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Problem Statement
Introduction — Personal Background

Since entering the teaching profession as a wtlstie two years ago in my mid-
thirties, | have been surprised by the degreesheei of race has affected my teaching
experience. Before teaching, | had spent much ofifeyorking in social causes
involving people of color and | do recall race acial tension being an important factor
in the work. However, since becoming a teacherhang the responsibility of teaching
90 students a day in an urban middle school in &@wakl(who are predominantly students
of color), I have found the issue of race to be/wgnificant in my relationship with my
students. How race affects my relationship withstudents has motivated me to
undertake a study of how African-American studgiceive me as a white male teacher
and how the students feel race affects out relahipn Before describing the specifics of
my study, | want to provide the background of myremto the teaching profession and
how the issue of race has come up in the classroom.

White Male Identity and the Culture of Power

During the summer of 2001, before the start of eacher credential program at
Mills College, | was assigned to read Gloria Lad8allings’ book The Dreamkeepers
(1994). | was inspired by the title of the book avak eager to read it; however, | recall
there were parts of the book that disturbed meedding her description of effective
teachers of students of color, | detected a vieat\white men were not welcome into the
teaching profession. Upon rereading the book fisrrésearch, | do not see where exactly
Ladson-Billings writes this, but somehow | got tlmapression. In the book, Ladson-
Billings profiles several exceptional “culturallpmpetent” teachers and describes their
methods of teaching African-American students. infinst reading, | recall that the all
of the successful teachers she described were wantewere mostly African-American.
At one point she describes a white male studech&ravho has had an unsuccessful
experience teaching students of color. Before thhadn’t remembered feeling that being
a white male could potentially be a liability ateacher, but | began to feel it could be. |
had entered teaching knowing that there was angieel for teachers and | felt | was
answering a call to save kids in inner city scho@las it possible | wasn’t needed?
Could I be part of the problem as opposed to bpartjof the solution? | was glad when
this issue came up in a credential class discusditime book. Our African-American
teacher stated she didn't think that Ladson-Biingtention was to imply that the
teaching profession didn’t need white teachersyéier she was making the point that
teachers needed to connect to the culture of shaitents.

Over the course of the credential year, honesthaking, | regularly felt unease
and discomfort in reading authors who addressedtacked “the culture of power.”
Being a white male, | sometimes felt these auth@n®e directly attacking me. |
wondered if | had been a beneficiary of so muchilege. Being only one of five white
males in a seminar class of 60 students, mostlyeminsometimes felt | was “the
enemy”. | thought about expressing these feelimglspeerhaps | did indirectly, but | also
was able to listen and absorb. | felt these autivere pushing my buttons and were
forcing me to look hard at my own beliefs, whichsveapositive thing.
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Looking back, | think that the discussion of race avhite dominance in our
credential program was part of a larger goal oparimg us to be effective teachers in
racially and culturally diverse inner city schodlgespite my many years of working in
racially diverse communities, | realized | hadréegly investigated my own racial
identity and how | might have benefited from wiptévilege. Maybe this is why |
reacted so strongly to some of the class readivpen | told certain friends of color
outside of my program about my studies, they exy@@surprise that | hadn’t ever
explored this topic. | also recall a discussionimyithat year of the need for whites to
move beyond guilt and become advocates for pedmelor. This statement confused
me as | wasn’t sure how to move forward; | did fpeilt about being a member of the
culture of power. | also felt nervous that | migihfact be racist when | had thought |
wasn't. | recall a day-long retreat where our creidé faculty spoke to the students about
their own racial and ethnic identity and how it meped them as teachers. It was truly
interesting to hear the white faculty talk abowitlbackgrounds (which is a rare thing).
It modeled bringing the discussion of race out i@ open.
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Being Called a Racist Teacher

While grappling with my own exploration of my rakidentity during my
credential year, | was entering the classroomsis@ent teacher. In the second half of
the year, | was given the responsibility of takowgr a two hour class of Seventh Grade
English and World History in a diverse urban classn. Not surprisingly, | was quickly
challenged in the area of discipline and sevetalestts regularly challenged my
authority. One day when | repeatedly asked onecAfiAmerican student to stop talking
during a silent reading period, the student respdntMan, you are a racist!” Her
comment stung me especially in light of my ongamger exploration in my teacher
training program. Later, | discussed this incideinh my cooperating teacher and she
reassured me that she felt | had not done anythinogg. She mentioned she thought
some students used this allegation against whatehezs aware the power of this
accusation. | was unsure how to respond to thesstigdallegation. I felt the student was
using this word unfairly, but it was not somethingould easily brush off.

First Year Teacher

This student teaching experience prepared me i seey for my first full time
assignment in a™grade classroom in Oakland, California. Earlyhia year, | again
experienced tension in my relationship with my stud, especially those who were
African-American. Some of these students felt neatiment of them was racially
motivated and let me hear of it. The tension o@imostly when | would punish
students for not following the classroom rules ifggvthem detention or sending them to
the office). It shocked when the students respomdtddanger and defiance and felt so
vehemently mistreated. There was a huge gap betmgempression of how students
had acted and the students’ impression of their loghavior. (This created quite
animated “he said-she said” conversations at tharastration and parent level). The
students would either deny their wrong behavior@ndccuse me of enforcing the rules
unequally with all students. | interpreted thisaastrategy students used to take authority
away from me in the classroom and escape respébtysior their actions. Again,
however, it was hard to brush off the accusati@t khvas being racist. A white male
teacher colleague told me he handled these sitigabip saying, “if a student in my class
calls me a racist, | tell them to immediately gavddo the principal’s office with their
evidence and ask that | be fired. If I'm racisshbuldn’t be teaching here.” He said the
students would become stymied by this becausedideyot have substantial evidence
and they would stop their comments. He also fedt fibrced students to face that their
accusations were unreasonable.

My Class - My Study - Context of Study

In my second year of teachinl] §rade at the same school in Oakland, | was
determined to improve my classroom management igebs and reduce disruptive
behavior. | did feel that many of the disciplin@iplems | encountered in my first year
were related to my inexperience in teaching. Aslieses said in many a classroom
management workshop, when a middle school stu@éases a lack of structure, he/she
will be quick to exploit it. Yet, in the back of mind, | recalled my previous year’s
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experience with African-American students and alsoted to improve my relationship
with them. | felt this tension between needing @éontore hard and soft simultaneously.

As we moved through the beginning of the yearltitfee overall environment in
the classroom was more controlled and positivethrre were still many discipline
problems. Again, | noticed many of the problemsuneed with African-American
students. | was patrticularly concerned with one<laf thirty students. Sometimes, at the
end of class, almost half the students’ namesarctiiss were written on the board for
bad behavior and ten or more students would havedaletention. In one theory, |
thought | was inconsistently enforcing the clasargales and acting alternatively “hard”
and “soft”. In addition, | questioned my ability asVhite male to be an effective teacher
for African-American students and other studentsaddr. | vividly remember days
where | felt the students were “ganging up” on me acting as a group to “sabotage”
and disrupt the class. | compared these situatmascaptain facing a mutiny on his ship.
In a narrative describing one of these “bad day#li this class, | wrote:

| feel the blood pumping in my head as | senseniinous sentiment rise in the room.
Students (all African-American) are criticizing heé and right. “You're doing too
much.” “You're hecka (very) scandalous.” “You caalcmy house, | don’t care.”
“You're always putting people’s name on the boadrfo reason.” I hate this class.

I’'m getting my classes changed.” | feel | musystalm and not get too emotional. | feel
I must stand up for myself. Can'’t they see that Hve the problem, not me? “You
know,” | say, “you may enjoy treating your teachéns way, but | am here to teach you
all to learn, and | don’t understand why you wouldnt to treat someone like this who is
here to help you.”

My response in this situation on that day did cahsestudents to calm down and
consider their behavior and the tension was ditfuséit. In these tense moments,
however, | felt there was a racial element to gresion. | wondered if the African-
American students were attacking me because | wdsta male. Certainly by their
behavior they were making a statement about howftHeabout what was happening in
the class. For the practical and person reasamg,durious about those tense days. Ina
later book, Crossing Over to Cang@001), Gloria Ladson-Billings describes a
beginning African-American male teacher and higggfes to teach his diverse students
to write. She writes that this teacher, when fagegd an unsuccessful classroom, decided
to work on himself and his approach rather thamgryo fix the students. He ends up
inventing creative ways to engage “unsuccessfuiiesnts more in the curriculum.
Ladson-Billings calls this “reflective practice, here teachers respond to the feedback
students provide (directly and indirectly) and wawkap into their students’ strengths
(Ladson-Billings, 2001). In light of Ladson-Billisgperspective, one reason for the
opposition | encountered from the students wastti®t were not buying into my class. |
needed to rethink what | was presenting to them.

From the perspective of reflective practice, | doldve focused my study on
reworking my classroom curriculum to try to morgage the African-American students
and recorded the results, but that is not the tlime¢ chose. In thinking of my
interactions with African-American students, tharge of being called a “racist” was
loudly ringing in my ears. | was drawn to follow with them directly and find out how
they found me racist. In a classroom where theestigdwere highly engaged in the
curriculum, there would naturally be fewer disangliproblems and fewer situations of
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teacher-student conflict (this is advocated ad#d® classroom management technique in
general). In that scenario, the students mighthrest label me as racist. However, as a
second year teacher in the process of developigggemg curriculum, | decided to probe
more deeply into the issue of racism. The issudistfipline and fair treatment of students
of color is complex. | notice that most of the stnts who receive detention and other
punishments from me are African American and Lating, | feel | am only responding
to their behavior. Noticing the trend, | can seeereht makes sense to them that | would
be discriminating. Thinking of this beyond the mgtout of consequences for negative
behavior, | feel that race is an obstacle in theetigoment of a positive relationship with
my students of color, and African-American studentgarticular. | would like to
understand more why this is an obstacle and whabealone to overcome it.

My research question became, “How do my African-Anan students
experience and define racist behavior by me as wigie male teacher?”

Literature Review

Scholars, teachers, policy makers, and many odwsowledge and have sought
to address the disproportionate lack of successudlents of color in United States
educational system. Much has been written and realwions have been posed to
improve the educational performance of studentstafr.

One predominant theory espoused by scholars (Og86;, Delpit,1995;
Tatum,1997; Ladson-Billings,1994,2001) to expldie tack of success is that students of
color face a gap between their own culture ancttieire of school. The gap emerges at
the earliest phases of school where students’ yisth®g knowledge is not honored in the
school environment and students are “set-up” fo$audents of color end up behind
white students at the earliest stages of scho@sé lauthors argue that the public school
system in all of its aspects: its history, its @ulum, its administrative and teaching
staff, represents the values of the culture of pgiwe white dominant society). Students
of color therefore feel a conflict between theimf®racial and ethnic identity and the
identity that is required to be successful in s¢h@gbu (1986) writes:

Involuntary minorities have persistent rates ofaatfailure and social adjustment
problems because they have greater difficulty éngssultural boundaries due to an
oppositional critical frame of reference and oppiasial identity; there evolved a folk
theory of getting ahead in which schooling competigis and may adversely affected by
other survival strategies; and their distrust ofitetpeople and skepticism make it harder
for them to accept and follow school rules and dtad practices that enhance academic
success. (p-334)

One major component of school culture are teach&ktions with teachers are
the primary interaction for students in the schaolironment. If schools are
representative of the culture of power, then teechiso reflect the culture of power,
unless they actively try not to. If students ofazadee white teachers as their primary
contact in a racist institution, why would they wamlearn from them?

Many authors have argued that the primary reasadests of color do not
succeed in school is that the teaching force manmiy white and what is needed are
more teachers of color (Delpit,1995; Ladson-Bilin@994, 2001; Villegas,Lucas, 2002;
Nieto 2003). These scholars argue that teachasslof are better able to reach and
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influence students of color by acting as role msaeid placing learning within a familiar
context. But, while the number of students of cadoincreasing in public schools, the
percentage of teachers of color is declining. gdle and Lucas document that the
percentage of white teachers in all public schomde from 86.8% to 90.7% from 1991 to
1996 and will continue to rise. Regarding studeint4972, students of color accounted
for 22% of all public school students and in 199@, percentage has risen to 37%.
Students of color by 2035 are expected to be therityaof students in the United States
(Villegas,Lucas, 2002)The end result is that mondéemeachers will be teaching more
students of color in the years to come.

Facing the reality that the teaching force willdsedominantly white and the
students will be by majority students of color,dalns have proposed solutions for
improving the relationship between white teachews students of color. Gloria Ladson-
Billings, in her book The Dreamkeepgpsofiles exceptional teachers of students ofrcolo
and includes some white teachers as examples.i§bleasizes that these white teachers
interact within the communities of color outsidesghool. Also, these teachers work to
highlight student strengths and potential and ason@gative pattern of reprimanding
wrong behavior. In, Crossing Over to Candaadson-Billings describes a project to train
new teachers in becoming “culturally competent” &ardoming successful teachers of
students of color. She describes four areas afirally competent teaching: 1.teachers
understand culture and its role in education, &lters take responsibility for learning
about students’ culture and community, 3. teachsesstudent culture as a basis for
learning; and, 4. teachers promote a flexible dstumlents’ local and global culture.
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White Teacher Identity Development

Gary Howard, in his book, We Can’t Teach What WenD&now: White
Teachers, Multi-Racial Schog]$999), presents an approach for anti-racist itenti
development for white educators that will improkeit teaching of students of color.
The premise of his book is connected to the bd@kwhich is a quote from Malcolm X.
Howard states that white educators cannot be eféet#achers of students of color until
they have deeply investigated (and come to “knad&jr own racial identity. This
involves recognizing all of harm that has comedopde of color as a result of White
dominance and the continuing influence of White gh@nce in the present. In his book
and training, Howard points to social dominancetiievhich explains how human
history is filled with examples of one group exegtdominance over another. The past
500 years have been period of White European domo@and all other groups have
become inferior “negative reference groups.” lmeial dominance paradigm, minority
groups are defined by their differences to the dami group. This explains why whites
often have difficulty defining their ethnicity. Farhites, coming to grips with ethnicity
also involves acknowledging the victims of whitardpance. This is a painful process
and many in Howard’s workshops resist it. If whitachers wish to be effective teachers
of students of color, they must go through it. Hovstates:

Because European dominance has been so broadlgféeddively established, it is
important to ask ourselves as White educators havwown social positionality and
history of dominance might be implicated in thepdiportionate distribution of privilege
and penalty in contemporary educational systems.ouWght to seek this understanding
not because we stand accused of the sins and esaafssur ancestors, but because we
are committed to equitable opportunities and outesfior all of our students. In seeking
this understanding, however, it must be acknowlddhat is difficult for the members of
any hegemonic group to see their own dominanceauBecof our social positionality as
Whites in western settings, the arrangements ofrdmme may appear “normal” to us,
part of the assumed and natural fabric of realirg 34).

Howard presents a “White Identity Orientations” rabgsee Appendix C) that
shows white identity across a spectrum. At oneigtide endorsement of white social
dominance and at the other is the acknowledgenfentarist past and present and a
commitment to creating a future of equality. Howsnthodel is divided into three
modalities of growth: thinking, feeling and actiragid spreads across three identities:
fundamentalist, integrationist and transformatiaris the integrationist orientation,
Howard states, “Integrationists acknowledge th&hisal reality of White dominance,
but they usually fail to grasp the significancetsfcontinuing effects in contemporary
social institutions.” (pg103) Looking at my own id&y development, | recognize this
orientation lists many characteristics that defime or have defined me. For example,
feeling guilt, I was in the mode where | had ndlyfexamined all the systematic aspects
of racism and had not moved from guilt to actionadldition, | recognize | entered
teaching with a touch of “missionary zeal” aboulpivey others. Ladson-Billings (2001)
comments that approaching teaching with the idéhalping the less fortunate” can
affirm the idea that others are needy and disadgmol She states, “such an approach to
teaching diverse groups of students renders théure irrelevant.” This is also a trait of
the integrationist phase. Of the third transforomast phase, Howard writes,
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Whites who enter the transformationist orientati@ve experienced a profound shift in
their understanding and themselves. They have ad&dged, critiqued and rejected the
legitimacy of the dominance paradigm. They havensittedd themselves to a lifelong
process of dismantling the assumption of rightneagsjuxury of ignorance, and the
legacy of privilege that have been the foundatiming/hite hegemony for centuries.
Although there is no ultimate escape from thesatnegrealities of Whiteness, they are
not overwhelmed by guilt or shame. Having chanpedhselves, they are passionate
about educating other whites and committed to waykiith colleagues from all racial
groups to overcome the social arrangements of @adtpresent dominance. (pp 107-08)

In the end, Howard argues that it is possible foiteveducators to develop a
positive white identity.

The goal for White people in the process of raidlahtity development is not to un-
become White but rather to transform ourselves, taskefully for others, the meaning of
Whiteness. Just as African-Americans have chalktiye negative associations of
“Blackness” and chosen to recast their identitytleir own positive image, so Whites
need to acknowledge and work through the negatsterical implications of

“Whiteness” and create for ourselves a transfornghtity as White people committed
to equity and social change. To teach my whiteesitgithat there are different ways of
being White, and that they have a choice as Wieitple to become champions of justice
and social healing, is to provide them a positiireation for growth and to grant them
the dignity of their own being.(pp-112)

Another author-scholar who sheds light on the dyoarhwhite teachers teaching
students of color is Julie Kailin. In her artict®reparing Urban Teachers for Schools
and Communities: An Anti-Racist Perspective” (199€3ilin outlines her
recommendations for anti-racist training of whitadhers. Like Howard, she emphasizes
the importance for teachers of moving from a pemtma societal/institutional view of
racism. She comments that anti-racist training og will be limited if “they focus
only on the psychology of the individual ratherttba the structural contexts which
breed racism in the individual.Kailin argues that within the context of educatian,
anti-racist perspective defines white racism asthe reason for the failure of students
of color. Other writers, Troyna & Williams (1986y#e, “the alienation of black
students, for example, is not pathological butt@mal response to racism in the
educational systemWhite teachers then need to question how they hega
socialized, racialized by living in this system.iliawrites,

When we are speaking of a teaching force thatjappens to be ninety percent white,
we must also confront the other aspect of thisitsealhich is that these people became
white in a context of white supremacy. In consiugthe situation of white teachers
teaching students of color, an examination of sloisial context is critical. (1998, pp81)

Kailin also addresses the problem of the lack athers of color and how white
teachers may not be able to be a substitute fotypa of role model. She states,

children in education may be robbed of their roledsls as they are taught by people
who are usually divorced or ignorant of their commties and lived experiences and
who may entertain negative stereotypes about tA&8( pp 82)

Reflecting on my own teaching, if | am teaching oli& paternalistic or
missionary impulse, | may be reinforcing relati@igslomination.

In, “How White Teachers Perceive the Problem ofifadn Their Schools: A
Case Study in “Liberal” Lakeview” (1999), Kailin dartakes a study to understand how
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white teachers at an urban school with more tha#o5&frican-American students

explain racism in education. She discovers thatenieiachers (98% of teaching staff) at
the school by majority believe that black studemts black culture are at fault for
educational failure. Furthermore, she finds thehliees on the whole do not acknowledge
institutional racism (“the ways in which historigadtterns of racism still adhere to
structures and behaviors even as laws and are etldagradicate them”) account for
African-American students’ lack of success. Shddithat teachers blame students and
their home life for failures in education (i.e."8eepeople do not value education”). She
also finds that teachers express a feeling of beinmgidated by black students. Teachers
at Lakeview also express a sentiment that blaakesiis are favored and not held
accountable for their actions. When students actcteschers of being racist, teachers
felt they were victims of black racism. Teachesoaingled out black parents as being
racist. Teachers expressed that black staff atadetere uncooperative and unsupportive
of white teachers. Kailin explains that these adi#s could not be attributed to all of the
white teachers at school, but her results show dowajority of the teachers assess the
problem of racism in education. Kailin concludeattivhite teachers will not admit to
being overtly racist, (socially unacceptable inagd terms), but they may act
unknowingly in ways that preserve the status qualiii 1999)

Both Howard and Kailin’s work have been inspiratiband informative in my
work to understand the racial dynamics between sreewahite teacher and my students
of color. Recalling my reflection of reading LadsBillings’ The Dreamkeepers did
for the first time question my ability to be anesffive teacher for students of color.
Thinking of Kailin’s analysis, Ladson-Billings wa®inting out that as a white male
entering the teaching profession, without invesiigpand inquiring into my own
ethnicity (the absence of which is due to whiteipgge), | could in fact be damaging to
my students.

African-American Adolescent Development

While it has been important to me to research awdstigate my own White
identity, | found it equally important to reseaittie development of identity formation
amongst African-Americans, particularly in the aebmlent age, as this is the age of my
students. Beverly Daniel Tatum, in her book, Whre All the Black Kids Sitting
Together in the Cafeteriéf®99) offers a theory of African-American racidéntity
development from childhood to adolescence to adalih Using the question from the
book title, Tatum explains that after a childho@dipd when it is easy to integrate with
other races, African-Americans in adolescence begmore intensively investigate their
racial identity and they seek their peers for amsweuberty certainly encourages
guestions such as “Who am I? Who can | be?”, lmgarch has shown that black
adolescents begin this inquiry earlier than do eghit

Tatum explains that black youths think developalemwareness at an early age
because of the messages they received from sod#tgn Tatum’s ten year old son was
asked to describe himself, he did not mention ot e was black. Most people
commented on how tall he was and that is what h&ioreed first when describing
himself. Tatum wonders how her son would resporabatsixteen when he is taller,
when he’s wearing the fashion of his age group,nwiess been followed around the
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mall, and when people have crossed the streetotid &im. Black youth in adolescence
may be for the first time experiencing messages fsociety that race matters. In
adolescence for black youths, race becomes a stdmnre for society and black
adolescents thus begin to identify themselves mitfrerace.

In the exploration of racial identity, black adalests look not to their parents
(they don’'t want to be like them), but instead Jalbk to their peers. Popular culture and
all the images of what it means to be black wilkdéhe greatest influence. For a black
youth, the kids at the cafeteria table have absbtfe stereotypical images of black
youth in the popular culture and are reflectingsthonages in their self-representation.
Certain styles of speech, dress, and music maynbeaged as “authentically black” and
become highly valued, while attitudes and behavassociated with Whites are viewed
with disdain. There is a certain “in your face” fiyethat these adolescents can take on,
which their teachers often experience as threagefiatum writes,

We need to understand that in racially mixed sg#timacial grouping is a developmental
process in response to an environmental stressarsm. Joining one’s peers for support
in the face of stress is a positive coping strat&lyat is problematic is that the young
people are operating with a very limited definitioihwhat it means to be black, based
largely on cultural stereotypes (pg62).

In relationship to education and school, the dgualent of a racial identity can
give black adolescents an oppositional attitudeatos school. As they define authentic
blackness to be everything opposite to whitenegx;ess in school may be seen as acting
white. How has success in school been seen as?wriitis was not always the case, as
black families in the segregated south were oppts@dite racism but believed in the
power of education. Tatum argues that we must pteseblack adolescents alternative
images of African American academic achievemertgfore, success in school won't
be seen as white. We must offer images to youthdiffar from society stereotypes.

Youth should be encouraged to talk to their frieadd explore their identity collectively.
The black lunch table symbolizes where they casupported and not contradicted.

Student-Teacher Relationship

Having discussed both anti-racist pedagogy forevt@achers and psychology
and identity development for black adolescentsphaer where the two will meet?
Authors | have mentioned above such as Gloria LiadBithngs have offered an
approach for white teachers that emphasizes cliftw@mpetent teaching. Ladson-
Billings (2001) argues there are some successfiiewachers of students of color,

in the sense they are able to help children reatizademic excellence while allowing
them to identify positively with their own heritaged background. Such teachers had the
ability to incorporate and legitimate the studertt@me culture into the curriculum and
were successful in engaging both teachers and steidad their families into the
collective struggle against the status quo wheressary(p.83).

Thinking of the process of my own investigatioroimbty own ethnic and racial
identity and also considering perspectives of astat development for African-
American students, | seek to understand how mycAfri{American students respond to
me as a white teacher how they might perceive nmawier as racist. In defining racist or
biased behavior, Benokratis and Feagin (1986) ifjassism in scheme of
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discrimination, as “overt” (most blatant), “cove(tlandestine, maliciously motivated)
and “subtle” (unequal treatment that is visible $aiinternalized as to be considered
routine in bureaucratized settingshave found these categories useful as a way of
categorizing students’ perceptions of racist betravi

Many scholars have documented both the succemsfulinsuccessful experience
of teachers teaching students of color. Mostlyuhsuccessful teachers are white
teachers who are not connecting with the persored bf students of color. | believe my
study documents my process as | attempt to unaersthy African-American students
would label me or other white teachers at our scramst.

Methodology

In order to answer the question about how my Afrid\merican students respond
to me as a white male teacher, | decided to orgamieries of interviews with the
African-American students in my class. In ordett the students could feel free to
answer the questions honestly, | asked a femaleairAmerican teaching colleague to
administer the interview. | would not be preserttlbnould audiotape the interview. |
planned to ask students a series of questions &beiuexperiences of racism in a variety
of settings; in society, in schools, and in thelationships with their teachers. Finally,
the students would be asked questions specifiaslbyt my classroom and their
relationship to me. | planned the interview so statlents could discuss experiences of
racism in general before getting into the speciitteachers. Interestingly, | initially
planned record the whole of the interview on tayeept for the discussion of my
classroom. When the students learned of this, sesponded that they preferred that the
audiotape be left on because they wanted to be siw@&d what they had to say. In
interviews after this, the students were inforntesltcould ask for their response not to
be recorded, but no one requested this.

| performed two interviews both with same quedibnt treated each interview as
a separate case because each interview had dyramicg)st the group that | felt were
important to highlight. | present the interviewglmning with the question asked and
provide what | thought were the most telling resggmnfrom the students. | also add
commentary to both the ideas and the context oestiuresponses.

In addition to the interviews, | had the African-&nitan students of my class
record several written documents related to theruntws and their opinions of their
teachers. First, | had students who participatetiannterview fill out a post-interview
reflection where they answered a series of questdout their experience in the
interview. Also, in one interview, the audiotapd dbt function and the group interview
was not recorded. In this case, the day afterrtesviiew | had students record their
recollection of the most significant points of théerview. The group later reassembled
for a repeat interview, but | have presented relepaints from their written
recollections of the first interview. Also, | padsaut to students a mid-year evaluation of
my class and | gathered responses that were hédpfaé in this research. Finally, |
asked the students to write an entry in their jabdescribing both their favorite teacher
and the qualities of their ideal teacher.
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Also, in addition to the feedback | received frtdma students, | have also drawn
upon my own personal recorded reflections during risearch process. | feel | have
been changed greatly from the process of doing¢sisarch. From the beginning of the
year, | knew this was an important issue for meegearch. For a while as | struggled
through the process, | wondered why | had choseh auifficult topic, one that made
me feel so uncomfortable. Many times | considetteeghging my topic to something
“safer”, more traditional in pedagogy; howeverjd dtick with this idea, feeling
determined to improve my relationships with all stydents of color, particularly the
African-American students. If not for this projecjuestion whether | ever would have
investigated in depth the issue of how African-Aiten students at our school view their
white teachers.

Reflection - Data Collection Process

| delayed a long while in bringing up the idea of study to the students. On a
brief vacation | remember thinking to myself, “I'g®t to open up to them about this.
Just break the ice”. | found the topic of theiitatte towards me as a white teacher
difficult to bring it up because the atmospheréhim class was often very tense. Many
African-American students in the class regularlyned punishments. When the
environment was so oppositional, | questioned howlc| then ask the African-
American students for their help in this resear@h?etrospect, it seems perfectly
rational.)

| recall the day | first announced to the class theas conducting a research
project regarding African-American students’ petaags of racism in the schools and by
their teachers. | was nervous about their respdristéened to myself as | spoke to the
class. There was silence in the classroom. As tiowed, my relationship with certain
African-American students at times felt so bad th@bndered if they would want to help
me in this research. | could not offer them exwants for their grade as | couldn’t offer
the chance to the whole class. The most | couler affem was food and drink after
school.

However, several students did stay after clagsllect permission slips from me
to participate in the research. | remember the laodkeir eyes. The atmosphere of
tension and conflict was suddenly replaced withettymg different. They wanted to
participate regardless of what they might get dut. o
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Data Analysis and Review
Group Interview #1 Context:

Initially, | planned that my study would involvenly fifteen African-American
students of the thirty students in one of my thalasses. | wanted the students to all be
from the class where | was having the greatest atmficonflicts. Because of a
deadline, | gave consent forms for parent signatara Tuesday and hoped to have them
back in two days. Students did not bring the confems back and | had to reschedule
the interview twice. Finally | had enough consemntris in and the interview was
scheduled. | had agreements from ten of fifteedesits that they would participate in the
study. | also offered drinks and sweets as an iaddit incentive for participation. After
school, | went with recording equipment to my cadlae’s room and discovered only
four of my students had shown up. | was disappdibtethis and wondered if | had
overestimated the other students’ enthusiasm. Tke matters worse, two of the students
attending | had sent out earlier in the day wiktgtiline referrals. They had not returned
to class. | suspected they had not brought théarnads to the office; but, | decided not to
ask them about this and allowed them to participalso, there was an additional student
there who was not in my class. The students asie@dshe be allowed to stay and said
she would just listen and not be a part of therimégv. | thought this would detract from
the formality of my research, but | allowed hestay. As | later listened to the tape, it
turned out that Ebonee did in fact participate,lbués glad for this as she was incredibly
expressive and articulate. Even though she didfét specific feedback about my class,
her thoughts on racism and racism in the classmere very insightful. Below is a
presentation of the relevant points from the intww

Group Interview #1: Interview with Kristen (K), Eli zabeth(E), Ashley(A),
Ebonee(Eb) and David(D), conducted by my teachingoteague Ms. Smith (S)

Question: What is your definition or conception ofracism?

The students responded with the following exchange:
Elizabeth: Racism is when there’s two differenbcsl
Kristen: Two different races
Elizabeth: Yeah-two different races that, um, dbk& each other
Kristen: That don’t get along with each other
Elizabeth: Yeah, that don’t like each other becaofsthe color of their skin

The students here present a definition of racisahittvolves people of two skin
colors not getting along and not liking each otlAdso, the students imply that all races
can participate in racism. The students also bagiattern of finishing each other’s
thoughts without causing irritation to the one eimerrupted. This to me connects to
Tatum’s perspective that black adolescents lodatth other for support in their
perspectives.
Question: Why is there racism? How to stop racism?

In two separate instances, Kristen offered thespameses:
Kristen: They really couldn’t do nothing aboutdguse that's just some kids parents teaching
them a lot of hate, different racism and stuff likat. That's what | think.
Kristen: Only thing that can stop racism is thearpnts telling them to stop.
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In these remarks, | am unsure if Kristen is tajkaibout her own family or about
parents of White and other races. My feeling isishialking about her own family.
Question: What are examples of racism in society?

Kristen: When we go to the store and when peoplelt®ving us around, like a different race
will say “hurry up and buy” (said with Asian accént

Ebonee: Some stores don’t want you shopping insieaé because of the color of your skin, they
just assumed you broke

Ashley: Yeah, when | went to Macon, Georgia. It thi@se white people on the side of the road,
and we was walking past, and me and my cousing(the white people) was throwing up the
middle finger and waving these little flags. Theswke Hitler kind of flags.

Kristen: On Feb 20 on Saturday, we were tryingéban the bus, and this lady was like, “well if
you ain’t got no money, then you can get off.” 8ite’'t see the money we had. Then she drove
off

Kristen: If we be walking down the street theredtenese people of a different race or
something, they like push their kids to the oti#e sf the street.

| am surprised to hear the students talk aboutreapcing racism in stores
because this is to me a stereotypical example andhehow believed the girls would
share other examples. Two of these examples camdgp Tatum’s writings. She states
that black adolescents receive messages from g@heut their identity through
experiences of being watched in a store and people to other side of the street when
they walk by. Part of me wonders whether theserepces really happened or is
Kristen making the stories up based on what shénéad from others.

Question: Do you think there is racism at school?

Kristen: In my science class there is racism. Tiveeee these two girls, | don’t know what they
was, | think they was Chinese and we were likegnoap and they was like, “we’re doing this
and you're doing this.” | was like, “shhh-whatever just left the group. They was just trying to
force something.

Elizabeth: In the PE area there were some kids f@mnmese school that dropped their backpack
and then when black people come by, they like,ypdkeir backpack, cause | guess they think
we gonna steal from ‘em. Or, if they have a coratgma in the girls bathroom, they’ll start
speaking Spanish, so we won't understand and impeitheir conversation.

Ashley: Oh, | have a great example. | was in thé@ate@m right, and this Muslim girl, she wrote
on the wall, “we Muslims think people like you &rain-(expletive)-dead.”.

Ebonee: When | first got here, | had to sit withraup of Mexican people and they was just
sitting there talking in their language and thegtjlooking at me and talking and stuff and | just
smashed on ‘em real quick. (K interjects “cause gmught they were..?)No, | know because my
momma and brother be doing that at home.

Students were discussing behavior of black adnnatst towards a black student.
They wondered how there could be racist behaviarast the same race. Ashley
responds:

Ashley: You could hate your own race.

These responses highlight the students’ attentiarther ethnic and racial groups
at school and their treatment by them. Kristensf@eéssured by Chinese students in a
class group. Ashley reacts strongly to a Musliniggomment that blacks are not
intelligent. Elizabeth objects to the Chinese shisiguarding their backpacks when
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black students walk by. Elizabeth and Ebonee rdsa&timos speaking in “their language”
in front of them, when the intent seems to exclisan from the conversation. In a group
discussion of this data in a research class, twiteveblleagues questioned why Ebonee’s
should be averse to hearing other people speak tadmguage”. An African-American
colleague supported Ebonee and felt that he haithsiexperiences of feeling excluded
from a conversation when perhaps you were beikgdahbout. | couldn’t recall ever
feeling angry at feeling | was being talked aboua iforeign language. | wondered if
being a part of the culture of power made me femiensecure? This exchange in my
discussion group also reminded me of Tatum’s pibiat black adolescents will seek
each other out (i.e.-sit at the same table) bectdneseare less likely to discount their
peers’ experience. Ashley’s statement about thsilpidisy of hating your own race

shows she is in a thought process about how toaéfing black and how that relates to
racism.

Question: Do you think there is racism in the clagsom?

Kristen: there’s different ways of racism, becaiis®u got a black teacher, then if you were
different races, and you was not really a good etuidand you aren’t getting right grades and a
black person was a good student and getting goades they think, like, she’s just giving her a
good grade because she black or she’s just doiaigtthmake a show off and stuff like that

Elizabeth: Our math teacher, | don’t know if thegrst, but when you do your work, you get bad
grades and when you don’t do your work. | thinkskike the Chinese people, cause like, we’'ll
raise our hand and instead of calling on us somesinits always the Chinese people she calls on

Ebonee: yeah, cause, one day this girl named Alasitgis Mexican, she walked in late with no
pass, and usually he’ll put names up on the bodautlhe didn’t put her name up on the board.
But my friend Lisa came in late and he gonna puinaene up on the board and give her a check
by her name and make her do detention and a pateme call home.

The data here shows that students are keenly aé#neir treatment by teachers.
| interpret Kristen’s statement to relate to hetimation that a black teacher could favor
black students in the same way that white teaaheght favor white students. Elizabeth
and Ebonee’s statements describe how black stucksgse unequal treatment as
compared to Chinese and Latino students.

Question: What is your attitude towards White Teaclers?

The group initially responded as follows:

Group: hmmmmmm

Ashley: | have a good attitude towards all teachers

Ebonee: | do too.

Elizabeth: | don’t have no attitude against them ke | got a feeling like I'm judged.
Ebonee: yeah, like Ms.

Elizabeth: like “all them black kids” or “she’s gara be bad.”

In this exchange it seems that Ashley and Ebone wwaappear fair towards
their white teachers. Elizabeth also follows tlppm@ach but describes that she feels
mistreated “judged” by her white teachers. Shellesame teacher who stereotypes all
black students. | notice how the group all takessduom each other in determining what
to say.
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Ebonee: oh | have another example-like when yaactter gonna have somebody special come
up in her class, she go to you directly and say-tion’t do this and don’t do that”. She don’t go
to none of them little white kids or um “Caucasiaasd | be mad and my teacher did that to me
and that’s why I'm out of her class. (later)Shenh&king me feel hecka embarrassed like | be the
only one doing something bad.

Ebonee’s story made me think of the exact wayntled a situation when | was
going to be out of class and a substitute was gmirige in. | left a note with the sub and
wrote down which students were (I thought) goindp¢ca problem. The next day |
returned and received an angry response from tidsevhose names | had written
down. They wondered why | thought they were bad kiclso related Ebonee’s
comment to an off-site school counselor who wasung Pilipino man who has worked
intensively with an African-American population. ldemmented that African-American
students can claim racism, but not see how théawer contributes to the way they are
treated. In this view, Ebonee does not see thatvalsesingled out for her behavior, not
because of her race. But do we discount her petigpall together?

Ashley: Gosh-its like different out here from whieused to stay because it’s a lot of racism there
but it depend on what city you go to, because icaDe, Georgia, its not racism, but in Macon,
man there’s so much racism, you hmm, you prolfailysomebody hangin’ from a tree. (Group
response “oohhh”) Out here, it's a lot of mixed ¢tbars like, black and white teachers, out there
its like all black teachers.

Ashley’s point relates to Tatum’s observation $@mne schools in the deep-south
have predominantly an African-American teachindfstad have been more successful
teaching African-American students.

Ebonee: (referring to unfair treatment) If it was, ut would have been detention, Friday School,
DHP(Discipline Hearing Panel).

At the drop of a hat, Ebonee offers a plethoraxahaples of negative
consequences that can befall a black student moschrom the tone of her comment, |
feel she could have extended the list to include€pile hall, prison.” Her comment
confirms Tatum’s view that black youth’s are keealyare of negative images shown of
blacks. She is also suspicious of the school pstystem and believes Blacks are treated
unfairly.

Ashley: This white teacher, she was very racist. &tin't think | knew how to do my Spanish
words. | knew what | was doing and she was malkisgam like | was dumb.

Ashley’s comment connects to the many theoristegba-Billings, Nieto, Delpit)
who argue that teachers do not hold high expectatfior black students. Ashley shows
how aware she is of this fact.

Elizabeth:l remember when | was getting my classes changetlit avas a teacher at this
school, when | walked into her class she said, taeoblack child-oh my gosh” she was all
looking at me-"oh you must be” and | was like, ‘dlt want to be in this classroom. | can’t be
in this classroom”.

Elizabeth again relates a story of a teacher wismbaious stereotypes of black
students. At twelve years old, Elizabeth alreadgns®fed up with this aspect of school.
Later in the interview, she expresses similar figdiabout not wanting to be in my class.
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Question: Can you describe a white teacher who tréad you fairly?

Kristen: it was my 2nd grade teacher, my favomacher, she was cool to all, to everybody, she
didn’t have no special attitude towards anybody

Ashley: my 4th and 5th grade teacher, he was rea, me treated everybody the same. And if
somebody got in trouble, and they didn’t want tbhien who did it, then they would both get in
trouble. And my 5th grade teacher, she was so-ssessb nice. And she was just, she wasn’t
racist. My 3rd grade teacher was racist, | sweagtml.

Ebonee: my 2nd grade, she treated everyone wsitert, she treated everybody equal too
because if two people got into an argument, shédmijust send one down, she would send
both y'all down. And both y’all have to get in tia for it. And it wouldn’t just end up on one
person, she would send both down, cause they wasioong.

All three of these examples have a common themehnkifairness by a white
teacher means they “don’t have no special attitaderds anybody’. Ashley and Ebonee
both describe teachers they had who wouldn't pid&ssin an argument, they would send
both students out of the class.

Question: How would you describe Mr. Melvin’s clas®

Note: these answers to these questions were rmidext on audiotape. Ms. Smith
wrote the students’ comments down but did not midiavho had spoken.
He’s nice sometimes
| don't like his class
He spends more time on his religion Christianity
He doesn't like Mexicans
He said his name is the best name
He doesn't like names that begin with E
He hates me and other student
He singles out
He treats badly people who are late
He gives referrals unfairly when others are doiagne thing
He focuses on African-American students
He gets angry and takes it out on other people

| was glad to hear the point of positive feedbabkut my class. There are a few
points that seem to be reasonable critiques of emawor. First, | do react negatively
when students arrive to class late and are disreipthen they come into class. This will
cause me to immediately write a student’s nameherbbard. | feel my behavior here is
justified. | may be inconsistent in the way | dtie student’s behavior and | may focus
(or appear to focus) more on African-American stugén terms of enforcing the rules.
Also, | will hear students comment about their iegsion of my anger in the second
interview, so | need to consider that my being gmgay cause me to act unfairly.

On the other hand, | feel there are points ofllael that seem unreasonable to
me. The point about not-liking students’ names begfin with “E” may have perhaps
been said as a joke. Also, one time as a jokel say that | thought my last name was
the best name. Also, | find it hard to see howdngpmore time on my religion,
Christianity. This is interesting because in oasslof World History, many African-
American students ask why we spend so much tinmaifeaabout other people.

Students Written Reflections on Interview
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The students wrote about how they enjoyed being t@béxpress their feelings
and talk about their teachers. Kristen in particuldicates she wanted to talk about her
experience in my classroom. She observes my gdoaliisprove my teaching.

Elizabeth: It was fun. | like to tell about thinlijge mine. The best part was when we were talking
about the teachers. Mr. Melvin is doing this toabigetter teacher.

Kristen: It was nice and | felt good about it andids able to express all my feelings. The best
part was talking about the things in Mr. Melvinlags. Mr. Melvin is doing this to change racism
in other classes and mostly his. The interviewer $sith did a good job with the interviewing.

David: The best part was when they talked aboutdbesm they experienced. The goal of Mr.
Melvin's research is to understand racism.

Case # 2 -Group Interview #2-Context

The second interview took place several weeks #feefirst. | had originally
scheduled the interview again after school. Intaidi because | was concerned with the
limited number of students participating, | open@dhe research to include students
from another class. Again, out of 30 students ghegre 14 African-American students
in this class. Many of the students seemed intedeshd were glad that | had extended
the research to include their class. On the ddlgeinterview, | reminded the students
from both classes of the interview time and felestinere would be a good turn out. At
the scheduled time of the interview, however, anlg student showed up. Another
student was in my class after school, but she a@shy to participate with only one
other student. | felt very dejected then wonderirgis research was even possible. | was
sure the students were interested (at least thaydgal interested), but | gathered that it
was hard to get students to stay after schooén ttecided to try a different approach of
using the last period of the school day as anvigertime. Many students from one class
had gym that period and | could send students frgntast period class to the
interviewer’s room. Also, my teaching colleague whas leading the interview, Rose
Smith, was free that period.

The day of the scheduled interview arrived andrdphinch | brought over the
audio equipment. | set the system up but notickgla pitched squeak in the
microphone. It did go away after a few moments. Wie last period arrived, | sent
eight students over for the interview. Ms. Smitlopéd to say seven students had arrived
from gym class. | was encouraged; fifteen studeft&€nd of the day Ms. Smith returned
the audiotape to me and said the interview had genewell and she hoped the
recording was fine.

In fact, the recording had not worked at all dua technical problem. | asked the
students the next day to record what they remerdidesen the interview. | scheduled the
interview again. Almost all of the same studentsrated again, but | worry their
responses lost some of the freshness of theriestview. There are signs to me in the
interview that are characteristic of discussiofidithe. The interviewer, Ms. Smith, also
commented the group was not as energetic as dilménfirst interview. Below are some
significant parts from the second interview.
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Case #2 —Group Interview Participants: Ms. Smith (H and Brittany (B), Tiffany
(T), Robert (R), Tanya (T), Sarae (S), Cheryl (C)Shanice (Sh), Dejune (D) , Amber
(A), Quentin (Q)

Question: What is your definition or conception ofracism?
The interview starts out with the following exchang

Brittany: Person judging another person by the calbtheir skin

Amber: What you wear. | was in the jewelry storthwamy Dad and there were lots of
Caucasians. They were dressed up and my Dad wewotthp counter and the lady she was like
getting an attitude with my dad because my Dad wasraring the proper clothes because we
were black and stuff and she is going to be nideeécCaucasian person that was in front of us.

Cheryl: How do you know she wasn't just having d tay? (interrupting)

Group: woahhh!

Smith: That's OK for you to comment on-that's wivatre here for.

Brittany: Yeah-how you know she wasn’t just hawdrzpad day?i( a joking tong

Amber: Because, she wasn't like that with others.

Brittany: Do you think it had something to do wilie color of your skin or the way you all
approached her, anyway-why do you think she hatfé®ting towards you?

Cheryl: You're annunciatingBrittany has been over-annunciating her words sihee
beginning and seems to be speaking in a mock bal style. This bothers me as it is
injecting a comical tone to the intervigw

Amber: Because, we came up like the other Caucsisigmte people that talked to her and we
did the same thing they did.

Group: (Laughter)

Sarae: That ain't racist-talking bout what you wear

Brittany: giiirl!

Quentin: that’s judging.

Smith: We're not trying to judge each others staets. You can make a statement and comment
from your own experience. You can comment ongtdile asked a clarifying question, that's fine.
But we're not trying to find out whether it makesse or not. That will be Mr. Melvin’'s job. Ok,
anyone else want to explain racism or experiencehasl and give an example of racism in
society?

This is an interesting start to the interview. Beeond comment someone makes
about their experience is questioned by anothelestuthe opposite of what should
happen at the cafeteria table, according to Tatkirgt Cheryl and then Sarae question
Amber’s experience of racism based on what you wear interesting that later in the
interview Amber will be talked about being accusédacting white” based on her dress,
language and performance in school. Maybe thishig @heryl and Sarae don'’t support
her. Also, Brittany seems to be assuming a fatilita role speaking in an overly-formal
tone and pretending to be on a talk-show. | fegltay interfere with the intimate
atmosphere and will discourage people to open up.

Question: What are your personal experiences withacism?

Brittany: an experience | had was with me and nother, we were in a supermarket grocery
store and we were laughing so the Caucasian (largiither pronunciation) guy next to us said
“that’s why black kids don’t know anything, because don’t take everything seriously”. But, |

Published by EdChange and the Multicultural Panikohttp://www.EdChange.org/multicultural




Their View—My View 21

think it was wrong because he shouldn’t judge wsibse | can see kids in school doing all the
laughing and stuff, but he judged us just becalwsavere laughing and just because the color of
our skin, because what he hear from other people.

Robert: Oh yeah when | was at 7-11, | went to getarslushie from the back and then the two
people working at the cash register, they was stpdat me like | was gonna steal something.
There was this Caucasian (laughter) boy behind ntele was like in the front near the candy
section and he was stealing hecka stuff but thespivpaying attention to him. They was paying
attention to me. Then, when we got outside thestar was pulling hecka candy out of his
pockets and stuff. And-I don’t think that was right

Brittany: Just to follow up on what he said, thegsvioo busy watching him when they was
getting bummed from someone else (laughter).

In her story, Brianna takes offense at someonglgment of black kids. The man
in the supermarket assumed her behavior there wadicate how she acts in school.
Robert reacts to being watched in a store wheaahd white kid was doing the stealing.

Question — Do you think there is racism at school?

Dejeune: My sister wanted to play double-dutch witse girls and they wouldn't let her play
because she was black and she just started flagipatigng) on ‘em.

Brittany: | do think there is racial stuff here biiat is because of what kids learn at home, even
though that stuff is stopped its still going orsaools on the streets any just, anywhere you
generally go.

Smith: Anyone else?

Amber: yeah-when your color is black and they gall white (laughter), because they judge you
by how you're talking and everything, like if yalktproper you're white and if you dress a
certain way you’re white. If you don’t wear baggnps you're white.

Sarae: if you don’t wear what?

Cheryl: Baggy pants.

Sarae: Not all black people wear baggy pants.

Cheryl: But boys-you mean boys.

Dejeune tells of how her sister stood up for hér&lttany echoes comments of
earlier students who commented racism in rootdwme life. Here Amber comments
that racism is being called white when you arelyddack. She feels she must talk and
dress in a certain way to be called black. Sara;magacts to Amber’'s comments (these
are the only times Sarae has spoken) and disagitebker.

The conversation progressed to the idea of dressvlat it means to be black.
Cheryl: What | think she was trying to say is thktck people stereotype black people. Black
boys-they like to wear their pants like big andfsamd we used to like, you know white kids when
they have they clothes.

Brittany: Pressed! (laughter)

Cheryl: They clothes is nice- tight and stuff. Thwar their clothes kind of tight. Black girls,
they wear their clothes tight.

Brittany: White girls do too.

Cheryl: Hispanics, especially.

Brittany: They judged on the way they dress. | wame a trillion white guys that walk around
with their pants to their knees- a trillion of them
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The girls here describe how styles of dress caattbibuted to racial identity, but
it is not always clear if a style of dress defioeg race exclusively.
Question - Have you experienced racism in your reteonship with your teachers?
Brittany: Oh yeah- | have an experience with thahwne teacher. She sits all of the African-
American kids in the back. | asked her what wasehson for that and she made up an excuse
that they (the students in the front) can’t seeabse they need glasses. Well, we had to strain our
eyes in the back of the classroom.

Cheryl: Like in the back of the bus.

Brittany: Basically all you see was a bunch of géaian kids working at the front and all you
see..., if you mix a whole bunch of disruptive kodether, that's what will cause a very big
commotion in the class.

In describing a teacher who sits all of the blacklents in the back, Brittany
explains why students would act disruptive. Nobex substitutes “disruptive” for “black”
in her second comment. Cheryl draws a parallelaokis’ treatment in the classroom to a
period of segregation on buses.

Cheryl: Some teachers do different things on punasti-like they treat their white kids different-
that white kids don’t get in trouble as much beeatleir stereotypes that they good and that
black kids is bad.

Cheryl draws attention to a teacher’s preferemtégtment of white students over
black students because of a stereotype. She doesemdion the race of the teacher she is
talking about-but implies the stereotype about &/hihd black students is universal.

Brittany: We talked about this last time- sometime®n’t have to do with race- its just the way
they are- it depends on the teacher-they don't mtking against race- its just how they treat
you. Like | have a teacher currently who is vemcaatic and she likes to nip the bud with the
African-American students. But sometimes she doddbhens to everyone so | don't really think
it's a racist thing | just think she’s generallyrsastic.

Brittany defends a teacher here who other studexs called racist. She claims to
recognize that her treatment of students is theessross the board.

Robert: like in my 2nd period class, my PE, we teadin 8 laps, me and my friend Renars, and
then my teacher made me run another one ‘caus®tigigAsian boy he wasn't finished. | guess

he thinks he’s fast and he made us run until tlogtwas stopped. Then we asked the teacher why
did you just let him stop and he said, “becausmistthim.” We asked why don’t you trust us? He
said, “l only trust Asians.”

| question whether this story is true because itildgeem inexcusable for a
teacher to say something like that to a studemtiider if the teacher was joking (which
still would be an inappropriate joke).

Dejeune: | was up in my 5th period class. There am@other student talking, and he was white
and he was talking proper and stuff and | saiddame answer and he said, “you don’t have to
write vocabulary.”

Robert: Shady

Cheryl: My teacher told me I'm not going to usettard because | know you’re not smart and |
know you're not going to know what I'm talking aholind then she said- even though you're not
going to write it down, | know you’re not smart eigb to open a book and figure it out.
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Here Dejeune expresses anger how a white studenspeaks “proper” is able to
earn a reward even though he and Dejeuner gasathe answer. Dejeuner believes she
is treated differently by her teachers based omtheshe talks. Cheryl relates a story of
a teacher who demeaned her intelligence. Its lnabélieve a teacher would say such a
thing, but Cheryl recalls it vividly. This correspds to many scholars’ view that what
hurts many African-American students’ are low expgons by teachers. Again, | notice
that | am skeptical of the validity of the studémtgoerience. Does the validity matter or
should we honor the emotion behind the story.

Question: What is your attitude towards white teaclers?

Cheryl: Like a stereotype? It seems like you castta black teacher more than you can trust a
white teacher.

Smith: Why?

Cheryl: they pretty much gonna have your back. Liten't think a black teacher gonna help an
Asian students back

Brittany: | don’t have any attitude towards whigather- because you can have a white teacher
and he will treat you the same as all of the oftadents. And you can meet a black teacher and
he acting all white and he’ll turn you. You seeadhl on black crime.

Smith: When you see a white teacher at the begirofithe year, what do you think?
Cheryl: | have to go through this again. I'm goittgghave some problems.

Cheryl expresses a series of opinions that shensred have black teachers over
white teachers. She feels she can trust a blackéeand a white teacher will give her
problems. Brittany points out that a white teaatwuld potentially be better than a black
teacher.

Amber: my father, | had a schedule and he’s maause | had white male teachers and he said
that most of them are racist and when | got a badlg in PE he thought it was because | had a
white male teacher and | started thinking that too.

Group-Wow!

Brittany: That's back to my place of when that'saiviiou learn at home because she started
thinking it because that’'s what her daddy told her.

Cheryl: that’s kind of like just the other way arm white people teach their kids not to like
black people, so black people teach their kidsadike white people. And then it starts.

Amber again mentions her dad and his views abditevteachers. The students
also react when she mentions she started pickingeufather’s views. Brittany reiterates
her point about racism learned at home. When simtioms racism is learned at home, |
feel she is talking about black families becauseishiesponding to Amber’'s comment.
Cheryl observes how black families are racist amd hacism becomes a cycle.

Question: Have you ever had a black teacher and so, what was your reaction?

Amber: | had a black teacher and | was surpriseddose | never seen a black male teacher at
this school.

Question: If you had a black teacher, would it helpyou?
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Brittany: No, | don’t think it would help you becuif you're doing bad in that class, you're
gonna get that grade, or unless the teacher is sdraedifferent.

Brittany seems to be the student who feels the stasigly that the race of the
teacher doesn’'t matter. Unlike Amber, she is wotiaed by her peers of “acting white”.

Robert: | had a teacher the same race as me Isought everything was going to be easy so |
just started playing around. But around the midofiehe marking period | got my progress
report and it was bad so then he said he would he@pThat's when | started really paying
attention. At the end | got a good grade. | feltetped me a lot and | learned to take all teachers
seriously even if they are my same race.

When he had a black teacher, Robert thought tlss glauld be easy and he
could play around. When he realizes he could edradagrade, he tries harder and
realizes that he should take his black teacheisusdy.

Cheryl: | said Mr. Thomas was a good teacher antehgou play games and he made learning
interesting instead of making it hard and thinkiihgw am | going to get this grade?” And you
actually learn something.

Mr. Thomas is a young African-American teacher wdnaght many of my
students. | often hear stories from the studentsitaoow fun his class was. Cheryl
comments that his class was not always about gedtgood grade. | wonder if my class
is too much like that.

Question: What are your impressions of Mr. Melvin’sclass?

Note: For this interview, the audiotape was reaaydhe conversation.
Originally, | had the interviewer record the stutd¢comments so their responses could
be anonymous. The students in the first interviggressed concern that | would not be
able to hear their feedback. Therefore, for thisrwiew, | had the recording be left on
throughout this section.

Brittany: | like his class- we don’t read. We do forojects. He makes learning interesting. Like
we play this game Travel and Trade where you travelind to different places and earn money.

| am glad to hear Brittany say these things; bo&n’t help but wonder if again
she is putting on a positive spin to her commdmntsmember many moments when she
was critical of the class, yet here she isn’t sgnything. She has complained about the
reading we do in the class and it seems she begtmmplain about that, but then stops
herself. Maybe, like a talk show host, she is beialgical.

Sarae: His class is good — if he can learn to colnine bad kids and stop yelling
Cheryl: If people stop throwing things out of thadow.

Sarae and Cheryl comment that they don't like tlz@nnot control the “bad”
students of the class. Also, Sarae feels | yellnhoach.

Shanice: Its cool but sometimes he just does tadhmu

Brittany: | can help you with that. Say for instarthhe name on the board-he’ll give you a
referral- he won't give you no warning or anythirfgs nerves will be so bad- he’ll just give you
a referral for stupid stuff-tapping on the desksomething. Sometimes..OK-here’s an example-
there’s no rule about getting up out of your chidiyou get up out of your chair and he’s in a bad
mood- you’re on your way down to see Mr. Hood.
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This is the first time Shanice has participatedtt&y interjects (she is the
primary talker here) to explain for Shanice. Brigta&xplains | will act irrationally when
my “nerves is bad.” | could agree with Brittanythiis is the case sometimes, but in the
moment | feel the students deserve what consegsé¢heg are getting. My intention is
that the students will follow the rules more athegily. Also, she mentions | have no rule
about getting out of your seat. | feel a rule abaiging your hand to get out of the seat is
oppressive, but | assume that students will notigetnd wander around the room. Matt
Reider (2003) comments that he faced a problem atistudents walking around the
class; however, when he taught a subject they mere interested in, they did not walk
around as much.

Question: If you're being treated unfairly-do you think this is connected to racism?

Brittany: yes sometimes | think | am treated uryalout | don’t think it's connected to
racism-because there are other kids who act badtylze treats them the same. He gives
them the same consequences.

Smith: Any others?
Brittany: no, no others, next question.

| feel Brittany is being controlling here, speakiiog the whole group that there
are no more comments about me being racist. Sardersts are trying to remember what
they said during the last interview (that was reaiorded).

Shanice: yeah | got one- | sometimes am treatégirhinbecause he’ll take all the black kids
names and write them in black marker.

(Later)Quentin: That's not true. He just picks upatever marker is there.

| had learned of this comment in the studentsertibns of the last interview.
This strikes me as an irrational reaction. Unlésgcurred on a deep subconscious level,
there is no way | did that intentionally. | am gllt Quentin objects to Shanice’s
comment; however, it is interesting to notice theséances when the students decide
they don’t support the content of a peer’s radlsgation and in that instance don’t have
their peer’s back.

Robert: Me and my Asian friend were talking anckét us after class and he pulled the Asian
kid out of the class and told him not to hang aume because | was nothing but trouble. He let
the Asian boy leave and then he made me stay &hoheol was doing bad because | wasn't
taking the class seriously and he made me stawitiode 20 minutes.

| vaguely recall the situation Robert is talkingpab | don’t imagine | would have
said such a thing to the Asian student, but | migie said something that the Asian
student interpreted to mean | suggested he not &iamod Robert any longer. | also
don’t believe | would have let an Asian studenté&edetention early while keeping a
Black student back. Maybe | made a mistake. | worfdbe point of these situations is
not to determine who's right, but to work to makeb@rt feel like he is treated fairly by
me.

Question: What are some ways Mr. Melvin could impree the class environment?
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Tiffany: | think he should follow his own rules amglize what he does. He has his own rules
and he needs to follow them and he doesn't.

Smith: Can you give an example?

Tiffany: the consequences- first you get a warming then your name goes on the board-but half
the time you don’t get no warning.

Tiffany hasn’t said much during the interview, Inagtre she echoes what | had
learned from her in her written feedback from tingt interview. | struggle with the
issue of giving students a warning about their beimaOne of the biggest issues with
Tiffany is her talking/socializing during class 8m often count down from five and at
that point | write on the board the names of sttglerno are still talking. | consider the
countdown the warning. | gather Tiffany feels | glabgive her an individual warning
before writing her name on the board. | feel | doadidress this confusion by clarifying
the rule to the class.

Cheryl: When its white kids- he say you get thieecks by your name before you go to the office
and when its black kids you get two checks.

Sure enough, there are times when | do not setgitkithe office when they
receive a third check by there name (as is thg.ru@# feel pressure from the office not
to send students down. If a student has two chenétsloes something minor, | have put
a check next to their name and not sent them dus. f€els logical to me, but | can see
how it seems strange to the students.

Question: How do you feel when you get detention @ referral from Mr. Melvin?
Brittany: I, uh, | get nasty.

Sarae: | bring out my colors.

Smith: What do you mean by that?

Shanice: Yeah-at first | don’t be acting like tHatit then when he puts my name on the board and
he want to do me wrong and the white kids...

The students here expressed their emotional cgetdireceiving a punishment
from me. | have always noticed this and often that my punishments do not
accomplish stopping student behavior. The punishsnestead incite anger and more
rebellion. | wonder if in these moments if the eh¢ension increases. Perhaps, any
tension between us becomes defined in racial teésar®e’s comment that she “brings
out her colors” certainly could imply a racial unidae to her reaction.

Smith: What about other kids who get detention?
Shanice: They don't get it!
Cheryl: Or they don't come.

Sarae: Yeah- his rule is that if you don’t do tle¢eshtion by Tuesday-you have administrative
detention (1 hour) and there was a whole bunchsudifs on the list and only black people got
detention.

| do struggle with getting students to serve tdeirention for me. In fact, | am
troubled that so many of my students receive deterind it can seem overwhelming to
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ensure that they all serve it. | often hear exdiesgdanations from students such as: they
have an after-school program to attend, their ganeick them up right after school, etc. |
established a firm deadline to clear up this pnobleam flexible with students in

allowing them to serve detention another day if/thave a legitimate excuse. It is
interesting that my flexibility can be interpretasl preferential treatment/racism by
African-American students. It is interesting to eatite different perspectives of Shanice
and Sarae. Shanice feels non-black students dec®ive detention (which is not true).
Sarae acknowledges that Asian kids were on thentletelist, but she feels only black
students were referred to administrative detentibaen they didn’t serve my detention.

The class period is ending and the interview cotmessudden close. Various
students say “good-bye” to me on the tape as thadly aut of the room. Tiffany and
Robert leave with these comments:

Tiffany: | think he is kind of racist but he jusirdt know it.
Robert: Know it! (at the same time as Tiffany)

| would like to follow with Tiffany on this comménHas the discussion of all of
my behavior led her to the conclusion that | anist&ds this a chance to get at me, be
mean to be because they don't like their teachers?

Students written recollections of interview that wan’t taped

Below is the information the students provided inrdten recollection of the
group interview that was not recorded. Some oftf@mation is similar, but there are
slight differences. Also, as students recordedliexi®mns of what they and other
students said during the interview, the commemscabe attributed to one person.
Definition of Racism / Why Does Racism Exist?
Human beings judge other people on the way thdy doa the color of their skin.

A student comments that racism involves judgingepfieople.
Racism started during time of slavery and haswpped.
People were trained to treat each other badly badke time of slavery.
Why did whites treat blacks badly during time aivsry?
Racism began when whites came to American andeaistt Native Americans.

Students recall a discussion of the origins ofsmadbeing linked to the time of
slavery or perhaps to the treatment of the NatineeAcans.
Treat others the way you want to be treated
Racism because races raised differently
Racism because of what is taught at home (2 stsidewote this)

Relationship to White Teachers
Teachers demean students’ vocabulary
This comment was repeated it tterview.
Teachers should be more strict with “bad kids”
Student expresses frustration that students withbledavior disrupt the class.
Teachers should try and help kids more
Teachers act evil to black person

Relationship with Mr. Melvin
| should be more reasonable
| should follow my own rules-(4 students)
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Four students made this comment that | do not stegly enforce classroom
rules. As | mentioned earlier, | agree that | neeelde more consistent with enforcing the
rules. | don't see that my inconsistency is relatechcism or favoritism, but it may be
the case, or may seem to be the case to the student
For discipline, | always write black students narreblack marker on the board (2 students
| should treat everyone the same
| play favorites (2 students)
| treat black people differently
| am prejudiced
| pick certain students to hand out papers
| don't practice what | preach
| plan lessons

These comments mirror what was said by studenisglthe taped interview.

Students Written Reflections on Interview

As in Case # 1, the students wrote down theiecgihns and impressions of
participating in the group interview. | was encaed that all of the students enjoyed the
process and appreciated being able to share tle&isvSome of their responses were:

Brittany: The best part was when we got to talkudlibe teachers and got to say what we felt.
The funny people had important things to say amagaide sense. | thought it was fun and would
love to do it again.

Tiffany: |1 understood the questions but didn’t aeswm not all black. The best part was the
whole thing because we got to say what we felt.

Ashley (did not speak in interview) : The best paxs the different teachers you get to talk
about.

Shanice: The reaction | had was a shocked reactiteit really good because | got to express
how [ felt about racism. The whole interview washmagt part. | got to talk about the way | feel to
be treated. | learned you just have to deal witbgbe and their racism. Mr. Melvin is doing this
to see how kids think people are racist.

All of these girls feel the best part was beingeabl speak their feelings. | have
the impression that these thoughts were buildingwgr time and it felt good to release
them. As | mentioned earlier, Ms. Smith, the intener, felt that the students were less
engaged during the second interview as it may awé lseemed as stimulating to share
their feelings a second time. These interview ctibes were written after the first
interview. Shanice described that she was shodkbdiag able to discuss racism and
teachers in an open forum. She also interpretsasgarch correctly as being aimed to
discover how students perceive racism.

Cheryl - It was an exciting experience to do bemgnother class and having the opportunity to
talk about how you feel and how much your race méauyou. | liked it because it was a warm
chatter and a place where you could express younstiout getting into trouble. | believe Mr.
Melvin is doing it to see how he could become geb&tacher. We thought it was unacceptable
to stereotype students for no reason even thoughrttay not know they did such a thing. It
counts towards someone’s feelings even thoughthioerght it didn’t. It will add up one day.

Cheryl emphasizes it was important to talk aboudtwier race means to her. She
felt the conversation was warm and you could exgyesirself without getting into
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trouble. She states that even though teachers mapdware of their stereotyping, it still
hurts students’ feelings. She observes that resgtand bitterness add up, perhaps
predicting an explosion “some day” in the futur@rldomment makes me consider that
African-American students at a young age of twelvéhirteen may already be carrying
around much resentment due to white racism. Thidoexplain the strong reaction
against me and my actions in the classroom.

Sarae -1 didn’t know so many people were goinget¢hiere. Mr. Melvin is doing this so he can
find out how we feel and what he can do bettehénfuture.

Dejeune - The interview was great to participatel ifelt comfortable because | was in a room
with people that had respect for others and pegpdeiswers. The best part was when everyone
was talking about how teachers treat you unfairthink Mr. Melvin should follow his own rules
if he wants respect from his class. Mr. Melvinaeing this to learn to treat everyone the same. In
the interview it was great to learn how blacks trehites, and how whites treat blacks, what is
basically racism.

Sarae was impressed with the amount of peopledatignhe interview. Dejeune
appreciated that there was an atmosphere of respie room. She also enjoyed being
about to talk about teachers. She felt like shenksha lot from the interview and also
observed that racism can also occur in the waykBlaeat Whites.

Casett 3 — Mid-Year Evaluation of Class

| asked students to complete a survey evaluatimgldss at the mid point of the year.
These are selected responses of the African-Anresitadents.

What are some things you dislike about the class?

In addition to dislikes related to classroom cuwriten (don't like reading,
journaling, homework), a student wrote “nobody pattention unless topics are ‘clean’
and related to real life”. | recall many Africamrican students enjoying an article
from the local paper about “Tennis Shoe Pimps.’s&hrticle talked about how girls are
getting involved with prostitution at an earliedayounger boys are acting as pimps. The
article highlighted the dangers and problems o$fitction. Also, five of thirty African-
American students in the two classes remarkedlhiegtdisliked the behavior of other
students in the class. The students who wroteateidigh achievers and seem to resent
others disrupting their learning. Three specifii@dsms of me were; | don't hear
students side of story, | don't follow the conseapges | set for breaking the rules, and |
ignore (“let slide”) the bad behavior of certaindnts.

If you were teacher, what would be some ways you widl change the class?

If allowed to be the teacher, students generaipeaded they would have more
“fun” activities and privileges (parties, fieldps, free time, more bathroom breaks,
playing the radio, less homework, movies on Friddy response to these suggestions is
that they are unrealistic and not conducive tocaassful classroom. Their responses
remind me of their description of their favorit@teers. A white male colleague at
school told me he does not allow free time in lhass because he feels it discourages
students from treating the classroom seriouslynyiclassroom, | feel | give students
free time without calling it “free time” (i.e.-aMaing students to walk around the room
and giving them more time between transitionsauehoccasionally arranged parties in
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class, but have often afterwards felt taken adygntd because the students misbehaved
and did not fully appreciate the effort and expensat into the party. This year, | have
offered the chance of a party as an incentive émdgoehavior, but the students have not
earned it. We have also discussed a class trid,laite again made this dependent on
good behavior and the students have cooperated.tWédtgoal of building class
community, | would like to plan a class trip beféhe end of this year, despite the fact
that their behavior has not been good overall.

Students made two comments related to class drezigtating they would be
“mean enough to make checks (students name on)bozuwdt” and would have parent
conferences with the students who talk back tae¢beher. Here a student recognizes
having their name written on the board does natrdgtident bad behavior and feels
he/she would act meaner as the teacher. The dtlgard shows a distain for students
talking back to the teacher. | have been told bypyr&tudents in my teaching experience
that | am too nice and need to be more strict.

What are some suggestions you would give to Mr. M&h to improve the class?

Students’ responses to this question were muchkahe as to the previous one.
One student responded that “I should say smargys$hio kids when speaking to them in
front of the whole class.” | interpret this to mdashould be careful how | speak to
students in the whole class setting, particularlg conflict. Many colleagues have
suggested that it is better to speak to certamhestis about behavior one on one as the
student may react more defiantly in front of theolghclass. Perhaps | incite the students
to “gang up” on me when | confront them in the wehollass setting. Another student
commented, “I should go away for a week becauseH stressed and | yell too much.” |
unfortunately read her comment as spring breakappasoaching and | was faced with
the task of completing the bulk of this paper.sioadtruggle with the amount | yell in the
class in order to get students’ attention. Anotitedent wrote, “don’t let these kids get to
your head- keep smiling.” It is great to feel suged.

What are some of Mr. Melvin’s strengths that he shold keep?

The responses to this question were brief. Oneestutbmmented that a strength
of mine was putting students’ names on the boardanage behavior. Another student
wrote that | am able to answer questions thattidesits ask me. | was glad to read this
and don’t remember a student making this obsemvatiimut me previously. Finally, a
student commented that she thought | had a loatéipce. Since entering the teaching
profession, many have told me they thought | wdngélch good middle school teacher
because they felt | possessed a lot of patient&asld not become easily frustrated.
Sometimes | have wondered if | have too much ped¢ieand this allows students to feel
they can misbehave.

What would be your advice to a & Grader who will have Mr. Melvin’s class next
year?

Students’ responses here were also varied. Sesteiddnts wrote that | am “mean
sometimes and nice other times.” They also wratectass is “fun, but sometimes
boring” and “exciting, but difficult.” | do feel ik year | have had to be more strict and
“‘mean” than in the past as | have wanted to havee efficient classroom. On the
negative side, students wrote that | do not ledestits talk and | do not allow free time. |
do watch carefully to see that students do notasiaei (when inappropriate) and | do not
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give explicit free time both because | do not whete liberties to be taken advantage of.
These comments in connection with earlier commaltait student dislikes in the class
lead me to consider ways | can give students sdméat they want in the class and still
feel it is a successful classroom. Doing this wdaddo give students some power and
not feel that | am giving away my authority.

Case # 4 — Journal Entries: Students Describe Theklfavorite Teacher and the Ideal
“Dream” Teacher

In a journal entry describing their favorite teachAfrican-American students
describe some common qualities. In their descmgtithe students did not specify the
race of their favorite teacher. Students describadhers that gave them special
privileges such as: parties at the end of each mimntbirthdays, letting students out of
class early, letting students go outside if theyensione with work early, and giving
prizes for successful work. They also wrote abeathers who went out of their way to
help them. These teachers would, “give me helpianeyt needed it”, and would “help
you do the math, not just tell you to do it.” Oedent described a second grade teacher
who helped her read and felt, “if it wasn't for hed still be in second grade.” She also
added, “I want to be a doctor and | still have bleueading.” | interpret this as a cry for
help and I feel the responsibility to be thereHer as she describes.

In a second class, students wrote in their jowleatribing the qualities of an
ideal teacher or described who their ideal teaaloerd be. Several students wrote that
they envisioned their ideal teacher being youngcéuse they could understand where
kids are coming from.” Regarding classroom disoglithe ideal teacher would, “treat
everyone the same”, “didn’t let anyone slide” atr@&t the kids the way you’d treat your
kids.” That last comment evokes Lisa Delpit's engitian Other People’s Childemhich
is that white teachers do not relate to their sttglas if they were their own. Out of
seven journal entries, only two students spectted their ideal teacher would be Black.
One boy wrote, “my ideal teacher would be a won2ényears old, would treat me like a
king and would give me a pizza party at her howseyeFriday.” One girl wrote, “my
ideal teacher would be a black male (because ewemnhad one), aged 55, would teach
different things, would have pride and would kiak all the bad kids.” This same girl
Amber in the group interview talked about how reghér had felt her white male
teachers were racist and how she, after receiviveplagrade from one such teacher, also
concluded these teachers were racist.

Findings and Conclusions

Student responses in this research are variedhéxg are some common themes
that emerge. In terms of their relationship to md t their other white teachers, most of
the students described an experience of racissdlfficult to determine if the students
who did not speak during the interviews were silgetause they had not experienced
racism, or they did not feel like sharing to thewgy. David, a participant in the interview,
was the only student who said he did not partieificause he felt he had not
experienced racism in society and in his relatignshth his teachers.

As the researcher for this study, | faced thendife of analyzing comments
students made about me as their teacher with ak ohjectivity as possible. |
acknowledge any impression | have will be subjecind may reflect my own biases and
inability to understand what the students werergagbout me. In addition, | have
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summarized and tried to make sense of the commarmdsnts made about their
impressions and experience with white teachereneml. | also may be biased in this
analysis as | am a member of the group that theests were commenting on.
Nevertheless, | have mined through the studenspamrses and tried to understand some
common themes as they relate to me and to whithées. | recognize that my initial
reaction to many of the student comments, bothigwresearch and when these
perceptions are voiced in the classroom, is to dsmiem as unreasonable, or to see
them as students “playing the race card” to avegponsibility for their behavior. Using
the literature and the advice of scholars as aeguidave tried to assume that these
student voices are valid and have something teorteland other white teachers. Certainly
some of the student perceptions seem more cretthidreothers and many of their
comments may be complete fabrications. All adutis @ertainly middle school teachers
are familiar with the tendency of adolescents laatéall tale or an outright lie. However,

| have noticed my tendency and the tendency of imyexcolleagues to be quick to
dismiss students’ perceptions of racism. Returtingatum’s image of the cafeteria
table, African-American students flock there beesiln®ir viewpoint is likely to be heard,
not dismissed. | recognize that being labeled taaigses a strong reaction in me and |
feel the impulse to correct it or dismiss it. Relyag my teaching and my classroom,
these are some conclusions from the study.

Conclusions Related to Experience in My Classroom

Relating back to Benokraitis and Feagin’s schemdisafrimination (overt, covert
and subtle) presented earlier, none of the stugspbnses to my research indicated they
observed any overt racist actions in my behavianiviof their perceptions of my racist
behavior could be categorized as either covertd@onsly racist behavior) or subtle
(subconsciously racist behavior). For example caigh students quoted overtly racist
comments from other white teachers, no studentleelcthat | ever said something
overtly racist. Interestingly, when students hagsatlibed covert racism by me in the
classroom, | can only understand that as subtlemeaas | feel | was not knowingly
treating a student based on their race. Thesthareommon themes that emerged about
my treatment of African American students.

| treat African-American students unfairly . Students give numerous examples of how
| treat African-American students differently frasther racial groups in the classroom.
Most of these comments are related to how | enftireeules of the classroom. For
example, | will reprimand and put the name on thartd of an African-American student
for interrupting me when | am speaking to the ctass will let a non-African-American
student off with a warning. With African-Americatudents, | strictly enforce rules about
when to serve detention and with other groupslisinhply let them off. All of these are
examples of students’ perceptions of covert, imbeat racist behavior. | can only
interpret my actions as subtle racist behavior bseea do not feel it was my intention to
discriminate. Also, one student felt | used a ddfe color marker (black) when writing
students names on the board for punishment.

| use excessive anger towards African-American stuhts. This observation came up
in numerous cases. In Case #2, Brittany explaihadltwill be having a bad day and will
send students out of the class for “stupid stuf€.{tapping a pencil on a desk). Sarae
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commented that | yell too much. Another studerd se felt | hate her and another
African-American student in the class. One studemplained | treat her badly when she
is late. Based on all of these comments, | worfdaryianger in the classroom is
evidence of racism? | acknowledge | have shown ranger my teaching this year and |
generally feel this is directed either to the whdkess or to individual students based on
their behavior. Clearly, some African-American snot$ feel it is directed at them
because of their race.

Reflecting on my classroom experiences, | haverdest a feeling of sometimes
being “ganged up” on by the African-American studeA well known classroom
discipline author, Fred Jones (2001), has desctichers going into a “fight or flight”
reaction when they feel threatened by their stigdenteel they are losing control of the
class.Because | perceive a select group of African-Anaeristudents as doing the
“ganging up”, it might cause me to react or “figiatck” with anger. (Is flight a possible
option for a teacher?)

Lisa Delpit (1995) writes of an African-Americanddie school student who
describes to her that a majority of the white teaslat his school are “afraid of black
kids.” Does my anger and fear of being ganged up sighélyltam afraid of my African-
American students? This year, there have been ifc&kences where | heard or saw
African-American boys threaten me during a conflidiese threats were non-verbal in
one case and in the two other cases were muttedstneath the student’s breath. In all
cases, | felt sure | had been threatened and eeféne boys to the administration. In the
instances where the boys had spoken under thatHrthe boys claimed | had
misunderstood their language (they explained thesewalking about someone else). |
felt I had understood the situation clearly. Aftieis, one of these boys cautioned his
classmates on their use of language, “even if yonat saying it to them; if thethink
you’re saying it to them, then that is bad enougth you can get in trouble.” Overall,
comparing the consistency of student responseytown reflections, | can conclude
that | do react with greater anger to African-Aman students.

Receiving a punishment from me will often spark angr and greater defiance from
African-American students. Students’ defiance can increase when they feelhbeg
been treated unfairly. When asked about her reattioeceiving a referral or detention,
Sarae stated that she “brings out her colors” asdands with defiance. Brittany said she
gets “nasty”. From a perspective of traditionaksl@om discipline, teachers should
merely continue to consistently enforce the expiigies of the classroom to clearly
demonstrate the boundaries of student behaviongBsdolescents, the students will
naturally test these boundaries to know how firgytare and to know what is expected.
However, if a student perceives the teacher t@bstrand/or the classroom rules to be
unfair or inconsistently enforced, the defiancd wdintinue. | conclude from the

students’ comments that | need to both demonsargieacist behavior and to
consistency enforce the classroom rules and eXjmtigthese may be one in the same).

Some allegations that students make of racism and/anfair treatment can be
unfounded, but could signify another important isse. Listening to and reading
student comments about me as a teacher, | fellinerdmments were blatantly false and
perhaps said in jest. In reviewing these respondel,they often could still offer me
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insight into my behavior. For example, a studemhwented | spent more time in class
on “my religion” which she felt was Christianityt Arst | felt this was an inaccurate
comment, but | later | felt | could learn somethingm it. | do consider Christianity to
be the religion | grew up with, but | feel moregaled with Buddhism as a current faith.
This year in class, however, we did complete a@miMedieval Europe which included
an extensive study of the Medieval Church. Becaliseunit involved entirely a study of
a white culture, | can see how the student mighelessumed | deliberately chose that
unit. | realized | perhaps did not explain exteegno the class the reasoning behind this
choice of the curriculum. | felt I was merely follang the standards and the students
should go along with it. In retrospect, | realizealve a responsibility to explain to the
students why we are covering certain curriculunmaty be impossible to solve this
dilemma as students of color may react negatively white teacher teaching them
European history. For this, | can look to inspwatin Gary Howard’s model of white
anti-racist teaching. In his view, white teachean be effective teachers for students of
color even when dealing in topics of a racist past.

Another example of an unreasonable student allmgaiwhen a girl claimed | do
not like names that start with the letter “E”. laity, such comments to me demeaned or
made other comments the students made seem leslerd hinking through this
further, the comment made by Elizabeth indicatas she is somehow dissatisfied with
our relationship and is interpreting this in rat¢exims. | can easily dispute the fact that |
do not like students whose names begin with “E” mnf@ct this observation does not
imply racism. However, it is evidence that Elizdbkas a problem with me as her
teacher. | could try to disprove this comment tg bel could look at the deeper issue.

My teaching style mostly does not match African-Amecan students’ description of
an ideal teacher. The student responses in the interview, in thesodevaluation and in
their journal writing show that my teaching modilyes not match their description of an
ideal teacher. In the interview, Cheryl describedade African-American teacher she
had who “made learning fun,” who played games ahdri't always make everything
about grades.” Brittany wrote in her evaluatiort thds will be bored unless, “you
connect learning to real life.” Responding to htxeyt would teach the class or what
suggestions they would offer me, students said Waayld have more fun activities such
as parties, movies on Friday, prizes, free time,latmy own estimation, | agree that |
strive to keep a serious atmosphere in the classrBerhaps these fun activities might
imply to me a closer relationship with the studemd the African-American students
might interpret that | want to keep a distancdsoé dear that in giving the students these
freedoms, | might lose authority and respect indlaesroom. My actions and stringent
approach may have the opposite effect.

In addition, in describing their ideal teacher,iédén-American students described
teachers who go out of their way to help studentssdhow that they care. This confirms
many scholars’ viewpoint that African-American lIeiag style is rooted in context and
relationships and no learning can take place utlese is an established relationship of
caring and trust between teacher and student (D&gB5; Ladson-Billings, 1994). In his
study of his relationship as a white teacher toAfigcan-American male students, Matt
Reider describes how having a personal relationsitlphis students had a greater effect
on student achievement than did culturally speciiriculum modifications he made in
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the classroom. Reflecting on my classroom expeeiavith these students, | realize that
the predominance of conflict in our relationshipkemit difficult to establish this

trusting, caring relationship. | recall often tlaamoment of connection with a student in a
class one day can quickly be lost the next day wirehave a conflict. Sometimes a
dramatic switch could happen in one day. Certathky,students need to be responsible
for their behavior and it is not surprising thay aniddle student would have difficulty
following classroom rules. However, | recognizet thgecifically with African-American
students, the persistence of conflict impedes #éweldpment of a caring relationship
between us.

Some, not all of the African-American students, fid me a racist teacherl recall the
comments of two students as they walked out oftbep interview. Tiffany said, “I

think Mr. Melvin is racist but he just doesn't...As Tiffany was about to finish her
sentence, Robert chimed in, “know it!” My reactigpon hearing Tiffany’s comment on
the audiotape is defensive. | want to track hermawnd find out more what she means by
her comment. She made her comment, however, anthef the interview and after a
long discussion of student impressions of racismamy contexts. If she made the
comment, what can | do about it?

Considering Benokraitis and Feagin’s scheme afrghignation, the students
labeled my behavior as both covert and subtle madideel more comfortable accepting
guilt of subtle racism (unequal treatment thatissble but so internalized as to be
considered routine in bureaucratized settings)abaepting that my behavior is covertly
racist, that | act consciously with malicious irtteswards African-American students, is
harder to accept. | recognize my hesitancy to adbepabel as being racist is perhaps
linked back to my earlier description of exploratiof White identity. In discussing my
research with classmates and friends, some hapenéed, “yes, of course you have
encountered a problem in your teaching; all whéepde are racist.” Based on an
understanding that all white people have benefit@eh white privilege, this could held
to be true. Within a perspective that all whiteple are racist where there is space for
individual attitudes and perspectives. Is a whéespn racist who has entered Gary
Howard'’s “transformationalist” identity orientatipa person hacommitted themselves
to a lifelong process of dismantling the assumptibrightness, the luxury of ignorance,
and the legacy of privilege that have been thedations of White hegemony for
centuries?’/Again, my eagerness to answer this question maflgat my personal
unease with being labeled racist and my desirsdape it.

Conclusions Related to White Teachers in General

Some African-American students, based on previousperiences, hold negative
generalized attitudes about white teachersThe students described a wide range of
racist behavior by their white teachers. When asied they felt about having white
teachers, students responded that they feel lé&ewere being judged. Cheryl responded
that upon seeing at the beginning of the yearhbateacher was white thought to
herself, “here we go again.” She continued sayiag she liked having African-
American teachers because she felt they would,'lyaur back” and keep her interests
in mind. In describing her ideal teacher, one stta@ote that her ideal teacher would
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treat their students like they would treat theimduids. African-American students did
not feel they would be treated like their whitediga’s own kids.

African-American students reported white teachers raking overtly racist

comments Many students reported that they had encounteh#t@ teachers who made
overtly racist comments to them such as “all yacklkids are like (acting badly)” or,
“Oh no, not another black girl, she’s going to lagl’'bor, “I only trust Asians.” My initial
response upon hearing the students’ responsesowaite them or to believe the
students were making them up. Especially when stsd#tributed some of the
comments to my current colleagues, | had a hard éiotepting their validity-dowever,
based on further discussions with colleagues aidchhave heard colleagues confirm
that they have heard both white teachers and temofieolor make overtly racist
comments about students. Also, for the purposhkistésearch, | lean toward holding
student perspectives as valid in order to bettderstand the sentiments behind their
comments.

African-American students do not feel they are treted fairly by white teachers.This
mirrors the findings discussed above regarding lagstoom. In describing a non-racist
white teacher, in several cases students desdelaetiers who, when using discipline,
would send both students involved out of the classyelying on judgment to determine
fault.

White teachers do not praise African-American studets’ intelligence. Students
describe experiences where white teachers do kobadedge their intelligence. Several
students described situations where their whitehea would not call on them to give
answers when their hands were raised. Cheryl desta teacher who said she probably
was not smart enough to understand a word thegedeld used. Brittany described a
teacher who sat all of the Asian students in tbatfof the class and all of the African-
American students in the back. The teacher’s exawmrding to Brittany was that the
Asian students needed glasses. The students’ e=pbere closely connect to the
theories of many scholars (Delpit, 1995; Ladsoniigjk, 1994; Nieto, 2001) who claim
that a major factor contributing to the low achiext of students of color is low
expectations by their teachers (who are predoniyauitite). Delpit (1995) reports that
research has shown that African-American girlsrargarded for nurturing behavior
while white girls are rewarded for academic behavioreading their responses, | am
shocked how exactly students confirm what has peeposed as theory.

When African-American students perceive racism fronmtheir teachers, their

response is to shut down and not participateStudents describe strong reactions to
racism by their teachers. Elizabeth said that &igaring an overtly racist comment from
her teacher, she decided “I can’t be in this clddpon seeing she had a white teacher for
the year and remembering past experiences, Cheryght to herself, “here we go
again.” In describing the reaction of African-Aneams at all ages to bias and
discrimination, Delpit writes, “bias can actuallyuse lowered performance for those
who are its victims, possibly as a result of unesped anger, alienation, low morale and
other mental and physical symptoms of stress.dasy to anticipate how such lowered
performance can readily lead to even greater digreg and bias, thus increasing the
minority person’s sense of alienation and frustrati (FN-116)
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Cheryl's experience poses a dilemma in that shassismed she will be treated
unfairly by her new white teacher based solely ast gxperiences. In this light, it is the
responsibility of white teacher of color to acknedde and accept that students may
arrive with these stereotypes and demonstratesiogtudents that they will be treated
fairly.

Conclusions Related to the Interview and Data Coltdion Process

African-American middle school students are emotioal about the issue of racism

and are eager to share their views about il. mentioned | was nervous in bringing up
the topic of my research with the students. Whigmally did bring it up, | was surprised
by the interest and the enthusiasm students hatidaesearch. It was clear students had
a lot of pent up feelings about the issue. In thwitten reflections about the group
interview, most students commented that they apgtextthat they were “allowed” to
voice their feelings about their teachers in patéic They also commented how they
enjoyed the interview because everyone respectddather and respected what each
other had to say. Interestingly, my colleague widbthie interview, Ms. Smith,
commented that the students who had to return tbelmterview a second time seemed
less enthusiastic voicing their comments a secomel tShe mentioned she had to jog
their memories to remind them of comments theyrhade previously. This confirms my
impression that in the first interview, studentgevexcited by the novelty of being able
to share their true feelings about their teachers.

Some students in particular seemed to be holdioggiits inside with regards to
their opinions of me as a teacher. In the firgiwew, Elizabeth was disappointed to
learn that any comments about me were not goimg teecorded. When Ms. Smith
explained that this was done to allow studenteéb $afe making comments about their
teacher, Elizabeth responded, “but he needs to Know

Giving students the opportunity to discuss racialgsues and share feelings in a single
race and multi-racial group can reduce racial tenan and promote a more

successful school experience for all student&gain, many of the students expressed
that they appreciated being able to share thelinfge Simply giving the students the
chance to voice their feelings about race, and iha¥fects their relationship with their
students, can in itself benefit the class envirammigls. Smith reported that a week after
the first group interview, a participant came uéo to report that things “were much
better” in my class. | do not know who the studeas and cannot imagine what change
she would have noticed. | suspected she felt bleti@ring she had voiced her feelings to
me. Beverly Tatum (1997) reports several successfogriences in schools where
African-American students were able to gather stlaool setting to discuss the complex
issues around developing identity as an African-Aca@ adolescent. In these groups,
students were able to discuss the difficulties tlveye having in school and discussed
issues around stereotypes of black identity, ssdhaidea that doing well in school is
“acting white.” Giving students the opportunityvoice their opinions about their
teachers as a group also allows students to exaheireown beliefs and beliefs of their
peers. In a coordinated program involving all shidgethe issue of race is brought out
into the open and students and teachers alike wamndfit from the process.

Final Reflection - How have | changed?
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Looking back over this process, | feel there is mtor me to take away from it.
Certainly, | feel | understand better the perspeatif African-American adolescents and
what would motivate them intrinsically and extroaly to label their teachers racist. In
all areas: outside of school, on the school playgdo with school administrators, and
with their teachers, these students can view sitnsithrough the lens of race. Feelings
of unfairness and discrimination related to racdéawise particularly in a teacher
relationship, which is complicated by issues of poand authority. Reading over the
transcripts of the student interviews, | was ttolyched and saddened by the experiences
of racism the students described. Hearing thespesative as a group and hearing the
many examples they provided in different contextgew less inclined to refute what
they had say, rather | wanted to listen more aachle

| feel the problems | face with African-Americamidents are related to both my
personal approach and to the content of the clasgwelum (and these are interrelated).
On a personal level, based on student commenteranty own racial/ethnic exploration,
| realize | may exhibit covert and subtle racishd@or that interferes in creating a
positive relationship with the students. | am awthied | have contentious relationships
with many of my African-American students (as ewided by the fact that many students
earn punishments in my class and a majority ofelstsdents are African-American).
These contentious, negative relationships coneibmthe students’ lack of motivation in
the class and ultimately cause them to be unsultt@sschool. Before this research, |
felt I was completely justified in my approach amds merely issuing just punishment
for their behavior. | saw the situation as theolgem and awaited the day when they
changed their behavior. | still feel there needbd@xplicit classroom rules, but now |
feel | need to go the extra steps to gain studewtil and to have students know that
they are respected and valued in the class. Imgbsrd, | can only commit myself to be
reflective about my behavior and continuously exsarmy actions. | feel | can also use
the students, my colleagues and others as my advisbeing aware of how | might
exhibit racist behavior.

| also understand how | can exhibit subtle racgdtavior in my choices of
curriculum content. Thinking of Ladson-Billings’ el of “reflective practice,” | realize
that | have a responsibility to fix my teachingap into the students’ natural desire to
learn. | cannot always expect to please all stigldmtwever, many African-American
students commented they did not feel engaged bgléiss lessons. Reflecting about my
choice of curriculum, | realize | have adopted mbeked on what was done by others, or
what | considered “standard Grade curriculum.” Thinking of subtle racism agqual
treatment that is visible, but so internalizedabé considered routine, | can see how my
choice of curriculum is subtly racist. The problemot with the students. It is up to me
to create a classroom experience that they carnbaoyythat taps into their knowledge. It
is Ladson-Billings’ model of culturally relevantaehing.

Also, | learned from the experience of addresdegissue of race in the
classroom, not only in the context of subject mdtat as it relates to my relationship as
a white teacher to my students of color. Althoudbcused my research on African-
American students, | feel the implications of theaarch apply to my relationship with
all students of color. | realize students will waiko the classroom with a set of
assumptions about me based on a variety of faatmisiding race and | will do the same
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with them. Talking about race and how it affects @lationship has done a lot to
improve our relationship overall. The researchifyaao means created a perfect
environment, as evidenced by a question asked toyna® African-American student the
other day; “if we all come from the same sourcelydaumans in Africa), why do you

call us (the N-word)?” Uncomfortably, | gave heraarswer stating that early humans
lived thousands of years before Europeans staldgdry in Africa. Also | pointed out
that “I” had not called her the N-word, but | couidderstand how she connected me to
the white race in general. Although this was stilluncomfortable moment, | feel it was
less than it might have been as we had alreadychbeakthe topic of race in our
relationship.

| feel the situation of the growing population tddents of color in public schools
and the predominance of white teacher in the palools is a problem. Based on my
own exploration, | feel many white teachers neeckthink the problem of the failure of
so many students of color in school. To reviewcheas rarely today exhibit overt
racism, but may unknowingly act racist in coverd anbtle ways. By placing the onus of
success in school entirely upon a student of ctierfeacher does not consider their role
in making school a positive experience. The deckdsed stacked against people of
color and teachers in a small way have the alidityounteract the effects of racism.
Certainly there are many other factors that coatalio student success such as a
supportive home life. However, as Kailin has stateaite teachers tend to identify these
factors with the effect of “blaming the victim” amaissing the fact that real enemy is
institutional racism. White teachers need to bse Vesrried about being labeled racist and
be less concerned with refuting these allegatiomsnithey are voiced by students.
Instead, they need to examine their own behavath Im terms of their interactions with
students and in their choices of classroom conteansure that they are doing
everything possible to help students of color sedce
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Epilogue - Personal Story — A Memory from the 8 Grade

| was given detention in last period of the daydine out of the blue, slam!, from
Mr. McGuiness, 8 grade science. | remember a bunch of us werenfpaliound. What
was | doing? Was it egregious? What was | evengitiiare, did | really have him as a
teacher? | remember nothing about the classro@epexor getting detention that one
day.What? Detention® had a baseball game that afternoon. | was s¢ééeda pitch for
the Junior Varsity High School team for the fiigte. It was quite an honowhat?
Detention? That day? What had | done?

| am in detention after-school with another teadlerMcKim (I gather he ran
the detention). “Can | please go Mr. McKim? The farsthe game will be leaving soon.”
He sits looking down at his papers as he contitmgsade. “Nope, sorry, you have
detention until...” (I can’t remember what time). lipacing around the room. “John, sit
down and do some homework, if you need somethiraptbll give you something”.
Aww maan, | am so anxious and he’s not lettingeagd.“Nope, nope,” he responds.
Finally, the time is up and | run out of there lte gym. | meet the gym coach Mr. Bubb
who gives me the news. It’s too late. The bus leeegThe team has left for the game.
There’s no other way to get there. “But Mr. Bubbsay, tears streaming down my face,
“I was supposed to pitch today.” “Sorry Johnny,”dad, “Its OK, you’ll get ‘em next
time.” Did | get the chance again? | can’t remembe

Somehow, this story emerged in my memory as |gssed these responses from
students about being treated fairly. The story neisime of what it feels like not to be
treated fairly. As a middle school teacher, | stlagvith ensuring that my classroom is
orderly and students abide by the rules. Howeweo, hot want to be Mr. McGuiness,
coldly slapping students with detention as punishiér their behavior when students
are not aware of what they have done. Young stsdeititthink of fairness in their own
terms, as we adults will. We want to set limits $twdent’s behavior, but we don’t want
to crush their spirits. | wonder why | have suchvad memory of that day. | feel | barely
remember anything else from th8 grade. Perhaps that experience caused me to “learn
my lesson,” but as | remember it, | wasn't tredtady. As teachers, it is important to
remember the impact we can have on students.
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Case # 4 - Mid-Year Evaluations

What are some things you dislike about the class?
Journals

Disliked everything-2 students

Reading

Nobody pays attention unless topics are “clean’atglg to real life
Reading novels

| put black kids name on the board

Behavior of other students-5 students

I don’t hear student’s side of story

I don't follow first rule of consequences

I let slide behavior of other students

If you were teacher, what would be some ways you widl change the class?
Party at the end of every month

Movies on Friday-3 students

Less homework

Allow eating

Allow bathroom break between two hour block-3 sttsle

More free time

Allow radio to be on

Put all the bad kids in another class-2 students

Make learning fun

Have conference with parents of trouble-makers &bauak-talking
Free day on Friday

Field trips-3 students

Be mean enough to make checks count

Play games

What are some suggestions you would give to Mr. M&h to improve the class?
Give free time

Change homework-2 students

Change seating, choose seats, seating suggestion

Say smart things to kids when speaking to themoit 6f whole class

Be more patient

Less homework

More writing

Follow rules

Make learning fun so kids won't be distracted

Send back-talking kids to office

Talk to student after you put name on board

I should go away for a week because | looked sttkaad | yell too much.
Don't let kids get to my head-keep smiling

Names on the board ain’t working

What are some of Mr. Melvin’s strengths that he shold keep?
Putting people’s names on board

| can answer questions

Patience
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What would be your advice to a & Grader who will have Mr. Melvin’s class next
year?

Students’s responses here were also varied. Sestada®nts wrote that | am “mean sometimes
and nice other times.” They also wrote the clasfuis, but sometimes boring” and “exciting but
difficult.” | do feel this year | have had to be matrict and “mean” than in the past as | have
wanted to have a more efficient classroom. On atinagside, students wrote that | don't let
people talk and | don't allow free time. Againgkf | watch carefully to see that students do not
socialize too much and | do not give explicit fteee both because | do not want these liberties
to be taken advantage of. These comments in cdonegith earlier comments about student
dislikes in the class lead me to consider wayshigige students some of what they want in the
class and still feel it is a successful classrobhis would be giving students some power and not
feel like | am giving away my authority.

I’'m mean sometimes and nice other times — 2 stadent

Great experience up ahead

No free time

Doesn't let people talk

Don't get put in a bad group

Class is fun but sometimes boring

My class is easy and hard

Boring

Too much homework

Exciting but difficult
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