as we 
can be: gender, age, race, possibly SES, and school status (teacher/student). There is a 
huge imbalance o f power to transcend. The delicate balance o f being absolutely present 
as an interested listener, while taking care not to let the dominance o f the cultural 
baggage I carry take over will be a personal challenge. Also, my commitment to 
advocacy may obscure my interpretation o f the information I get, drowning out the voices 
o f the boys with my own passionate cries for justice. I have so much personal experience 
in schools and prisons, some heartbreaking, some inspirational, few ordinary. It w ill be a 
challenge to allow what I know to inform my interpretation without absconding with it 
altogether.

Questions 4-7 stated above are the ones to drive my study, I think.
At this point, I am leaning towards a phenomenological study, with the 

phenomenon being assignment to an alternative facility for school. Through in-depth 
interviews with several subjects, I believe that I can obtain a picture o f overall school 
experience that resulted in reassignment from the regular school setting. Then I can look 
for common threads and overall themes that might contribute to a deeper understanding 
o f the phenomenon. I would also like to interview teachers and if  possible have access to 
school records including referral write-ups to compare student perceptions to teacher 
perceptions. This information along with the students’ stories, can give a fuller picture to 
the phenomenon o f being reassigned to an alternative placement that can be viewed as a 
first step into the school-to-prison pipeline.

If a suitable amount o f trust is not established between the subjects and the 
interviewer, then information received will be shallow and partial, at best, and inaccurate 
at worst. In addition, there is a possibility o f cultural misunderstanding o f the questions 
and/or answers because o f the aforementioned cultural differences between the 
interviewer and the subjects. One way to counteract misunderstanding is to run the 
questions past many eyes, including the eyes o f African American young men who may 
share cultural characteristics with the subjects in the study. The data collected could also 
be run past others especially if  some o f it seems confusing or contradictory to the 
interviewer.
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In addition, an important aspect o f establishing trust will be the ability o f the 
interviewer to present herself as a cultural being and create an atmosphere in which it is 
okay for interviewer and student to ask for clarification o f words and expressions that are 
unfamiliar. However, the researcher admits to limitations with respect to cultural nuances 
o f which she may be unaware, and can only look to other members o f the cultural group 
to apprise her in those situations.

Developing a series o f interview questions seems premature at this point, since I 
am not even settled on my research question yet. However, I am sure there w ill be plenty 
o f revisiting o f this exercise ahead, especially with regard to questions #5 and #6.
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Reflective Journal Excerpts

May 7
Although the proportional relationship between talking/listening on my part is 

improving, there is still a ways to go before I get it right. As I listen to the recordings, I 
notice that sometimes I cut students o ff when I think I have understood what they said 
instead o f allowing them to elaborate. Reading this journal as a preparation for die next 
interview will help me to go in with the right frame o f mind to get the information the 
boys have to give.

I am also making sure my bias doesn’t come o ff too strongly by making sure that 
questions I ask about race I also ask about gender and age. I don’t ask if  they like a black 
or white teacher better, or if  one teaches better than the other. Instead, I ask how they are 
different. These young men are polite enough that they will never look at me and say they 
like Black teachers better, or whatever, but some are forthcoming about differences.

In the first few interviews, I did not talk very directly about race, hoping to 
somehow get at their perceptions o f it indirectly. However, these boys respond better to a 
direct approach. Otherwise, it comes off as a taboo topic that I am trying to avoid. I get 
better results if  I am open about racial differences without asking leading questions. I ask 
“Who gets in trouble more, boys or girls? Why do think that is?” and then follow up with 
Black, White, or Hispanic students. I found this direct approach gets the boys talking 
much more than when I ask vague questions like, “Is your teacher fair?

May 12
Today, I noticed that sometimes I was not really present in the interview, distracted partly 
by the repetition o f it so many days in a row and partly by the pressure to get them done 
so that I can really concentrate on working with die data. I must remind m yself tomorrow 
to greet each interview with fresh eyes and ears, remembering that, even though I’ve 
asked these questions many times before, I haven’t asked this particular boy sitting with 
me at this particular table, at this particular moment. I will not get good data if  I cannot 
open my heart and be fully present to the person who has graciously agreed to give me 
his time.

May 13
These interviews are making me think back to my handling o f situations in which kids 
were complaining about other kids bothering them. Frequently, I suggested they move, 
always calling them up and explaining that I knew that die other students were being 
bothersome, but that they had the choice to sit anywhere in the room so that they could 
get their work done without being bothered while I tried to sedle the other students. I told 
them that this could be an effective way to make choices to take charge o f their own 
education in high school, where teachers might not be quick to come to their aid, and 
where they had to pursue learning despite anything else that was happening in the class. 
Now I have to wonder: did that register in their minds like this teacher’s suggestion to 
Chris registered in his? Did they feel like I was blowing them off, not making the 
“botherers” accountable? Did Chris’s teacher take the time to explain her decision, to



220

make him feel in control o f the decision, and to follow up with the students in question, 
and yet still leave him feeling unjustly ignored and pushed aside? He painted her as just 
brushing him off—but perhaps he was so caught in his sense o f what he thought the fair 
thing would be that he just was unable to hear what she was saying. I thought I was really 
supporting my kids in their desire to learn, and teaching them a strategy to help them be 
efficacious. I thought I was giving them a pat on the back for their maturity in choosing 
to move and their commitment to their education. But was I really just pissing them off?
It is hard to know, not being able to be there, to see what happened, and to hear this 
teacher’s side o f the story. At least I know to be more sensitive to a child’s sense o f  
justice, and to double check with him/her in those situations to make sure he/she does not 
feel brushed aside and ignored.

One surprise my biased self has encountered—ALMOST EVERY SINGLE 
INTERVIEWEE IS GRATEFUL FOR THE PRESENCE OF THE POLICE 
OFFICER(S) IN THEIR SCHOOL. ALMOST ALL RESPOND THAT THEY ARE 
THERE TO HELP RATHER THAN TO CONTROL. This gives me something to think 
about.
May 14

I am feeling very rushed in these last interviews, and need to make an effort to 
relax, and be more present with the participants. I wish that I were really able to do three 
interviews for each boy instead o f trying to rush through one long one. The fourth graders 
start yawning after about 50 minutes, and there are no snacks or breaks at the BGC. 
Sometimes I want to just let them ramble on because the more they talk, the better 
information I get. But instead, I find m yself trying to move it along so they won’t get 
tired or bored.

As I am coding, I am seeing a lot more in the data than I realized was there during 
the interviews. It is an exciting process. The biggest surprise so far has been THE BOYS’ 
PERCEPTIONS THAT, AS THEY PROGRESS THROUGH SCHOOL, THE BOYS’ 
BEHAVIORS IMPROVE, WHILE THE GIRLS’ GET WORSE. My interest is piqued 
by that idea, and I am wondering if  the girls may be joining the boys in the most- 
vulnerable-to-the-pipeline position. I know the female inmate population is rising. It is a 
question worth exploring.
May 25th

Well—today I stepped back from the June 1st deadline. I found that in my efforts 
to just get finished, I was distorting the data to meet my preconceptions, instead o f just 
allowing it to speak to me. I have gone back to the tapes, just listening as I read the 
transcripts, not frantically coding; just listening, and lo and behold, the first theme 
emerged: EVERY SINGLE STUDENT IN THIS STUDY PLACED A HIGH VALUE 
ON EDUCATION; EVERY STUDENT SAW IT AS THE ONLY ROAD TO 
SUCCESS, TO BETTERING THEIR LIVES, TO BEING SOMEBODY WHEN THEY 
GROW UP. I was hearing this, o f course, in my frantic phase, but just sort o f passed over 
it—didn’t even code it. But when I went back and just started listening, there it was: a 
remarkable counterstory to the commonly accepted belief that today’s students “just 
don’t care”, especially today’s students who are Black, male, and poor. Many o f these 
young men were having difficulty maintaining interest, understanding the work they had
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to do, and remaining still, quiet, and respectful for long periods o f time, but NOT ONE 
SAW HIMSELF AS POTENTIALLY FAILING OR DROPPING OUT. Every single 
student displayed the hope that their high school diploma would be the pot o f gold at the 
end o f the rainbow that would open all kinds o f possibilities to them when they walked 
across the stage and took it into their hands. I think because I m yself have experienced 
that hope in students, I did not see it as surprising or important. But as I listen again to 
these stories, no matter whether students were succeeding or failing, loving school or 
experiencing a disconnect, no matter how they were actually experiencing school, they all 
had this DEEP BELIEF IN THE POWER OF EDUCATION AS THE PATH TO 
ECONOMIC FREEDOM, which, let’s face it, is one major key to freedom in general in 
this recession-strapped society. If only it were equally available to all.
For some boys, this belief brought me almost to tears as I saw the false hope they placed 
in just barely passing, mainly the tests. NO ONE HAD SAT DOWN WITH SOME OF 
THESE BOYS AND TOLD THEM EXACTLY WHAT IT TAKES TO GET INTO 
COLLEGE. They had no idea about college prep tracks, GPAs, SATs, ACTs, 
extracurricular activities, community service, or any other necessary hoops to jump 
through in order to get into college. Passing minimum standards means nothing to 
colleges and universities. They are being sold a bill o f goods, getting stiffed by yet 
another “bad check marked insufficient funds”.


