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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation examines teacher’s attitudes and their impact on how they educate 

African American students. As the literature will show, when Culturally Relevant Pedagogy is 

employed in the classroom, African American students experience success. For teachers to 

implement Culturally Relevant Pedagogy, we need to understand their competency in this area.  

African American students were deliberately chosen due to the achievement gap. This 

phenomenon mainly affects America’s young African American males who are being lost at an 

alarming rate. Wald and Losen (2003) state that “blacks represent 17% of the student population, 

but 34% of those suspended nationally” (p. 2). Additionally, African American students are 2.6 

times more likely than non-marginalized students to be suspended when committing the same 

offense, the result of which has the propensity to cause African American students to drop out of 

school more than their non-marginalized counterparts, (McGrady & Reynolds, 2013; Wald & 

Losen, 2003). If these students who have fallen behind can be helped with the use of Culturally 

Relevant Pedagogy, this will have huge implications for all students. 

To examine this phenomena, the theoretical lenses used were Culturally Relevant 

Pedagogy and Critical Race Theory.  As a result of the Q methodology process and the factor 

analysis there emerged four Factors groups, as follows: Factor One: Responsive to Students 

Cultural Backgrounds, Factor TwoA: Responding through Honoring and Exploring Culture, 

Factor TwoB: Responding through Structure, Routines, and Direct Advocacy, Factor Three: 

Conducive and Inclusive Learning Environment, and Factor Four: Nonresponsive Culture Free 

Pedagogical Practices.     
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CHAPTER ONE: BACKGROUND AND CONTEXTUALIZATION 

Scholars have long stated that African-American cultures have been described as 

differing from European-American culture in ways that entail individual and collective value 

orientations, language patterns, and worldviews (King, 1995; McGrady & Reynolds, 2013; 

Tillman, 2000; Eisenhart, 2001). Numerous researchers also agree that some teachers work from 

within a hegemonic, Western, epistemological framework, which often predisposes them to hold 

lower expectations of African American students and a lack of respect for the students’ families 

and primary cultures (Boykin, 1992; Darder, 1991; Douglas, Lewis, Douglas, Scott, & Garrison-

Wade, 2008; Scheurich, 1993). In addition, scholarly literature indicates that teachers evaluate 

African American students’ behavior and academic potential more negatively than those of other 

students (Alexander, Entwisle, & Thompson 1987; Downey & Pribesh, 2004). McGrady and 

Reynolds (2013) suggest that some teachers operate from the position of their own socio-

economic status and embrace stereotypes as a standard to prejudge African American students. 

When minority cultures fail to meet the expectations of these teachers, as influenced by the 

teacher’s socio-economic status, the African American students tend to then be treated as second 

class citizens in the classroom (LeBrian, 2014).  

Since many teachers have not faced the same plights that many African American 

students have experienced, it is often difficult for teachers to relate to the fears, the resentments 

harbored, the skepticisms, and the criticisms that African American students often endure. 

McGrady and Reynolds (2013) infer that teachers have the propensity to neglect African 

American students’ ideas, values, and beliefs because these same values and beliefs are 

contradictory to what some teachers value and believe. In this study, the term African American 

is being used to represent American Black as one race of people. 
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Entwisle and Alexander (1993) found that “students who match their teachers’ 

socioeconomic or racial/ethnic backgrounds often enjoy more positive behavioral evaluations 

and grades, perhaps because they demonstrate the behaviors that most teachers recognize as 

appropriate” (p. 5). In addition, McGrady and Reynolds (2013) reiterated that teachers’ lower 

ratings of African American students result from racial stereotypes that suggest African 

American students have worse classroom behavior and less academic potential than other 

students. 

Despite countless dissertations, journal articles, books, and laws that have been written 

by both non-marginalized and African American scholars addressing issues about African 

American students, there is still room for change in our public-school systems. Derman-Sparks 

and Ramsey (2011) state that, unfortunately, schools that black and Latino children attend have 

teachers that are using materials that depict non-marginalized families, specifically those that 

reflect the dominant cultural norm (middle or upper-class, nuclear, heterosexual families) and 

often show other cultures living a less attractive lifestyle.  

On the other hand, Ladson-Billings’ seminal 1994 work, “The Dreamkeepers: Successful 

Teachers of African American Children,” gave us a framework for successfully engaging 

African American students by giving us three tenets to counter the traditionally damaging 

assumptions utilized by teachers. For example, Ladson-Billings (1994) stated that culturally 

relevant teachers need to employ three tenets to be effective when working with African 

American students; first, each students’ intelligence needs to be nurtured. The second tenant is 

cultural competence, which consists of students learning about their cultural heritage and 

honoring their own cultural beliefs and practices while at the same time learning about other 

cultures. Finally, the third tenant consists of students becoming socio-politically astute. This 

would consist of students recognizing, understanding, and critiquing social inequalities that are 



 
 

 

3 

transpiring in their neighborhoods. This begins with the teacher recognizing sociopolitical issues 

of race, class, and gender and being given the opportunity to self-reflect and recognize how the 

issues could affect her/him and the students. It’s the teacher’s responsibility to create a 

curriculum that will allow students to become politically active and develop into possible change 

agents.  

Statement of the Problem 

Multiple researchers have stated that some ethnic and racial groups have not fared well, 

both historically and presently, in the U.S. educational system (Aud, Hussar, Planty, Snyder, 

Bianco, Fox, & Drake, 2010; Hollins, King & Hayman, 1994; Jencks & Phillips, 1998; National 

Assessment of Educational Progress [NAEP], 2011; National Center for Educational Statistics 

[NCES], 2010; Vasquez, 2012). It is widely documented that African Americans, Latinos, Native 

Americans, and several Asian American subgroups underperform relative to their Non-

marginalized American counterparts. These educational disparities call for immediate, sustained, 

and profound attention.  

In one study in which students were interviewed on how they felt about school, one 

African American male student, who had decent grades but was sixteen years old and in the 

eighth grade, was contemplating dropping out of school (Delpit, 1996). He felt that no one cared 

about his academic path and maintained that there were no teachers at his current school that 

reflected his ethnicity, could relate to his struggles, or give him personal testimony of their own 

challenges; therefore, he felt no one would care if he quit school. It is apparent that he would not 

have felt the same way if there were teachers at his school who reflected his ethnicity or 

understood his plight. According to Ladson-Billings (2014), African American students who 

come from low socio-economic backgrounds have the greatest propensity of dropping out of 

school. Students that come from low-income families are more likely to drop out because their 
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focus is not on academics. The question then is the target of their focus. Some possibilities are 

that they may be thinking about what, if anything, they’ll have to eat that day or whether the 

lights will be on when they get home. Questions such as “I know my clothes are dirty, will other 

kids make fun of me?” or “do I have a body odor, and can others smell me?” or “who is going to 

be at the house when I get home today, and will he or she try to touch me too?” may be foremost 

in their thoughts rather than the homework to be done or tests that need to be studied for. More 

so than others, these children deal with adult issues and need teachers who can recognize and 

suggest solutions to their struggles.  

Douglas et al. (2008) stated that school systems create expectations and evaluate 

outcomes based upon ideas, beliefs, and values generally accepted by the dominant culture of the 

institution, thus, if the teachers of the school are members of the dominant culture then the 

expectations are often for all students to learn and behave in the way the dominant culture was 

taught. Therefore, African American students are often expected to act in a manner that is 

conducive to learning, which may not reflect the best learning styles for their particular 

situations. Difficulties arise when a teacher cannot relate to the population she/he teaches daily, 

or the teacher enters his/her classroom with disdain towards African American students. 

McKenzie (2001) stated that African American students are frequently educated by teachers who 

do not believe African American students can learn or who are actively negative in their attitude 

toward African American students. 

Another contributing factor for African American students is the student’s socioeconomic 

status (SES). As stated earlier, SES plays a significant role in learning disadvantages for African 

American students. Moreover, Bourdieu (1986) stated that wealth is a form of capital that can be 

converted into direct financial resources that can purchase educational supplies, such as books, 

computers, and tutors. Blau and Graham (1990) state that blacks have less wealth than the non-
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marginalized population no matter their income, level of education, or occupation. Because of a 

lack of resources, some students may need additional background knowledge before a lesson can 

be successfully taught due to inner city children rarely leaving their communities. Some students 

may benefit from a visual of the content being taught because their neighborhoods are all they 

know, while others may need to hear an audio rendition of the content because they learn better 

that way, though some teachers may have little or no understanding or regard for students who 

do not share the same opportunity they were afforded growing up. McGrady and Reynolds 

(2013) and McKenzie and Scheurich (2004) state that some teachers are unconsciously racially 

biased due to stereotypes that depict some groups as more academically oriented than others.  

Valencia (as cited in McKenzie & Scheurich, 2004), stated that deficit thinking is a 

theory that postulates that African American students who fail in school do so because of their 

home life; teachers feel that students should come to school already motivated to learn and that 

these students have built in deficits that teachers could not begin to overcome. Teachers assume 

this deficit posture because it is easier to blame parents, neighborhoods, or the socio-economic 

status of students rather than to self-reflect about what they can do to keep students engaged. 

This mindset comes from a position of superiority where the teacher may compare his or her 

upbringing to that of the students and if there are major differences the teacher then feels 

exonerated regarding the students’ failure. Eradicating these negative and destructive ways of 

thinking and educating African American students equally so that they can achieve at high levels 

has been a formidable task (Delpit, 1996; Fine, Weis, Powell, & Mun Wong, 1997; Ladson-

Billings, 1997, 2001).  

As a result of these negative outlooks, African American students are selected less often 

than other students when participating in class. Some teachers tend to have lower expectations 

when it comes to these students’ achievement potential. Some teachers allow stereotypical 
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thinking to judge their students of color’s behavior and academic potential more negatively than 

that of other students. Deveaux (2013) stated:  

A number of factors contribute to disproportionality, including test bias, socioeconomic 

status, special education processes, issues of behavior management, imbalance in general 

education, and inadequate teacher preparation. All children have the ability to learn and 

succeed, however, not in the same way or on the same day. More times than not 

educators develop an opinion about a student before they have had an opportunity to 

work with them. These perceptions are developed as a result of stereotypes, personal 

experiences, the media, inexperience working with a particular demographic, and 

influences from colleagues. Students have no control over these variables; however, they 

are subjected to the scrutiny of individuals that are responsible for providing them with a 

quality education. Educator’s perception of the students they serve plays a vital role in 

their expectations, interactions, and relationships with students they work with. These 

perceptions tend to hinder an educator’s ability to work with students in an unbiased 

manner in order to get the maximum effort out of their students. Ultimately, these 

variables contribute to differential rates of referral for minority students across the nation.  

(p.5)  

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this Q-methodological case study was to examine the shared perspectives 

regarding current attitudes of educators who teach African American students. These results 

were analyzed through the theoretical lens of Culturally Relevant Pedagogy. Additionally, this 

research is able to provide information that can help pre-service teachers, particularly those with 

few multicultural experiences, develop skills to better work with African American students. 
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Furthermore, currently employed teachers can also benefit from reflecting on their attitudes 

towards teaching African American students using the results from this research.  

Research Question 

The following research question guided this study: 

What are the shared perspectives regarding the pedagogical practices most culturally 

responsive to African American students? 

Theoretical Framework: Culturally Relevant Pedagogy 

Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (CRP), as conceptualized by Ladson-Billings’ (1994) 

seminal work that extended from Critical Race Theory (CRT), is an approach to teaching which 

privileges the culture of youth in classrooms to validate their lived experiences and guide 

curriculum and instruction. According to CRP, culturally responsive teachers abandon “culture 

free” (Emdim, 2011) and “color-blind” practices and abide by three tenets which are believed to 

be effective in working with students of color. Ladson-Billings (1994) delineated the tenets as 

nurturing students’ intelligence (academic success), developing students’ cultural competence 

about themselves and their peers, and helping students to become more socio-politically 

conscious. 

Ladson-Billings used the theoretical framework of Critical Race Theory to develop the 

theory Culturally Relevant Pedagogy. Brown-Jeffy and Cooper (2011) state that race must be a 

factor when considering culturally relevant pedagogy. In this view, culturally relevant pedagogy 

has to acknowledge students of color for who they are and how they perceive themselves, as well 

as how the world sees them. Critical Race Theory therefore provided the foundation which 

Ladson-Billings used when developing Culturally Relevant Pedagogy. Ladson-Billings had to 

consider the complexities of the social construct of race in the United States. Therefore, CRP 

was developed as a response to school settings where African American and brown children 
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were being alienated and treated hostilely (Ladson-Billings, 2001, p. 112). Much of the 

alienation is derived from inherent racism, with certain groups being labeled as inept due to their 

biology, their cultural mores, and their academic competence.  

The lack of culturally relevant pedagogy, and the lack of understanding of critical race 

theory, seemed to be a common thread throughout this exploration. These themes deal with 

African American students not being taught by teachers that share the same value system or who 

understand their ethnicity or culture (McGrady & Reynolds, 2013, p. 5). Moreover, McGrady 

and Reynolds (2013) state that some teachers hold African American students to lower standards 

or no standards at all in their classrooms. Because this topic arouses many feelings for educators, 

and to help avoid the potential for researcher bias, Q-Methodology was selected as the research 

method.  

Q-method will be used to drive the questions in this study by eliciting the subjective 

opinions of teachers, providing insight into the consciousness and subjectivity of this population. 

McKeown and Thomas (1988) state that the Q-method provides a unique way to model 

individual viewpoints. Q-methodology is a “well established, scientifically-based approach to 

study the opinions, attitudes, discourses and beliefs that allow a participant to systematically 

voice his/her viewpoint by ranking statements according to a conditon of instruction” (p. 76). 

In this study, Q-Methodology was used to obtain the subjective viewpoints from a teacher 

population that works with African American students. Q-methodology is particularly useful at 

getting to the subjective perspective within the context of the phenomenon being investigated. A 

discussion of Q-methodology is detailed in Chapter Three, alongside an overwiew describing the 

process and procedures used. Q-methodology is conducted in five stages, with the researcher 

beginning by developing a collection of statements to develop the concourse, which is 

considered representative of all possible thoughts and viewpoints on the topic of interest. This 
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study used a questionnaire that asked teachers to give nine things they felt were effective in 

teachng African American students. The next step was then reducing, or culling, the number of 

statements to a managable and representative sample called the Q-Set or Q-Sample. The 

participants, or P-Set selection follows, and looks for groups with a vested interest in the topic. 

After selecting and facilitating the Q-Sorts,  the final Q factor analysis and and interpretion of the 

results can lead to insights regarding the viewpoints towards the phenomena of interest (van Exel 

& de Graaf, 2005, p. 4). 

Significance of the Research 

The rationale behind examining attitudes adopted by teachers in classrooms is to identify 

and replace an ingrained cultural mindset of teachers that potentially hurt African American 

students from pre-K through graduate school levels. The significance is to identify if some 

teachers, whether knowingly or not, are making disadvantaged African American students feel 

less than their peers, and are damaging these children of color for the rest of their academic 

careers. The effects are often compounded if the parents of a child suffered from the same 

phenomenon because, like poverty, it becomes generational. Most children, as well as many 

educators, are unaware that this phenomenon exists.  

Another reason this research was significant is that it highlights the need for potential 

policy changes that would have districts create opportunities for educators to learn about the 

population or the culture in which they serve. Also, the findings of this study can be used to 

inform pre-service teaching programs about the negative effect stereotyping has on African 

American students, such as thinking all African American boys with dread-locked hair are 

hoodlums, that African American males are hyper-sexual, or that African American students are 

inherently inferior.  Also, school districts could create workshops for their in-

service/professional development where they develop activities that will give teachers 
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pedagogical tools, such as knowing the correct proximity of certain cultures, understanding your 

audience, and using non-micro-aggressive terms, when confronted with African American 

students. A deeper examination of the implications of these findings is provided in Chapter Five, 

but the hope is that this research will lead to a discussion of policy changes that will create 

opportunities for educators who mirror the ethnicities of the populations which they serve. 

Additionally, this body of knowledge could be used to inform pre-service teaching programs 

about the negative effect of not being culturally responsive regarding African American students.  

Delimitations and Limitations of the Study 

A major limitation to the research was a combination of this topic being considered 

controversial in nature and the researcher being the only African American teacher in a 

predominately non-marginalized school; some potential participants reacted in a hostile manner 

towards the research and the researcher. After disseminating the questionnaire to teachers, the 

researcher was called to the office to be informed that “this county is very conservative, and a lot 

of people are offended by such a survey.” Colleagues that had previously been friendly and were 

assumed to be willing to participate would no longer speak to the researcher. This served to 

severely limit the potential participant pool in the district in question. 

Other limitations transpired when attempting to disseminate the questionnaire to a former 

school district. Following standard procedure of submission of the questionnaire to the school 

district’s Institutional Review Board, it was revealed that the survey could not be distributed 

during working hours. Because this district was not local, travel to the site to distribute the 

survey after school hours was virtually impossible given time constraints. More opposition 

occurred when attempting to contact former colleagues directly, as some refused to participate or 

submit their results.  
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Chapter Summary 

This chapter provided a brief overview of the phenomenon that African American 

students face on a day-to-day basis and provides the justification and foundations of the study. 

Chapter Two explores the relevant literature and past research into the phenomena, Chapter 

Three discusses the research methods and provide procedural details. Chapter Four will provide 

an overview of the analysis and findings, while finally, Chapter Five will discuss the results and 

delve into the implications that these findings have for researchers, educators, and policymakers.  
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

This chapter recapitulates recent research and the relevant literature to provide the 

background necessary for understanding the impetus of the study as well as the foundation of the 

Concourse used in Q-Methodology. To develop a thorough and comprehensive concourse 

instrument to be utilized for this research, it was necessary to review literature that related to the 

topic investigated.  

Following a careful reading of “Racial Mismatch in the classroom beyond black non-

marginalized differences” by McGrady and Reynolds (2013), the references section was used as 

a catalyst to find additional readings to delve further into the literature, ultimately narrowing the 

focus to one paradigm relevant to this phenomenon, Culturally Relevant Pedagogy. This concept 

helped to provide a narrative that gave the reader a clear, rich and concise perspective into the 

phenomena as well as a theoretical framework from which to explore. 

The theoretical framework was reviewed to inform the creation of this study. During this 

review, key terms and concepts relevant to the study was expounded upon with the ideas and 

theoretical construct drawn from the literature constituting a multifaceted theoretical concourse 

from which assertions were gathered for the Q-Study. Strategies exercised for researching the 

literature included accessing online databases, exploring researchers’ references lists, and 

reviewing trade books. The ERIC database through EBSCO, JStor, and University of North 

Florida’s Thomas G. Carpenter Library’s “One Search” were used. 

Keywords such as Mismatch, Culturally Relevant Pedagogy, and Critical Race Theory 

were used. Researchers including Emdin, Ladson-Billings, Delgado, Tate, and Bell were used in 

a general search of literature. Google Scholar and dissertation databases were accessed using the 

same key words. Professional trade books were searched to define concepts that came up in the 
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journals, dissertations, and research articles. Lastly, the broader internet was accessed for 

specific literature and articles not detected on databases.  

Derman-Sparks and Ramsey (2011) argued that racism must be understood as a systemic, 

institutionalized force that provides advantages to people defined as white and disadvantages to 

people defined as black. Understanding that racism is not just a matter of individual prejudice 

and discrimination opens new avenues for defining the roles and responsibilities of non-

marginalized people. 

Many private educational institutions employed African American and Latino/a custodial 

staff and paraprofessional staff, giving African American students role models that were not 

considered upper echelon. Derman-Sparks and Ramsey (2011) stated that private institutions 

typically employ directors, teachers, and principals who were non-marginalized, thus allowing 

the non-marginalized students to garner a sense of entitlement. As a result, children began to see 

racial hierarchies develop. According to Derman-Sparks and Ramsey (2011), “whiteness” is the 

invisible norm; therefore, non-marginalized children often have a sense of superiority because 

the people who hold important positions look like them, giving these non-marginalized children 

a sense of security and well-being (p. 35). Unfortunately, most African American students don’t 

have the opportunity to become comfortable to the same extent.  

Occurrences as stated above tend to give leniency to teachers in negating the cultural 

dynamics of their classrooms. This type of behavior has been detrimental to African American 

students in public school settings. Emdin (2008) stated that teachers come from a world that is 

completely removed from that of the students, which communicates in a kind of code that 

strengthens their connections to one another while it deepens their alienation from the world of 

education. Emdin further stated that the urban classroom must be more than just a place where 
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students learn, it must be a field to be studied and understood by both educators and students 

while both engaged in teaching and learning.  

Bell (2008) and Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) argued that racism is not a series of 

isolated acts, but is endemic in American life, deeply ingrained legally, culturally, and even 

psychologically. These actions and beliefs have permeated the everyday classroom. Disregarding 

students’ cultural makeup in the classroom has commanded authors to research said phenomenon 

of behaviors. This literature review describes Culturally Relevant Pedagogy as it pertains to 

teachers and their attitudes toward teaching curricula that reflect students of color in a positive 

manner, as well as the adverse effects of not being Culturally Relevant in a classroom.  

In addition, the literature recognized the children being taught by teachers cognizant of 

culturally relevant pedagogy and the positive results it had on students’ test scores and in the 

reduction of disciplinary referrals. McGrady and Reynolds (2013) stated that previous research 

demonstrated that students taught by teachers of the same race and ethnicity received more 

positive behavioral evaluations than students taught by teachers of a different race or ethnicity. 

McGrady and Reynolds (2013) viewed these findings as evidence that some teachers were 

racially biased due to preferences stemming from racial stereotypes that depict some groups as 

more academically oriented than others. This rationale sets the premise for the argument of 

culturally responsive research for African American students and builds upon a long line of 

scholarship with historical roots.  

Dubois, Cooper, and Woodson (as cited in Tillman, 2002) believed that plans for 

advancing education for African American students should be predicated on understanding the 

culture and historical contexts of their shared lives and that attempts to portray African American 

and African American culture(s) by persons who have limited knowledge of African American 

life has led to inaccurate generalizations. Several analyses of racism emphasized its negative 
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effects on people of color and ignored the notion of "the non-marginalized” in racial hierarchies. 

However, assumptions about racial inferiority could not have survived without the concept of 

non-marginalized superiority. "Ideological racism includes strongly positive images of the non-

marginalized self as well as strongly negative images of the racial others" (Feagin, 2000, p.33).  

These beliefs then, in turn, engendered a sense of entitlement, which is the core of the 

social-political construct of the non-marginalized. Research on the educational disparities that 

African American and brown children have endured has inspired many researchers, including 

Ladson-Billings, Delgado, Tate, and Emdin, to write about their findings and their research has 

helped to create the theoretical frameworks many other researchers use today. 

Theoretical Framework: Culturally Relevant Pedagogy 

Culturally Relevant Pedagogy was a term that Ladson-Billings made popular in 1994, 

with the thought provoking book The Dreamkeepers. Ladson-Billings (2009) stated that, as an 

educational anthropologist, “I understand culture as an amalgamation of human activity, 

production, thought, and a belief system.” The inspiration for the book was the education gap 

that seems to permeate most if not all inner-city schools that educate African American and 

brown children.  

While there has been progress in the past 63 years, a problematic educational gap still 

exists, and the personal and social costs of educational underachievement for these groups are 

considerable for individuals, their families, their communities, and the economic viability of the 

nation. What’s more, these outcomes are often distributed onto the next generation, as there is a 

relationship between parents’ social class and their children’s level of educational and 

occupational attainments (American Psychological Association, 2012 p. 5).  

African American students struggled in the areas of reading, math, and other core 

subjects (O’Connor, Mueller, Lewis, Rivas-Drake, & Rosenberg, 2011, p. 1234) O’Connor et al. 
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(2011) stated that African American students often experience underachievement because they 

interpret being African American as conflicting with academic excellence. Many African 

American and brown children have rarely had a teacher that looked like them. A greater tragedy  

has  been the scarcity of African American male teachers during many educational careers. For 

most, the only African American males many may have encountered at school were the 

custodians or the gym teachers; seldom were there African American and Latino males teaching 

core subjects such as math, science, history, or language arts. This lack of diversity in both 

content and personnel was the rationale for Ladson-Billing researching and coining the term 

Culturally Relevant Pedagogy. 

Culturally Relevant Pedagogy manifests itself when cultural competence, as conceived 

by Ladson-Billings (1994), is not problematic and when mainstream U.S. culture reflects and 

resonates with students' cultural identities. In the instance in which students' cultural identities 

and mainstream U.S. culture are not in sync and students' cultural identities are marginalized, 

this cultural competence "uses student culture to maintain [student culture] and to transcend the 

negative effects of the dominate culture" (Ladson-Billings, 1994. p.17).  

Culturally Relevant Pedagogy must deviate from other cultural perspectives in its 

criticality, a critical and intentional deconstruction of the status quo, and must cover three tenets: 

(1) academic excellence for all students, (2) the fostering of cultural competence, and (3) the 

development of a critical social consciousness (Ladson-Billings, 1994). Often, descriptions and 

interpretations of subject-area specific practices within classrooms accompany the discussion of 

these elements (Abt-Perkins, Balf, Brown, Deal, Dutro, Helmer, & Parsons 2010, p. 16).  

Culturally Relevant Pedagogy was created to “problematize” teaching and to encourage 

educators to seek out the nature of student-educator relationships, the curriculum, schooling, and 

society (Ladson-Billings, 1995 p. 483). Teachers need to understand that African American 
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students desire to see and know that people of their background have made contributions to this 

“Great Nation” as well. For far too long, marginalized children have had to endure looking at and 

hearing about White men in wigs get credit for creating this nation and enduring ridicule from 

other students when history books portrayed African Americans as cartoon caricatures with big 

red lips living in grass huts, books that make Africa look smaller than the United States, or 

photos of African American women with breasts exposed, a basket on their heads, and wearing a 

grass skirt.  

United States history is not inclusive nor representative; it is a history that has often 

allowed non-marginalized students to have a sense of superiority and entitlement. Many teachers 

have failed to realize that culture and relevance play individual and collective roles in teaching 

and learning (Ladson-Billings, 1994). In culturally relevant pedagogy, having good intentions 

must be supplemented by academic knowledge and skills as well as the fortitude to disrupt and 

destroy the current status quo one lesson at a time. Good technical skills may not make up for a 

lack of relevance or attention to students' cultures; similarly, an awareness of culture and 

relevance cannot erase weak pedagogical skills or watered-down instruction (Abt-Perkins et al., 

2010, p. 4).  

Gay (as cited in Jackson, 2011) reiterated the same sentiment when she stated that school 

content should be an instrument to help foster student’s success and accentuate their present and 

future powers, capabilities, attitudes, and experiences. Gay states that relevant instruction should 

include information about the histories, cultures, contributions, experiences, perspectives and 

issues that students deal with regarding respective ethnic groups. Dutro, Kazemi, and Balf (2010) 

made a compelling argument stating that when teachers followed their students’ lead into 

thinking about and exploring important ideas, teaching and learning were more relevant to 

students. Dutro et al. (2010) stated that if teachers designed their lesson plans based on their own 
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preconceptions about what will be meaningful for any given classroom or group, teachers may 

very well get it wrong. 

Many educators and researchers believed that the educational disparities being researched 

stem from a moral decay that has plagued the Americas for centuries. Ladson-Billings and Tate 

(1995) stated that Critical Race Theory describes the process which inspires and stimulates the 

oppressor with the thought that he is everything and has accomplished everything worthwhile, 

while at the same time crushes the spark of genius in people of color by making them feel that 

their race does not amount to much and never will measure up to the standards of other people. 

Critical Race Theory continued to play a major role in the United States because American 

society was based on property rights rather than human rights, and the unique intersection of race 

and property created an analytical instrument for comprehending inequity (Ladson-Billings & 

Tate, 1995, p. 47). Harris (as cited in Ladson-Billing & Tate, 1995) stated that the devastating 

effects of slavery linked the privilege of non-marginalized to the subordination of African 

Americans through a legal regime that attempted the conversion of African Americans into 

objects of property.  

Bell (1980) stated that America, with all its laws, rules, and regulations, has been geared 

to advance the non-marginalized race movement. Bell also stated that America was innately 

prejudiced. Racism was not a series of isolated acts, but endemic to American life; it was deeply 

ingrained in European culture, has been made legal by governmental laws, and has affected 

people of color psychologically (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995, p. 52). Wellman (as cited in 

Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995) stated that “culturally sanctioned beliefs which, regardless of the 

intentions involved, defended the advantages non-marginalized have because of the subordinated 

positions of racial minorities” (p. 55). Critical Race Theorists also believed that civil-rights laws 
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were made to appease people of color, were never created to be effective, and most of them were 

undermined before they could fulfill their promise (i.e. Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka).  

Because the dominant culture has never had to endure the “thousand daily cuts” of 

racism, such as women grabbing their purses when people of color walk past, people locking the 

door when people of color cross the streets, or being routinely followed in shopping malls, non-

marginalized individuals often have the propensity to disbelieve people of color when they have 

shared their experiences. Bell (1980), and Ladson-Billings and Tate (1985) agreed that the plight 

of people of color can only be told by storytelling, through one’s own empirical reality. These 

stories serve as interpretive structures by which they imposed order on experience and 

experience affected African Americans immensely.  

Problem 

Before one can postulate about how or why this research was so desperately needed, one 

must understand the origins of how African American students have come to be in such a deficit 

in public schools. The problems began as poverty and poor educational opportunities became 

cyclical. Parents went to a school where there were little to no expectations for them to succeed, 

obtained a minimum wage job, and are then limited as to where they live, many living in a 

housing project in the inner-cities or low income housing neighborhoods. Those parents then sent 

their children to the same school where they themselves had received a sub-par education, their 

children grew up, obtained the same type of low income job, moved into the same type of 

neighborhood, and had children of their own. The cycle continued. 

Harley’s (2008) research on the impact of education laws and policies, particularly those 

implemented as a result of the Brown v. Board of Education decision of 1954, examined how 

such effort has failed to fully address the barriers to equal educational opportunities and 
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resources for African American youth and this may have created even more problems for the 

education of African American children. (p. 522). 

The desegregating of schools, based on the literature, appeared to often be detrimental to 

African American students. School administrators in many cases fired African American 

principals and replaced them with non-marginalized males. These African American schools had 

been producing doctors, lawyers, teachers, and judges, but after non-marginalized principals took 

over, these schools began to fail. Tillman (2004) reiterated this notion when stating that African 

American principals were often denied the opportunity and authority to act on behalf of African 

American children in the implementation of desegregation (p. 172).  

When topics such as race, poverty, and inequality are mentioned many people tend to 

ignore them, or not worry because they are not personally experiencing discrimination. Derman-

Sparks and Ramsey (2011) state that race is, and has always been, a social-political construct 

masquerading as a biological fact. Racism has been defined and redefined by social, economic, 

and political forces (Omi & Winant, 1986) in ways that have reflected the interests and beliefs of 

those in power. Despite its lack of validity, this construct underlies a system of racial advantage 

and disadvantage and continues to influence the life prospects of all Americans, both those who 

are viewed as racially superior and those who are targets of racial discrimination. 

Many analyses of racism focus on its negative effects on people of color and ignore the 

notion of "whiteness" that is embedded in racial hierarchies. However, assumptions about racial 

inferiority could not exist without the partner concept of superiority. "Ideological racism includes 

strongly positive images of the non-marginalized self as well as strongly negative images of the 

racial others" (Feagin, 2000, p.33). These beliefs, in turn, engender a sense of entitlement, which 

is the core of the social-political construct of the non-marginalized. This same notion is being 

perpetuated in schools across America. As stated in Chapter One, the predominant demographics 
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of teachers are ethno-racially non-marginalized (i.e. White, non-Hispanic 81.9%) women with an 

average age of forty-two (Tourkin, Pugh, Fondelier, Palmer, Cole, Jackson & Walter, 2004). 

These cultural differences have trickled into the classroom. Some teachers have the propensity to 

prejudge their students based on their skin tones and nationalities. McGrady and Reynolds 

(2013) state that among students with non-marginalized teachers, Asian students are usually 

viewed more positively than non-marginalized students, while African American students are 

perceived more negatively because of stereotypes and media sensation, such as news reports that 

depict people of color in an egregious way. This view is especially magnified when African 

American students grow up in poverty. Carter, Morris, and Villages (as cited in Derman-Sparks 

& Ramsey, 2011) state that there are disadvantages for students of lower socioeconomic status 

and marginalized students because educators and schools embrace non-marginalized-middle-

class standards of deportment and academic ability. 

McGrady and Reynolds (2013) used the most appropriate term “mismatch” to describe 

the phenomena. Much like wearing one green sock and one purple sock, they don’t match, 

having a teacher who has no clue about the inner workings of an inner-city housed in a Latino/a 

and black classroom, there is a disconnect. This teacher usually has no other resource to pull 

from but what she has seen on the news and the stereotypical propaganda perpetuated by the 

media. McGrady and Reynolds (2013) contend that “mismatch” effects stem from racial 

stereotypes. McGrady and Reynolds state that sociologists have speculated that the negative 

perceptions teachers tend to hold regarding African American students are rooted in racial 

stereotypes and racially charged micro political classroom dynamics. “The effects of mismatch 

can be viewed in two ways, (1) how teachers view African American students versus other 

students, and (2) how teachers view African American students versus how the non-marginalized 

students view marginalized students” (McGrady and Reynolds, 2013, p. 4). 
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Negative attitudes and low expectations are two attributes that hinder the growth of any 

student, whether African Americans, non-marginalized, Asian, or Hispanic, etc. When students 

sense that teachers do not expect them to do well, this often then becomes a self-fulfilling 

prophecy. Negative behaviors will begin to manifest themselves in the classroom, and 

achievement will begin to diminish.  

Ferguson (as cited in Jencks & Phillips, 1998) and Darling-Hammond (1985) state that a 

review of the literature on teachers’ expectations concludes that teachers do have lower 

expectations for African American students than for other students. Ferguson states African 

American students often enter school with weaker cognitive skills than other students. Ferguson 

also finds some evidence that lower teacher expectations have a more negative effect on African 

American students than their non-marginalized classmates. Crocker and Major (as cited in 

McKeown & Weinstein, 2002), state that marginalized groups who perceive that the teacher 

expects low math performance may ponder whether the teacher’s belief is based on actual ability 

or on the teacher’s general belief that a group is not as good at mathematics. Attributing the 

teacher’s belief to ability may erode confidence, thus affecting performance. Attributing the 

teacher’s belief to the teacher’s stereotype may protect the student’s self-esteem, but may also 

lead to disengagement from schooling, which may also eventually erode performance. For 

instance, African American students are the minority when it relates to overall enrollment in 

public education, but are the majority in special education and vocational education. Various 

journal articles have implied that if teachers have the preconceived notion that African American 

students are not college bound, it follows that they will not invest the time or energy to 

encourage college readiness (McGrady & Reynolds, 2013, p. 3).  

Darling-Hammond (1985) states that minority students are disproportionately placed in 

vocational courses or in low track classes where they are not intellectually challenged, teachers 
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often lack enthusiasm, expectations normally are low, and children get the message they cannot 

succeed. Vaught and Castagno (2008) state that non-marginalized racial power permeates every 

institution, and teachers fail to understand how race and racism inform low student achievement. 

Non-marginalized students can walk into a classroom that has a non-marginalized teacher 

standing at the door in the morning and have an unconscious sense of comfort knowing that they 

are in good hands with this teacher. McGrady and Reynolds (2013) infer that a non-marginalized 

student will never have to wonder if this non-marginalized teacher is going to give him or her a 

fair deal when it comes to grades or pick him when it is time to answer questions, read aloud, or 

come to the front of the class to work on a math problem. Alternately, if something negative 

happens in the class, to blame him; these negative stereotypes and low expectations of African 

American students contribute to the demise of students.  

Shih, Pittinsky, and Ambady (1999) found that childrens’ responses to high expectations 

may depend on marginalized membership as well. For instance, members of positively 

stereotyped groups may benefit from high expectations, while members of negatively 

stereotyped groups may accrue less benefit from high expectations. Shih et al. (1999) discovered 

that when a positively stereotyped social identity is made salient, performance may be enhanced. 

In addition to positive expectations, teachers are encouraged to enhance the educational 

experience for all students, particularly, in this case, for African American students, by 

practicing Culturally Relevant Pedagogy. Ladson-Billings, the researcher who made this term 

famous wrote in her book The Dreamkeepers: 

When I originally began searching for research for successfully educating African 

American students. I found nothing. The extant literature was filled with studies of 

African-American students, but most cast them as deficient and closely associated with 

terms such as at risk, disadvantaged, and underachieving (2014, p. 76). 
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One of the reasons this phenomenon occurs on such a frequent basis is due to the average 

age and race of teachers across the nation, which is twenty-one years old and non-marginalized. 

This young non-marginalized teacher seems to “come from a world that is completely removed 

from that of African American students, who relate to one another in a kind of code that 

strengthens their connections to one another while it deepens their alienation from the world of 

education” (Emdin, 2008, p. 773). Aside from growing up being able to be nonchalant about 

race, teachers are also stymied by insufficient professional training for doing Culturally Relevant 

work. A few in-service workshops or add-on modules in a college course are not enough 

preparation to authentically raise and explore these issues with adults and children (Chag, 

Muckelroy, & Puildo-Tobiassen, 1996). 

As stated above, non-marginalized teachers are approaching classrooms with the mindset 

that they have the answers to these African American students’ dilemmas. Non-marginalized 

teachers believe that race and racism is either nonexistent or irrelevant to talk about and that to 

address it could be harmful to marginalized children. Non-marginalized teachers would rather 

pretend that they don’t see color, which is another “deficit model” way of thinking. These 

teachers deny or ignore the systemic racism and non-marginalized privilege that remains 

prevalent in the United States (Derman-Sparks & Ramsey, 2011, p. 30) Derman-Sparks and 

Ramsey (2011) state that racism is now more covert or subtle than it was in the past. They 

conclude that some teachers may be aware of their racial privilege but are invested in denying it 

and protecting their heritage and therefore see curriculum that pertains to Cultural Relevance as 

threatening. Derman-Sparks and Ramsey maintain that current strategies used to redress the 

inequities of racism victimize marginalized people and are a luxury of non-marginalized people. 

Derman-Sparks and Ramsey (2011) state that some people harp on the negative effects 

racism has on people of color and totally ignore the notion of “whiteness.” Derman-Sparks and 
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Ramsey emphasize that racism is embedded in racial hierarchies, as these assumptions about 

racial inferiority could not exist without the coordinating notion of superiority. This type of 

ideology incorporates a strong positive image of the non-marginalized-self and strong negative 

images of the racial other. “These beliefs, in turn, invoke a sense of privilege, which is the 

catalyst of the sociopolitical construct of non-marginalized people” (Derman-Sparks & Ramsey, 

2011, p. 30). 

Omi and Winant (as cited in Derman-Sparks & Ramsey, 2011) state that race is, and has 

always been, a social-political construct masquerading as a biological fact. Race has been 

defined and redefined by social, economic, and political forces in ways that have reflected the 

interests and beliefs of those in power. Omi and Winant (2011) believe that racism lacks 

legitimacy; its construct underlies a system of racial advantage and disadvantage, and it 

continues to impact the life prospects of all Americans-both those who are viewed as racially 

superior and those who are targets of racial discrimination.  

Derman-Sparks and Ramsey (2011) conclude that “whiteness” is a concept, a belief, 

which possesses tremendous strength over our lives and, in turn, over the lives of brown and 

African American people. Racism is an arbitrary category that supersedes our individual 

personalities. A related pervasive argument used to nullify cultural diversity in schools is the 

notion that teachers are “color-blind.” The color-blind position silences children of color and 

grown-ups. Color blindness invalidates the ongoing racism experienced by people of color 

(Derman-Sparks & Ramsey, 2011).  

The sentiments above came from various educators who honestly believe that they are 

effective teachers, but they don’t believe in cultural diversity. A teacher of a predominately white 

class stated that if she were to introduce diversity in her class, her students would not benefit 

because of all of her students being white, therefore they would not have to learn about 
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inequality or bias. Derman-Sparks and Ramsey (2011) state that the idea that racism is an 

intentionally created and maintained system that advantages European Americans is often a 

difficult one for non-marginalized people to stomach. 

Solution 

Derogatory statements used to describe African American students inspired Ladson-

Billings to conduct her own research. Ladson-Billings states that the literature contained nothing 

but negative data. Changing the vernacular of the research focus thus seems imperative. With all 

the knowledge we possess in the United States we still have the same dilemma of African 

American children lagging in both test scores and overall grades in class and are the leading 

statistic in ESE programs and dropout rates. To close the educational divide, Ladson-Billings and 

Tate (1998), McGrady and Reynolds (2013), and Tillman (2002) all state that when research 

about African American and brown students has been approached from a culturally sensitive 

perspective, the varied aspects of their culture and the varied aspects of their historic and 

contemporary experiences are acknowledged. When African American and brown children can 

identify with people that look like them in textbooks, they are more apt to stay focused and 

remain engaged and can thus identify with the plights of the people they are learning about, 

giving them courage to forge through their own personal dilemmas. 

Racism is comprised of attitudes and belief systems that one must deal with as a person 

of color. Facing these thousand daily cuts is challenging enough for an adult, let alone as 

children and students who must endure racist tendencies when they don’t yet have the resources 

or cognition to defend themselves. These attitudes toward teaching African American students 

and the correlating achievement gap between African American and non-marginalized students 

gave concern to Ladson-Billings. Ladson-Billings (2014) believes that one of the root causes for 

the achievement gap is that African American students are being ignored by teachers who don’t 
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embrace their culture and further, believes that if the curriculum were to reflect a classroom’s 

cultural dynamics, students would be more engaged in the lesson, leading to an increase in 

attendance. Ladson-Billings (2014) states that search results directed “me to references such as 

“see culturally deprived” or “see culturally disadvantaged” (Ladson-Billings, 2014, p. 76). 

Ladson-Billings reiterates that her work in this area resulted in the development of what 

she termed Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (Ladson-Billings,1995). When this inquiry began, the 

primary concern was with practical ways to improve teacher education. Ladson-Billings wanted 

to create a new generation of teachers who would have an appreciation of their students’ assets 

and to their work in urban classrooms populated with African American students (p. 74).  

Ladson-Billings stated that, even though it’s been 20 plus years since the book was 

originally written, the intention was to make a pedagogical, logical change. Ladson-Billings 

again states that instead of asking what was wrong with African American learners, to dare to 

ask what was right with these students and what happened in the classrooms of the teachers who 

seemed to experience pedagogical success with them (p.74).  

Researchers state that one possible solution would entail teachers becoming culturally 

savvy. Another possible solution would entail teachers taking their students’ demographics into 

account when creating their lesson plans. Some teachers who have taken diversity training 

classes in college believe simply talking about culture, or having African American and brown 

people sprinkled in their lesson plans, constitutes being culturally diverse. Abt-Perkins, Balf, 

Brown, Deal, Dutro, Helmer, and Parsons (2010) stated that many teachers truly believed that 

they were offering culturally relevant pedagogy by offering "minorities" and "low-income 

students" stereotypical cultural activities (p.9). Abt-Perkins et al. (2010) argued that, without 

fully considering students’ cultural backgrounds, pedagogy that attempts to be culturally relevant 

will always be subject to failure. 
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While teachers attempt to become culturally relevant it is imperative to have a working 

knowledge of the terminology. Derman-Sparks and Ramsey (2011) state that culturally relevant 

pedagogy is essential for teachers to develop, as it entails authentic identities based on personal 

abilities and interest, family history, and culture rather than on non-marginalized preeminence. 

Derman-Sparks and Ramsey suggest that a teacher needs to know and respect and value the 

diversity of physical and social attributes among African American students.  

Experience dictates that one must have a working understanding of the word culture. 

Culture, according to Abt-Perkins et al. (2010), is considered the number one medium through 

which people mediate their correspondence with one another in the tangible world. Abt-Perkins 

et al. (2010) state that these mediations consist of repetition and practices acquired from an 

individual’s prolonged immersion in a cultural lifestyle (i.e. a coordinated group of people who 

share common understandings across generations). Gutierrez and Rogoff (2003), Boykin (1994), 

and Lee (2002) state that some of these practices are spirited and approachable to altercations, 

but others are established upon deep structures that are impervious or slow to change. 

Individuals’ cultures are defining, they are all encompassing, and they give purpose. Culture has 

a dress code, it has a rhythm, it has a flavor, a swag.  

Tillman (2002), stated that African American culture(s) have been described as differing 

from European American culture in various ways that include individual and collective value 

orientations, language patterns, and worldviews. Tillman concluded that culture is a shared 

orientation based on similar cultural, historical, and political experiences. She stated that 

culturally deep structures suggest a complexity of behaviors that undergird cultural 

distinctiveness. Ginsberg and Wlodkowski (2009) state that teachers need to be cognizant of 

students’ cultural make-up because “we are more aware that to help a student learn may demand 
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Appendix J: Correlation Matrix Between Sorts 

_Correlation Matrix Between Sorts__________________________________ 

 

Note. Numbers represent the correlation percentage for each Q sort, where n = 4 
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Appendix K: Unrotated Factor Matrix 
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Appendix L: Factor Matrix with Factor Loadings 
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Appendix M:  Correlation Between Factors 

Note. Significant correlations between factors occur when the correlation is greater than =/-0.42; p>0.01 
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Appendix N: Responsive to Students’ Cultural Backgrounds 
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Appendix O: Responding Through Honoring and Exploring Culture  
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Appendix P: Responding Through Structure, Routines, and Direct Advocacy 
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Appendix Q: Conducive and Inclusive Learning Environment 
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Appendix R: Responding To Culture Free Constructivism 
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