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ABSTRACT 
 

Problem: In 2011-12, 82.7% of K-12 teachers were White, yet 44% of all elementary and 

secondary students were minority (Ingersoll, Merrill, & Stuckey, 2014). Teachers raised and 

educated in predominantly White communities typically have limited knowledge of communities 

of color and culture (Tatum, 2007). The minority teacher shortage, in turn, is widely viewed as a 

key reason for the minority achievement gap and unequal occupational and life outcomes for 

minority students (Torres, Santos, Peck, & Cortes, 2004). There have been extensive efforts to 

recruit minorities into the education profession, yet turnover rates among minority teachers have 

been significantly higher than among White teachers. The underrepresentation of minority 

teachers in the U. S. school system leads to minority students lacking minority adult role models 

and creates less access to teachers who understand their racial and cultural background (Ladson-

Billings, 1995). Research has focused primarily on white educators and their ability to work 

effectively with diverse populations (Irvine, 2002). Limited studies have focused on the untold 

stories of African American teachers in our nation’s classrooms. 

 

Procedures: This phenomenological study (Moustakas, 1994) explored the lived experiences of 

six elementary African American elementary teachers in one Midwest state. A single 

overarching question will guide this study: How do African American teachers make meaning of 

their teaching experiences? Using purposeful convenience sampling and snowball sampling 

(Creswell, 2014; Bogdan & Biklen, 2007), data was collected from participants through 

interviews, detailed field notes, written reflections, and reflexive journaling. Data analysis 

involved initial coding, recoding, and thematic analysis to derive the core of the lived 

experiences. Data was verified through triangulation, thick description, field notes and 

observations, reflexive journaling, and member checking. Written findings reflected the 

phenomenological tradition of narrative description to capture participants’ lived experiences. 

 

Findings:  Data analysis revealed the lived experience of an African American elementary 

teacher as influenced by mentorship, relationships, cultural differences, expectations, and job 

retention.  Thematic analysis provided a way to show how the participants constructed and made 

meaning of the phenomenon and by recognizing and identifying the patterns that emerged within 

the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The essence of the experience was captured through the words 

of each participant in regards to working with students, professional colleagues, and parents. The 

combination of textural and structural descriptions with the use of verbatim examples was 

reflected in the context in which the phenomenon was experienced (Creswell, 2013). 

 

Conclusions: Student successes, family support, and collegial support helped shape participants’ 

experiences. The additional pressure of being a minority educator in a Midwest state was evident 

as participants clearly communicated their lived experiences.  African American teachers 

continue to stay in the classroom because of their dedication to students.    

 

Recommendations: Human resource departments must work collaboratively with school 

leaders, community members, and colleges to provide a more comprehensive system to recruit 

minority teachers.  School districts must provide ongoing professional development for all 

teachers to become more culturally competent.  School leaders must work closely with minority 

educators in their schools to provide adequate support for them in the workplace.   



 
 

CHAPTER 1  

INTRODUCTION 

New Faces  

 The middle of August marks the beginning of annual state fairs and the beginning of a 

new school year.  First year teachers join veteran teachers to prepare for the year ahead by 

organizing classrooms, ordering student materials, and updating class lists.  My current school 

district holds the annual welcome back breakfast and presentation to welcome all staff, especially 

those newcomers to our district.  The superintendent reminds us about the power of our work and 

the triumphs and challenges ahead.   

The changing demographics in our state and community continue to be the topic of 

conversation along with the variety of academic and social-emotional needs of students now 

entering our classrooms.   As the superintendent reads the names of new staff members in our 

district and their home state, I recognize each year that most of our teaching staff look the same 

and originate from the same basic regions of our country.   

 The suburban school district in which I work serves approximately 9,000 preschool – 12th 

grade students.  The changing student demographics in our district includes 25% minority which 

is an increase from 10% in 2000. However, our staff demographics have changed very little and 

currently include 18 minority staff members of the 651 certified teaching staff.  These statistics 

mirror a national trend and more specifically a trend in our Midwestern state. In 2000, our state 

served 46,250 (9.7%) minority students which increased to 104,250 (21.8%) in 2014 in our 

public schools.  However, the percentage of certified minority teachers in our state in 2000 was 

1.8% and saw a slight increase to 2.2% in 2014 (Iowa Dept. of Education, 2015). I have observed 
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the changing attitudes of teachers in our district in regards to ethnic diversity and wonder if the 

discrepancy in student achievement among minority subgroups stems from not understanding 

how to serve kids who don’t resemble their teachers. 

Statement of the Problem 

Students look to their teachers for guidance for living in an increasingly diverse and 

complex society. Educators are becoming more aware of the need to prepare their students for a 

multiracial society, however, the current teaching staff in our nation has limited experience.  

Over the past several decades, there has been concern over shortages of minority school teachers. 

Numerous scholars and commentators have argued that there is a growing mismatch between the 

degree of racial/ethnic diversity in the nation’s student population and the degree of diversity in 

the nation’s elementary and secondary teaching force.  

Typically, critics have held that as the nation’s population, and the nation’s student body, 

has grown more diverse, the teaching force has not kept pace. Some go further and argue that the 

teaching force has changed in the opposite direction, becoming even less diverse and more 

homogeneously White (Ingersoll & May, 2011b). Table 1.1 provides national trends in 

population, teacher staffing percentages based on race/ethnicity, and student enrollment based on 

race and ethnicity over a twenty-year period.  The following data show that national trends for 

population, teacher staffing, and student enrollment have seen significant increases in minority 

percentages during that twenty-year span.  However, the percentage of minority teachers 

continues to be disproportionate when compared to their White colleagues. 
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Table 1.1  

Trends in the U. S. Population, K-12 Student Enrollment, and the K-12 Teaching Force, by 

Race/Ethnicity 
  

1987-88 

 

 

1990-91 

 

 

1993-94 

 

 

1999-00 

 

2003-04 

 

2007-08 

% 

Increase  

1988-08 

% Minority 
Population   

23.1 24.3 25.6 28.1 32.1 34.4  

# of Students 

Enrolled 

45,220,953 44,777,577 46,592,207 50,629,075 52,375,110 53,644,872 19 

# of White 

Students 

32,559,086 31,213,142 31,895,394 32,700,441 32,419,640 31,864,127 -2 

# of Minority 

Students 

12,661,867 13,564,435 14,696,813 17,928,634 19,955,470 21,780,745 73 

% of Minority 

Students 

28.0 30.3 31.5 35.4 38.1 40.6  

Total Teaching 
Force 

2,630,335 2,915,774 2,939,659 3,451,316 3,717,998 3,894,065 48 

# of White 

Teachers 

2,303,094 2,542,720 2,564,416 2,933,591 3,113,249 3,252,234 41 

# of Minority 
Teachers 

327,241 373,054 375,243 517,725 604,749 641,830 96 

% of Minority 

Teachers 

12.4 12.8 12.8 15.0 16.3 16.5  

(Ingersoll & May, 2011a) 

 

In 2011-12, 82.7% of teachers were White, yet 44% of all elementary and secondary 

students were minority (Ingersoll, Merrill, & Stuckey, 2014). The past two decades have focused 

on this cultural mismatch between school and home which has led to terms such as culturally 

appropriate, culturally congruent, and culturally compatible. Scholars (Ladson-Billings, 1995; 

Gay, 2010) refer to the acceptance of students’ communication patterns along with an assortment 

of African American cultural values such as mutuality, reciprocity, spirituality, respect, and 

responsibility by their teachers. Teachers raised and educated in predominantly White  
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communities typically have limited knowledge of communities of color and culture (Tatum, 

2007).The minority teacher shortage, in turn, is widely viewed as a key reason for the minority 

achievement gap and, ultimately, unequal occupational and life outcomes for minority students 

(Torres, Santos, Peck, & Cortes, 2004). 

  In response, in recent decades numerous government and nongovernment organizations 

have instituted and funded a variety of minority teacher recruitment programs and initiatives. By 

2008, over half of the states had some kind of minority teacher recruitment policies or programs 

in place (Ingersoll & May, 2011a).  The data suggest that extensive efforts over the past several 

decades to recruit more minority teachers and employ them in hard-to-staff and disadvantaged 

schools have been very successful. This increase in the proportion of teachers who are minority 

is extraordinary because the data also show that over the past two decades, turnover rates among 

minority teachers have been significantly higher than among White teachers (Ingersoll, Merrill, 

& Stuckey, 2014). 

 There has been a surprising absence of empirical investigation, especially using 

nationally representative data, into how the minority teaching force has changed over recent 

decades. Most of the research, on this issue has focused on the assumption, that minority teacher 

staffing problems are rooted in the lack of effort by school districts to recruit minority teachers. 

The assumption has been that an inadequate initial supply, united with barriers to entry, are the 

main reasons that insufficient numbers of minority teachers are employed. Thus attention has 

tended to emphasize obstacles to recruiting minority candidates into teaching and, in turn, 

developing strategies to overcome these obstacles (Villegas & Lucas, 2004; Villegas & Irvine, 

2010). 
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 However, little attention has been paid to where minority teachers tend to be employed, 

what happens to minority teachers once they are employed, or to the role in these staffing 

problems of the organizations that employ teachers. The underrepresentation of minority teachers 

in the U. S. school system, leads to minority students lacking minority adult role models and less 

access to teachers who understand their racial and cultural background (Ladson-Billings, 1995).  

 Moreover, relatively less attention has been paid to the exit end of the pipeline and the 

role of teacher turnover—the departures of teachers from schools—in these shortages and 

staffing problems (Rice et al., 2008). As a recent review concluded (Achinstein et al., 2010) 

empirical research on minority teacher turnover has been limited, has had mixed findings, and, in 

general, has been inadequate to help us address the magnitude, determinants and consequences 

of minority teacher turnover, or understand the implications of retention and turnover for 

shortages.  

 Research (Ladson-Billings, 1995; Gay, 2010; Dee, 2005) has pointed to the relationship 

between an increased understanding and belief in the importance of race and culture in one’s 

practice in the classroom.  Irvine (2002) explains: 

In order for teachers, including African American teachers, to be effective with diverse 

students, it is crucial that they first recognize and understand their own worldview, and 

then understand the worldviews of their students.  In addition, teachers must confront 

their own racism and biases, learn about their students’ cultures, and perceive the world 

through diverse cultural lenses. (p. 14) 

The focus has primarily been on white educators and their ability to work effectively with 

diverse populations. There is a common belief that people from marginalized groups may already 

be bicultural and have the necessary skills to interact effectively with people from diverse 
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backgrounds (Irvine, 2002).  There is an abundance of literature (Ladson-Billings; 2009; Gay, 

2010) focused on teachers, pedagogy and the achievement gap; however, literature regarding 

African American elementary teachers nationally is limited.   

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative, phenomenology (Creswell, 2013) is designed to examine 

how African Americans make meaning of their professional experiences as elementary teachers. 

Understanding the historical context, student achievement disparities among race, culturally 

responsive teaching strategies, and minority teacher shortages and retention requires examining 

what minority teachers undergo throughout employment while examining personal and 

professional characteristics they have to better serve their students. 

Serving as a leader in education or society creates opportunities for individuals to bring 

people together.  As a school administrator I spend approximately 20 – 30 hours in the spring 

semester reviewing resumes and interviewing teaching candidates with the goal of hiring the best 

candidate to serve our school community. School officials and human resources departments 

want a greater focus on the recruitment and hiring of minority teachers.   

After reviewing the state records and learning that only 2.2% of teachers in the state 

where I reside are minority, I am interested in the participants’ reflections on their lived 

experiences as minority teachers.  In order to gain a better understanding of their perceptions I 

will ask participants to reflect on and share their experiences as African American elementary 

teachers in a Midwest state. This research that explores the experiences, perceptions and 

instructional practices and pedagogy of African Americans currently in the field may provide 

meaningful information to support all educators that work with minority students. 
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Research Question  

The central research question guiding this qualitative phenomenology is: How do African 

American elementary teachers make meaning of their lived experiences?  Creswell (2013). Sub 

questions are written to further analyze the central phenomenon that relates to the type of 

qualitative research being used.  Upon reviewing literature focused on minority teachers, I 

organized my sub questions into categories: Demographic Differences, Cultural Mismatch, 

Culturally Responsive Teaching, and Recruitment and Retention. Some of my additional sub   

questions to reflect these categories are (see Appendix D):  

 Demographic Differences 

1. Please describe your own educational experiences growing up? 

2. Did you have any teachers that were African American?  

3. Do you consider yourself to be a representative for other racial minorities in 

education? Why or why not? 

Achievement Gap 

4. Explain what achievement gap means to you? 

5. Have you witnessed an achievement gap among your students? Explain? 

Cultural Mismatch 

6. Is a teacher’s race important to teaching and educating minority students? 

7. Does the make-up of the current teaching force at your school impact minority 

students? If so, how? 

8. What are some advantages you have as an African American teacher? 

9. In what way does your minority status help you connect with your students? 

10. What are some specific moments that stand out to you that have been particularly 

successful in your teaching career?  

11. What are some specific moments that stand out to you that have been particularly 

challenging in your teaching career? 

Culturally Responsive Teaching 

12. Do you feel that you can connect on a different level with minority students when 

compared to your White colleagues? 

13. What professional characteristics do you have that help you meet the challenges 

in the classroom? 

14. What personal characteristics do you have that help you meet the challenges in 

the classroom? 

Recruitment and Retention 

15. Describe the hiring process for your current position? 

16. Have you ever thought about leaving the education profession? Why? 
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Closing 

17. Is there anything else you would like to share that would help me understand your 

experience? 

 

In addition to these categories, I will ask participants about their own personal 

background at the beginning and any unsolicited information they would like to add at the 

conclusion of our time together (see Appendix D). 

Significance of the Study 

This study is an attempt to contribute to the literature and to continue to explore the 

demographic of African American elementary teachers. Additionally, I hope to inform education 

agencies, regulatory bodies, and lawmakers at both the state and federal level as they craft 

educational policy in order to better ensure an education that serves all students regardless of 

their race or cultural background.  By understanding the experiences of our African American 

teachers, we may be more successful in recruiting and retaining other minority teachers that 

could lead to the diversification of our teaching force.   

Theoretical Framework  

Butin (2010) suggests that a theoretical framework is important to a study as it helps to 

organize the research and “better understand the potential and limitations of your own topic” (p. 

60). The aim of this study is to use an interpretive theoretical framework to explore African 

American teachers and their lived experience.  

Creswell (2014) stated: 

Social constructivists believe that individuals seek understanding of the world in which 

they live and work. Individuals develop subjective meanings of their experiences— 
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meanings directed toward certain objects or things. These meanings are varied and 

multiple, leading the researcher to look for the complexity of views rather than narrowing 

meanings into a few categories or ideas. (p. 8) 

My goal is to use multiple perspectives from my participants rather than a single reality 

(Creswell, 2013).  I will attempt to better understand the lived experience of the participants by 

conducting various methods of data collection and analyzing data with qualitative coding 

strategies.  

Through the lens of a critical race theorist and social justice advocate (Parker & Lynn, 

2002), I seek to understand the perspective of people of color and how they can function 

successfully in society without fear of discrimination.  As a social justice advocate, “We want a 

social science committed up front to issues of social justice, equity, nonviolence, peace, and 

universal human rights” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011, as cited in Creswell, 2013, p.23). I do 

acknowledge my own position within this research and know that my background will shape my 

interpretation, which allows for the current phenomenological study (Creswell, 2013). 

Researcher Positionality 

 This study approaches the concept of minority teachers from a social justice (Parker & 

Lynn, 2002) theoretical perspective. My story began as a young multiracial child surrounded by 

white family members, friends, and teachers, yet I did not stop to think of myself as a minority. I 

had an absent African American father and a few occasional friends who happened to be a color 

other than White. The lack of exposure to role models from other ethnic backgrounds restricted 

my ability to see a different worldview.  My connection to people from other cultures occurred 

during my college years as I traveled around the world to Asia and Europe working with students 
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on military bases.  Following my travels, I was placed in an urban school setting with an African 

American cooperating teacher for my preservice teaching placement.  These opportunities to 

engage with people from various backgrounds allowed me to reflect more on my personal 

philosophies and my worldview on education. 

However, the majority of my personal and professional life have been spent as a 

representative for the racial minorities of the group. As I get older and reflect on my life, I begin 

to think about why I have had the opportunities that maybe some other people of color have not. 

Furthermore, I strive to be the best school administrator I can be which means supporting all 

students and staff members regardless of their differences. I continue to reflect on our profession 

and the barriers we face to create an equitable learning environment.  It has been through the 

doctoral journey that I have started to reflect more deeply on my sense of purpose in this life.  I 

am now beginning to see a future where I can give a voice to others that understand their role as 

representatives of those with no voice. 

My motivation for writing about the lived experiences of African American educators 

comes from my attempt to better understand why the current statistics focusing on the 

achievement gap displays significant disparities for students of color in our educational system.  

Policymakers continue to focus on instructional strategies and curricular changes, but I believe it 

is more about our students believing their teachers understand them for who they are and where 

they come from.  This can only be accomplished if we have more teachers that share those 

background experiences with their students.  We may better understand how to recruit and retain 

more minority teachers if we recognize the lived experiences of the minority teachers currently 

in our classrooms. I acknowledge my own experiences and views and will respectfully and 

accurately represent the views and ideas expressed by the participants in this study.   
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The participants in this study all have a story to tell which will help us better understand 

the essence of the phenomenon.   

Definitions of Terms 

 The following terms are key to this study and are defined below. 

 Minority group.  A culturally, ethnically, or racially distinct group that coexists with but 

is subordinate to a more dominant group.  According to the 2010 U. S. Census, approximately 

36.3 percent of the population currently belongs to a racial or ethnic minority group: American 

Indian or Alaska Native, Asian American, Black or African American, Hispanic or Latino, and 

Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander (U. S. Census, 2010). 

 Achievement gap. The term “achievement gap” is often defined as the differences 

between test scores of minority or low-income students and the test scores of their White and 

Asian peers.  Differences between the scores of students with different backgrounds (ethnic, 

racial, gender, disability, and income) are evident on large-scale standardized tests (NCES, 

2009). 

Culturally relevant teaching. Culturally relevant or responsive teaching is a pedagogy 

grounded in teachers’ displaying cultural competence: skill at teaching in a cross-cultural or 

multicultural setting. They enable each student to relate course content to his or her cultural 

context (Ladson-Billings, 1995). 

NAEP.  NAEP is an acronym for the National Assessment of Educational Progress and is 

often called the “Nation’s Report Card.”  It is the largest continuing and nationally representative 

assessment of what our nation’s students know and can do in core subjects (NCES, 2009). 
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Stereotype threat. Stereotype threat is the social-psychological impact on a person, from 

well-known negative stereotypes, which typically manifests in heightened stress.  This stress can 

affect a student’s performance (Steele & Aronson, 1995).  African American students performing 

worse on classroom exams when faced with the stereotype that they are inferior to White 

students would be an example of stereotype threat in the context of this study. 

Summary 

 The goal of this study is to describe the lived experiences of African American 

elementary teachers in a Midwest state. This study will describe these experiences through a 

constructivist perspective highlighting areas that help the audience understand the view of 

education through the eyes of educators who are underrepresented in our classrooms across 

America. 

 Chapter One has provided a general introduction focusing on the current state of the 

problem along with the purpose and significance of the study.  Chapter Two reviews the 

literature surrounding the underrepresentation of minority educators in the United States. Chapter 

Three details the research design utilized with a qualitative approach and phenomenology 

methodology. Chapter Four will present a composite of participants’ background and profile of 

current teaching position. Chapter Five will describe the findings through various themes that 

were discovered during the interview and coding process. Chapter Six will provide discussion, 

cite implications, and provide recommendations for future research. 

My greatest hope, through this research, is to better understand why such a small 

percentage of African Americans choose education as their profession. Furthermore, I want to 

know what the personal backgrounds and characteristics of my participants are that keeps them 
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in the education profession.  I believe connecting with data through this research will allow me 

to gain deeper insights into lived experiences of other African American elementary teachers and 

develop significant themes. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Overview 

 To understand more about the minority achievement gap as it relates to the 

underrepresentation of minority teachers, it is important to examine relevant literature. The 

literature review is important for many reasons, all of which support the belief that I have given 

attention to all of the information that exists to the date of the research study. Galvan (2006) 

explains that researchers conducting literature reviews must clearly communicate to readers that 

a comprehensive and up-to-date review has been done for the topic and that they fully 

understand what they have read. The literature review will share with the reader the results of 

other studies that are closely related to this particular study.  It will also relate this study to the 

larger ongoing dialogue in the literature, filling in gaps, and extending prior studies (Cooper, 

2010; Marshall & Rossman, 2011).   

Historical Context 

Critical race legal scholar Derek Bell (1987) wrote a fictionalized parable about how 

desegregation affected the lives of African American children in the United States.  He wrote 

about the dire consequences of desegregation for many African American children, a counter 

narrative that begins with the idea of African American children vanishing on the 

“implementation day for the new desegregation plan” (p. 102).  He explains that Black schools 

were closed, and Black teachers and principals were fired.  He suggested that it was Whites, not 

Blacks, who stood to gain the most from the losses experienced by African American children 

who would be lost in all-White schools where they were not wanted or appreciated.  Critical race 



15 
 

theorists (Howard, 2008; Lynn & Parker, 2006; Yosso, 2005) have used Bell’s work as a 

foundation to argue that African American schoolchildren are marginalized and miseducated in a 

system that seeks to highlight what they cannot do and disregards the cultural wealth they bring. 

In 1970, at the height of the public school enrollment of the baby boom generation, White 

students comprised 79 percent of total enrollment; followed by African Americans at 14 percent; 

Hispanics at 6 percent; and Asians, Pacific Islanders, and other ethnic groups at 1 percent. As of 

2008, 43 percent of elementary through high school students were students of color. The Census 

Bureau’s population projections indicate that the student population will continue to diversify in 

the coming years. As of 2009, over 49 million students, or 31 percent of those enrolled in U.S. 

elementary and secondary schools, were foreign-born or had at least one parent who was foreign-

born. (U. S. Census Bureau 2008; 2010). 

The vast demographic divide between teachers and students is of growing educational 

and public concern. Currently, racial/ethnic minority students are the demographic majority of 

students attending public schools in the United States and comprise the large majority of urban 

school students (Cherng & Halpin, 2016). In contrast, less than 20% of teachers are racial/ethnic 

minorities (Goldring, Gray, & Bitterman, 2013). An overwhelmingly White teaching force is 

working with a majority non-White student population, while the gap is long-standing, and one 

article declares that “the race gap among teachers is not likely to be closed anytime soon” 

(Berchini, 2015; Strauss, 2015; Rich, 2015). In a landmark study concentrated on the decline of 

the Black educator, Irvine (1988) states:  

The dwindling black work force can be attributed to a variety of political, economic, 

demographic, and sociological factors affecting both Black teachers and Black principals: 

(1) the decline in the number of college students declaring teacher education majors; (2) 
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the decline in Black college students; (3) widening career options for Blacks, especially 

Black females; and (4) teacher competency. 

In the two decades from the late 1980s to 2008-09, the annual rate of minority teacher 

turnover increased by 28 percent, undermining minority teacher recruitment efforts. For most of 

those years, annual rates of teacher turnover differed little by race or ethnicity. That changed in 

2004–05, however, when turnover rates among minority teachers became significantly greater 

than those for white teachers (Ingersoll & Merrill, 2010). The data show that at the beginning of 

the 2003-04 school year, about 47,600 minority teachers entered the school system; however, by 

the following year, 20% more—about 56,000—left teaching (Ingersoll & May, 2011a).  

Achievement Gap 

 A wealth of literature demonstrates racial gaps and poor outcomes of school-age African 

American children across a range of domains, including educational achievement measured by 

indicators such as test scores and rates of school exclusion. Data from 2003 to 2009 indicate that 

by fourth grade African American boys in public schools score about 30 points lower in reading 

than white boys and this gap remains at eighth grade (Lewis et. al, 2010).  An increasing number 

of research studies emphasize the importance the importance of early childhood in determining 

one’s adult socio-economic outcomes.  The factors that contribute to these early gaps or that are 

protective against poor outcomes are less clearly understood (Aratani, Wight, & Cooper, 2011). 

The term “achievement gap” is often defined as the differences between test scores of 

minority or low-income students and the test scores of their White and Asian peers.  Differences 

between the scores of students with different backgrounds (ethnic, racial, gender, disability, and 

income) are evident on large-scale standardized tests (NCES, 2009). The term “achievement 

gap” has developed over the past couple of decades to define the circumstances in which some 
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students, primarily those from racially, culturally, and linguistically marginalized and low-

income families, achieve less than other students (Nieto & Bode, 2012).  

In 2009, the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) reported that White 

students had higher scores than Black students, on average, on all assessments. While the 

nationwide gaps in 2007 were narrower than in previous assessments at both grades 4 and 8 in 

mathematics and at grade 4 in reading, White students had average scores at least 26 points 

higher than Black students in each subject, on a 0–500 scale (Vanneman, et al., 2009). Although 

research has largely focused on Black and White students, the “achievement gap” is also evident 

among students of other ethnic and racial backgrounds such, as Latino and American Indian 

students (NCES, 2009). When describing the “achievement gap” Nieto and Bode (2012) state: 

The problem with the term achievement gap is that it suggests that students alone are 

responsible for their learning, as if school and societal conditions and contexts did not 

exist. The result is that the problem is defined as a “minority” problem rather than as a 

problem of unequal schooling. (p. 13) 

In spite of the fact that the “achievement gap” is a reality, sometimes this term is a 

misnomer because it places undue responsibility on students alone. As a result, we believe that 

what has become known as the achievement gap can also appropriately be called the resource 

gap, the opportunity gap, or the expectations gap because student achievement does not come out 

of the blue but is influenced by many other factors—that is, student achievement is related 

directly to the conditions and contexts in which students learn (Nieto & Bode, 2012).  

Furthermore, the focus on school performance gaps is misplaced and that what must be 

considered are the historical, economic, sociopolitical, and moral components of racial 
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stratification that have accumulated over time, amounting to what she has dubbed the “education 

debt.” (Ladson-Billings, 2006a).  

Gaps in school achievement and retention rates between White and Black Americans at 

all levels of schooling have been persistent in American society (Steele, 1992). Although it is 

true that the “achievement gap” is strongly related to poverty, race and ethnicity are also 

prominent issues to consider in understanding the gap. D’Amico (2001) states that the two major 

causes of the “achievement gap” are sociocultural and school-related factors. Sociocultural 

factors include poverty, ethnicity, low level of parental education, weak family-support systems, 

and students’ reactions to discrimination and stereotyping. Stereotype threat has been described 

as a social-psychological predicament that can arise from widely known negative stereotypes 

about one’s group.  Studies have shown African American students experiencing interference of 

their intellectual ability on standardized tests in response to this self-evaluative threat (Steele & 

Aronson, 1995).  Data shows, although the “achievement gap” between Black and White 

students was reduced by about half between 1970 and 1988, there has been a marked reversal of 

this trend since 1988, no doubt due to the reduction in expenses for the support of the education 

of children through federal and state policies (D’Amico, 2001). 

Demographic Differences 

The underlying assumption of demographic parity is that the racial/ethnic makeup of the 

teaching force should reflect that of the student population, and that of the larger society. With 

increasing racial/ethnic diversity in the larger society, proponents hold, there is accordingly a 

growing need for more minority teachers as role models in schools (Ingersoll & May, 2011a). 

Although few scholars have explored the idea of using similarities to improve 

relationships in education, some have examined whether students perform better academically 
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when their teacher shares their ethnicity (Gehlbach et al., 2016). For instance, Dee (2004) found 

significant positive effects on test score outcomes for Black students who were assigned to Black 

teachers and for White students who were assigned to White teachers. Human beings foster 

social connections with others as a fundamental, intrinsic social motivation and children who 

thrive typically cultivate positive relationships with parents, peers, and teachers (Lieberman, 

2013; Wentzel, 2002). Even for adolescents, achieving positive teacher–student relationships 

(TSRs) is an important outcome in its own right and may catalyze important downstream 

benefits (Eccles et al., 1993).  

One promising approach might leverage individuals’ perceptions of similarity as a means 

to promote a sense of relatedness. Numerous basic social psychological texts underscore some 

version of the basic message that “likeness begets liking” (Myers, 2015, p. 330). Similarity along 

various dimensions (style of dress, background, interests, personality traits, hobbies, attitudes, 

etc.) connects to a wide array of relationship-related outcomes (such as attraction, liking, 

compliance, and prosocial behavior) in scores of studies (Cialdini, 2009; Montoya, Horton, & 

Kirchner, 2008). The theory behind the promise of this approach is that interacting with similar 

others supports one’s sense of self, one’s values, and one’s core identity (Montoya et al., 2008; 

Myers, 2015). In other words, as an individual interacts with similar others, they reap positive 

reinforcement in the form of validation.  

 

 Teaching remains a primarily white workforce and that gap continues to persist between 

the percentage of minority students and the percentage of minority teachers in the U.S. school 

system. For instance, in the 2011-12 school year, 37 percent of the nation’s population belonged 

to minority groups, 44 percent of all elementary and secondary students were minority, and only 
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17.3 percent of all elementary and secondary teachers were minority (Ingersoll, Merrill, Stuckey, 

2014). 

Cultural Mismatch 

 According to Orfield (2009), much of the progress made in integrating the nation’s 

schools during previous decades was eradicated by the end of the 1990s. For Blacks, the 1990s 

witnessed the largest backward movement toward segregation since the U.S. Supreme Court’s 

decision in Brown v. Board of Education in 1954, and the trend is continuing. At the same time 

that the number of students of color, those who speak languages other than English, and those 

who live in poverty has increased, the nation’s teachers have become more monolithic, 

monocultural, and monolingual. 

Another explanation for school failure is that it is caused by cultural incompatibilities, 

with school culture and home culture often at odds, and the result is a “cultural clash” that 

produces school failure. Ladson-Billings (1995) points out that minority students in the nation’s 

schools increasingly lack minority adult role models, lack contact with teachers who understand 

their racial and cultural background, and often lack access to qualified teachers of any 

background, because white teachers avoid schools with large percentages of minorities. The 

more consistent that home and school cultures are, the reasoning goes, the more successful 

students will be. This line of reasoning asserts that the opposite is also true: The more that 

students’ experiences, skills, and values differ from the school setting, the more failure they will 

experience (Nieto & Bode, 2012). 

One major argument focuses on what is called “cultural synchronicity” which holds that 

minority students benefit from being taught by minority teachers, because minority teachers are 

likely to have “insider knowledge” due to similar life experiences and cultural backgrounds. The 



21 
 

assumption is that synchronicity is a valuable resource in teaching and learning (Irvine, 1990; 

Villegas & Irvine, 2010; Achinstein & Aguirre, 2008). The often cited Irvine (1990) suggests: 

The conflict between a school’s beliefs and its practices is characterized on the classroom 

level by a lack of understanding of black student cultural values, norms, styles, and 

language. This teacher-student conflict appears to be related to the declining number of 

black and minority group teachers. Lack of cultural synchronization because of 

misunderstanding, missed communications, and low or no teacher interaction results in 

negative teacher expectations. White teachers communicate differentially with their 

students, using different communication patterns and expectations for black female and 

black male students.  

Dee’s (2004, 2005) analyses of the Tennessee Star data found that both Black and White 

kindergarten students who were randomly assigned to an own-race teacher had increased 

achievement in reading and mathematics test scores compared to their peers who were not taught 

by a same-race teacher.  

 A common explanation of why the demographic divide is so concerning is that minority 

students have more favorable perceptions of minority teachers (Auerbach, 2007; Quiocho & 

Rios, 2000). More favorable student perceptions of teachers in turn can translate into better 

academic outcomes such as motivation, interest, and grades (Wentzel, 2002). However, few 

studies have explicitly addressed whether students, and particularly minority students, have more 

favorable perceptions of minority versus non-minority teachers. 
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Culturally Responsive Teaching 

Over the past two decades, researchers who are concerned with the disparities in 

academic achievement between mainstream students and students who are marginalized in 

schools and society have done research and generated teaching implications for the cultural 

difference theory (Gay, 2010). One implication of the tremendous diversity previously described 

is that all teachers, regardless of their own identities and experiences, need to be prepared to 

teach effectively students of all backgrounds. Paulo Freire describes the responsibility of all 

educators: 

Educators need to know what happens in the world of the children with whom they work.  

They need to know the universe of their dreams, the language with which they skillfully 

defend themselves from the aggressiveness of their world, what they know independently 

of the school, and how they know it. (p. 72-73) 

These numerous scholars have constructed a theory of culturally responsive teaching which is 

often called culturally sensitive pedagogy.  Educators and social justice advocates who are trying 

to improve academic achievement of students from diverse racial, ethnic, cultural, linguistic, and 

social-class groups now have a sense of hope for ways to enhance learning for all (Gay, 2010).  

Although both are very important, culturally responsive pedagogy is different than multicultural 

education. Multicultural education has received more attention and focuses more on the 

curriculum and what is taught. On the other hand culturally responsive pedagogy focuses more 

on the pedagogy and is more concerned with issues of sensibility and style.  A teacher moves 

beyond teacher knowledge to focus on teacher practice and how they relate to their students 

(Irvine, 2002). 
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Although minority students may lack role models of color, they need more than hugs or 

pats on the back. Mari Ann Roberts (2010) suggests a framework of culturally relevant critical 

teacher care that provides a counter narrative to current discussions of teacher care as color-blind 

actions that try to help all students or are considered just part of good teaching. Research of 

African American teachers working with African American students found that expressing 

concern for students’ future with openness and support dismisses the colorblind equal 

opportunity myth that is often perpetuated in schools. Care means loving students in the most 

profound ways: through high expectations, great support, and rigorous demands.  

Past studies focused on African American teachers working with African American 

students describe caring and committed teachers as having: 1) a sense of mission, 2) solidarity 

with and empathy for students, 3) the courage to challenge mainstream knowledge, 4) 

improvisation, 5) a passion for social justice (Nieto, 2005). Solidarity and empathy can also be 

described as love, which described in the context of schools, love means that teachers have 

genuine respect, high expectations, and great admiration for their students. The combination of 

empathy and solidarity is established in numerous ways, including valuing students’ families, 

understanding what life is like for children of diverse backgrounds, and anticipating the various 

worlds they encounter. Proponents of multicultural education suggest that teacher training may 

need to consider ways to educate preservice teachers in what were previously called unteachable 

qualities such as solidarity, empathy, and compassion to influence high academic achievement 

(Bode, 2005).  

Committed and caring teachers working with students of color has shown significant 

benefits. Additional traits of successful school models for students of color have been a 

demanding curriculum and a strong social support system that values and promotes academic 
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achievement. Research underscores that a rigorous curriculum is not enough. The role of 

significant people in students’ lives who communicated their value of academic success and 

effort were evident in the successful programs cited in his study (Zurawsky, 2004).  

Recruitment and Retention 

For several decades, minority teacher shortages have been a major issue for the U. S. 

school system and critics believe the nation’s population and students are growing more diverse 

and the teaching force is not (Ingersoll, Merrill, & Stuckey, 2014).  The minority teacher 

shortage has been widely viewed as a reason for the achievement gap among minorities leading 

to unequal occupational and life outcomes for minority students (Zumwalt & Craig, 2005). But 

the data also show that this gap is not due to a failure to recruit minority teachers. The gap has 

persisted in recent years largely because the number of white students has decreased, while the 

number of minority students has increased.  

The percent of all teachers who belonged to minority groups increased from 12.4 percent 

in 1987-88 to 17.3 percent in 2011-12. Moreover, these percentages don’t take into account the 

ballooning of the teaching force (Ingersoll & Merrill, 2010).  Due to a dramatic growth in the 

teaching force, numerically there are far more minority teachers than before. In 1987-88, there 

were about 325,000 minority teachers; by 2011-12, there were over 666,000. Growth in the 

number of minority teachers outpaced growth in minority students and was over twice the 

growth rate of white teachers. So, although the proportion of minority students in schools is still 

far greater than the proportion of minority teachers, the teaching force has rapidly grown more 

diverse (Ingersoll & May, 2011a, 2011b).  
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Many commentators and researchers (Ingersoll & May, 2011a) have discussed the 

minority teacher shortage and the outcome of minority recruitment efforts in dire and pessimistic 

terms. Recent research (Orfield, 2009) suggests that failed policies of the recent past have 

dismantled civil rights policies and calls for “reviving the goal of an integrated society”. The 

facts that these resegregated “dropout factories” are, for the most part, located in economically 

strapped communities that serve African American and Latino students, that they employ more 

inexperienced teachers than those in wealthier districts, and that less money is spent in them 

cannot be dismissed as coincidence (Nieto & Bode, 2010). 

Regardless of what some critics say, the data show that such efforts and expenditures on 

minority teacher recruitment have worked very well. In fact, these efforts have been something 

of an unheralded victory. Furthermore, in spite of competition from other occupations for 

minority college graduates, the widespread efforts over recent decades to recruit more minority 

teachers and place them in schools serving disadvantaged and minority student populations have 

been very successful. Our data show that minority teachers are two to three times more likely 

than white teachers to work in such hard-to-staff schools serving high-poverty, high-minority, 

and urban communities (Ingersoll, Merrill, & Stuckey, 2014).  

Minority teachers not only are likely to be well suited to teach minority students, but they 

are also likely to be motivated by a “humanistic commitment” to making a difference in the lives 

of disadvantaged students. In turn, this argument holds, minority teachers are more likely than 

nonminority candidates to seek employment in schools serving predominantly minority student 

populations, often in low-income, urban school districts (Ladson-Billings, 1995; Quiocho & 

Rios, 2000). Research has shown that these same kinds of schools—urban, poor public schools 

serving minority students— disproportionately suffer from general teacher shortages (e.g., Liu et 
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al., 2008). Hence, diversification of the teaching force in this view is a solution to the more 

general problem of teacher shortages in disadvantaged schools. 

Table 2.1 provides percentages of White and minority teachers in different schools 

categorized by demographic characteristics.  This data in the 2003-2004 school year 

demonstrates the vast differences in staffing for high poverty, high minority schools. 

Table 2.1 

Percentage of Minority and White Public School Teachers Employed in Different Types of 

Schools, (2003-2004) 

School Demographics White Minority 

Urban    24   50 

Suburban   55   39 

High Povertya   20   53 

Low Povertyb   31   11 

High Minorityc   18   63 

Low Minorityd   31   4 

(National Center of Educational Statistics, 2005) 

Despite the success of hiring minority teachers for hard-to-staff schools, data show that 

high-poverty, high-minority, urban, and rural schools have the highest rates of turnover. The 

most prominent set of factors behind both moving and leaving, according to teachers, was a 

desire to obtain a different job or career, or dissatisfaction with some aspect of their teaching job. 

This was even more accurate for minority teachers. Fifty-eight percent of White teachers 

reported that dissatisfaction with some aspect of their school was behind their move to a teaching 

job elsewhere; this was true for 64% of minority teachers. While 33% of minority teachers who 

                                                             
a High-poverty schools refers to those in which 60% or more of the students are eligible for the federal free or 

reduced-price lunch program for students from families below poverty level 
b Low-poverty schools refer to those in which less than 20% of the students are eligible for the federal free or 

reduced-price lunch program. 
c High-minority schools refer to those in which 75% or more of the students are minority. 
d Low-minority schools refer to those in which less than 10% of the students are minority.  
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left teaching indicated retirement was a major reason, 35% reported a major reason was 

dissatisfaction and 35% said it was due to desire for a better job (Ingersoll & May, 2011a).  

 Table 2.2 provides statistics on teacher migration and attrition based on race/ethnicity 

over a twenty-year period.  Minority teachers show a greater turnover rate in most years when 

compared to their White colleagues. 

Table 2.2 

Percentage Annual Teacher Migration and Attrition, by Race/ethnicity of Teachers, and by Year 

 
Minority Teachers  White Teachers  

Year Moves Leaves Total Moves Leaves Total 

1988-89 9.2 5.9 15.1 7.9 6.5 14.4 

1991-92 7.0 6.1 13.1 7.2 6.0 13.2 

1994-95 9.2 7.6 16.8 6.7 7.2 13.9 

2000-01 8.4 7.5 15.9 7.7 8.2 15.9 

2004-05 9.0 10.4 19.4 7.6 8.8 16.4 

2008-09 10.1 9.2 19.3 6.7 8.9 15.6 

(Ingersoll & May, 2011a) 

 

Summary 

 This chapter provided an overview of the literature pertaining to the disparities of 

minority educators across the United States. The historical context was followed by the concerns 

of the “achievement gap” along with statistics demonstrating the vast differences between 

minority students and minority teachers. The cultural differences in our nation’s classrooms 

coupled with research focusing on culturally relevant pedagogy was important to acknowledge in 
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this section. Finally, the recognition of minority recruitment and retention efforts were detailed 

to conclude the review of pertinent literature for this study. Of particular noteworthiness, is the 

absence of literature to advance understanding of the personal and professional experiences of 

minority teachers, specifically the African American elementary teachers, the focus of this 

research, and to learn about and interpret their stories. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of this study is to understand how African American elementary 

teachers make meaning of their lived experiences (van Manen, 1990). This chapter provides 

information on the philosophical assumptions of the research design, the qualitative research

 approach, an explanation of phenomenology, information about the participant sample, data 

collection an analysis procedures, ethical considerations, trustworthiness, delimitations, and 

limitations of the study.  

Overview of Qualitative Research  

 “Qualitative research begins with assumptions and the use of interpretive/theoretical 

frameworks that inform the study of research problems addressing the meaning individuals or 

groups ascribe to a social or human problem” (Creswell, 2013, p. 44). Researchers must 

understand their philosophical assumptions and how they may shape the problem, questions, and 

data collection methods of the study (Creswell, 2013). Ontological, epistemological, axiological, 

and methodological assumptions are folded into interpretive frameworks which are used in 

qualitative research (Maxwell, 2005).  Interpretive frameworks that focus more on social science 

theories may include theories on leadership or political influence while other frameworks may 

focus more on social justice theories committed to equality and human rights (Creswell, 2013). 

  Researchers have identified common characteristics of qualitative study that help to 

support a quality research experience.  First, Bogdan and Biklen (2007) state that qualitative 

research is naturalistic in terms of researchers assuming that human behavior is significantly 
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influenced by the setting in which it occurs.  Researchers go to the particular setting when 

possible to better understand the context.  Second, multiple forms of data such as interviews, 

observations, and documents are collected rather than a single data source.  The data are 

reviewed and organized into categories or themes (Seidman, 2012). Third, qualitative research is 

inductive and not in search of proving or disproving a hypotheses.  Creswell (2013) explains that 

qualitative researchers build their patterns, categories, and themes from the “bottom up” by 

organizing their data inductively. The process of data analysis allows the researcher to use the 

first part of the study to learn what the important questions are.  Fourth, Bogdan and Biklen 

(2007) state that meaning is the essential concern of the qualitative approach.  This approach 

helps researchers better understand how different people make sense of their lives.  Finally, 

Creswell (2013) explains that qualitative researchers are key components of a study and they 

must convey their backgrounds and how it might inform their interpretation of the study. 

Epistemology: Constructivism. Crotty (1998) related constructivism to phenomenology, 

which supports the idea of social constructivism as a theoretical framework for this current 

study.  The interchange between researcher and participant are essential to this worldview, as the 

meanings of the participants’ life experiences are constructed between the participant and the 

researcher.  Constructivism is an appropriate epistemological choice for this study because the 

participants will construct meaning of their experiences, and this epistemology focuses on 

making meaning by the individual.  This study sought to understand how the participants 

interpreted their own professional, educational, and personal experiences specific to their roles as 

African American elementary teachers in a Midwest state. 

Theoretical Perspective: Interpretivism.  “Qualitative researchers study things in their 

natural settings, attempting to make sense of , or interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings 
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people bring to them” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011, p. 3).  As the theoretical perspective, or 

“philosophical stance lying behind a methodology” (Crotty, 1998, p. 66), interpretivism 

informed and provided a foundation for this study. Knowledge was constructed by the 

participants through their interpretations of their experiences as African American elementary 

teachers, which aligned with the perspective of interpretivism.  

Methodology: Phenomenology.  “Phenomenological research methods provide a way to 

investigate human experience through the perception of research participants” (Salmons, 2009, 

p.47). Qualitative researchers must proceed as if they know very little about the people they are 

interviewing and the plans will evolve as they learn about sources of data through direct 

examination (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  It is important to create a plan that can be implemented 

in the necessary amount of time and limitations must be considered.  As a novice researcher it 

was important for me to anticipate ethical issues that may arise at various stages of inquiry 

(Creswell, 2013).   

For this study of the lived experience (van Manen, 1990) of African American 

elementary teachers, I chose to conduct a phenomenological study. Van Manen (2014) states that 

phenomenological research often starts with one’s own familiarity with a phenomenon and this 

study developed from my own observations of the lack of minority educators in my school 

district and state. “From the philosophy of phenomenology comes a focus on the experience 

itself and how experiencing something is transformed into consciousness” (Merriam, 2009, p. 

24). When using a phenomenological approach, Fraenkel and Wallen (2006) suggest that 

researchers “search for the essence of an experience” which, is “the defining characteristic—of 

phenomenological research” and those who conduct phenomenological studies “search for the 
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‘essential structure’ of a single phenomenon by interviewing, in depth, a number of individuals 

who have experienced the phenomenon” (p. 437). 

Researcher’s Role 

 My role in this qualitative study was to gather, analyze, and reflect on the data I collected 

from participants.  It was important that I had an awareness of understanding of how my 

perceptions and biases may have impacted the relationships I had with the participants (Bogdan 

& Biklen, 2007).  Moustakas (1994) asked “investigators to set aside their experiences as much 

as possible and to take a fresh perspective toward the phenomenon under examination if looking 

at it the first time” (p. 34).  This concept of “bracketing” (Creswell, 2013) out my own 

experiences and preconceived notions allowed for a truer picture of the participants’ experiences. 

However, I am aware that I am an “instrument” in the research process and view the data and 

findings with my own lens. 

 I attempted to “bracket” out any assumptions or preconceived notions I had during the 

research process, but I entered this study with a distinctive position and perspective. I currently 

work with students from all different cultures and backgrounds, yet my teaching staff is made up 

of all White teachers. My school building and district continues to focus on culturally relevant 

pedagogy during professional development but we have not seen an increase in student 

achievement scores for our minority subgroups. This dilemma had always garnered my interest 

and led me to explore the experiences of minority teachers and their perceptions on the struggles 

of our minority youth. 
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Participants and Sampling 

  In a phenomenological study it is important for participants to all have experienced the 

phenomenon being explored (Creswell, 2013).  Therefore it was important for me to select 

individuals to inform my understanding of the research question and phenomenon.  This 

purposeful sampling was done by using a set criteria before contacting possible participants.  

This kind of sampling was considered by Welman and Kruger (2001) to be the most important 

kind of nonprobability sampling when identifying participants. Creswell (2013) suggests more 

difficulty in finding common themes with more diversity in the individuals being interviewed. 

Maxwell (2005) supports the use of purposeful sampling by describing it as a strategy in which 

particular individuals are selected deliberately to provide information that cannot be collected 

from other subjects. The selection of my participants was based on three criteria: elementary 

teachers who identify as African American, teachers from one specific state in the Midwest, and 

teachers with three or more years of teaching experience.  Although I used those three criteria as 

commonalities, I aimed to find participants from a variety of school districts around the state.  

Creswell (2013) further explains the popular approach of maximum variation sampling in 

qualitative studies: 

This approach consists of determining in advance some criteria that differentiate the sites 

or participants, and then selecting sites or participants that are quite different on the 

criteria. This approach is often selected because when a researcher maximizes differences 

at the beginning of the study, it increases the likelihood that the findings will reflect 

differences or different perspectives, an ideal in qualitative research. (p. 156-157) 

Snowball sampling refers to the method of data collection that uses referrals from already 

selected participants (Babbie, 2009).  The researcher collects names of potential participants 
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from other participants which is based on the assumption that a bond or link exists between the 

initial participant and others in the same target population. This method of collection can be used 

in the constructivist paradigm as it produces a unique set of knowledge, which is emergent and 

interactional (Noy, 2008).   

During my seventeen years in education, I have connected with a variety of educators 

across the state through professional development, professional affiliations, social media, 

advanced degree coursework, and other networking opportunities. I have served on committees 

with Heartland Area Educational Agency and Department of Education representatives. After 

receiving permission from Drake’s Institutional Review Board (IRB), I used my professional 

network via email (see Appendix A) to solicit potential participants they were aware of.  

Additionally, I garnered interest by sending a recruitment email (see Appendix B) to any 

potential participants that I knew directly through my own professional affiliations. Miles and 

Huberman (1994, p. 28, as cited in Creswell, 2013) describe snowball or chain sampling as 

getting contacts who can identify “cases of interest from people who know people what cases are 

information-rich” (Creswell, 2013, p. 158).  

As the phenomenon being studied was African American elementary teachers in a 

Midwest state, participants had the opportunity to identify others in that same role.  Snowball, or 

referral sampling (Babbie, 2009), was used to obtain six participants for this study. For the 

purpose of this study, I was comfortable with the sample size of six African American individuals 

that informed me of the phenomenon in this study. 
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Data Collection Procedures 

 From a phenomenological perspective, I appropriately gathered sufficient data to 

interpret meaning through my interaction with each participant. In qualitative research, 

interviews are used to gather descriptive data in the participant’s own words so the researcher 

can develop insights on how the individual interprets some piece of the world, or in this case, the 

phenomenon of which they are a part (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). The ability to build a 

relationship and attain trust was a necessary component to the interview process and allowed the 

individual to discuss their experiences as an African American elementary teacher in a 

Midwestern state.  

 Interviews. Interviewing in qualitative research is increasingly being seen as a moral 

inquiry (Kvale, 2007).  I used general qualitative methods in this inquiry such as semi-structured 

face to face interviews, coding, and thematic analysis. Semi-structured interviewing allowed for 

follow-up questions expanding and clarifying participant responses (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  It 

is recommended that researchers employ three interviews as a part of collecting the data 

appropriate for phenomenological research (Moustakas, 1990; Patton, 1990; Seidman, 2006). 

These interviews were my primary source of data collection. It was important that an interview 

protocol form was developed prior to the interviews and I did adhere to the protocol to ensure the 

purpose of the interview was honored (Creswell, 2013; Seidman, 2013).  The three interview 

series format described by Seidman (2013) allowed for the researcher to build a trusting 

relationship with the participants.  Although this study will not mirror each step proposed by 

Seidman (2013), he acknowledged that researchers will have various reasons for choosing 

alternatives to the structure he recommends. 
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1) The first part of the interview was an opportunity to introduce myself as the 

researcher, obtain consent (see Appendix C), and review the purpose of the study. I 

put the participant’s experience in context by asking them as much as possible about 

him or herself and their past lives up until they became elementary teachers through a 

semi-formal interview format (see Appendix D) 

2) The second part of the interview was a general interview protocol (see Appendix D) 

outlining a set of questions to explore the participants’ present lived experience as an 

African American elementary teacher in a Midwestern state. This interview lasted 60 

to 90 minutes in length to respect the time of the individual. 

3) The third step of the interview process allowed for the participants to “member 

check” the transcripts from the previous interview along with reflecting on the 

meaning of their experience as an African American elementary teacher in a Midwest 

state.  Participants were allowed to respond to a reflection question (see Appendix D) 

through email to the researcher. 

It was recommended that interviews be spaced three days to a week apart by Seidman 

(2013), but is recognized that is not always possible and schedules are dependent on the amount 

of time available for each participant.  “As long as a specific structure is maintained that allows 

participants to reconstruct and reflect upon their experiences within the context of their lives, 

alterations to the spacing of interviews are flexible” (p. 25).  Building trust is a “developmental 

process” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) that takes time and the series of interviews will help foster the 

relationship between researcher and participants. These individual interviews allowed me to gain 

a deeper understanding of a human phenomenon along with developing “a conversational 

relation” with the participant “about the meaning of an experience” (van Manen, 1990, p. 66).  
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Member checks. An important component of trustworthiness was the illustration of the 

researcher making sound inferences from the data. In addition to the triangulation of the data, 

conducting member checks on the data that was collected ensured more credibility of the study 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  In this study, the typed transcripts of the interviews were provided to 

the participants at the conclusion of the transcription, and a copy of the findings and discussion 

will also be provided upon completion.  Any feedback from the participants was considered and 

integrated into the study if appropriate. 

Written reflection. Following the face to face interviews, I sent the transcripts to the 

participants to member check and asked for one final reflection on their experience as an African 

American elementary teacher. The prompt was: 

1) As part of the research study, I am asking you to complete a written reflection of any 

additional thoughts and feelings you have about your experience as an African 

American elementary teacher.  The purpose of this final task is to allow you to reflect 

upon the focus of this study and what your experience has meant to you.  Please take 

this opportunity to expand on any of your responses from the interview or add new 

anecdotes that were not captured during our time together (see Appendix D).  

This added level of data collection will serve to increase validity (Denzin & Lincoln, 

2011).  This final reflection allowed participants to expand on any of their responses from the 

semi-structured interviews along with adding new thoughts or ideas about their personal and 

professional experiences.  Participants were allowed to submit these reflections (See Appendix 

D) via email to the researcher on a password protected computer.   

Field notes and observations.  In addition to the interview transcriptions and written 

reflection, I wrote corresponding field notes and observations prior to and immediately following 
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each interview to add details of any expression and non-verbal cues that I recognized. 

Descriptive field notes provided an objective, detailed record, using concrete terms, of the 

participants, dialogue, setting, events, activities, and behaviors of all involved—including 

myself, as researcher—in the interview (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  My field notes and 

observations allowed me to further analyze the participants’ lived experiences through their 

reactions and body language while associating that with the transcribed interviews.  These two 

sources of data collection combined with a reflective journal increased credibility and 

confirmability of the collected data (Krefting, 1999).  

Reflective journal. Merriam (2009) discusses journals being used to capture reflections, 

questions, and decisions on the problems, issues and ideas that are encountered in data 

collection.  Recording and analyzing my thoughts in an electronic journal on a password 

protected computer served as evidence of my thought process during the course of my 

interviews. The use of self-reflective journals can facilitate reflexivity, thus “creating 

transparency in the research process” (Ortlipp, 2008, p. 696).  My expectation in journaling was 

to capture my thoughts and perceptions throughout this dissertation journey.  This may lead to a 

deeper understanding of my own potential bias as a social justice researcher and advocate. 

Recording and storing data. Important consideration was made for the procedures used 

to record the face to face interviews.  Seidman (2013) stated the researcher must find a way to 

transform the participants’ spoken words into a written text to study and the primary method is to 

record and transcribe the interviews.  Recording the interviews offered a benefit to the researcher 

and participant by providing assurance that there is a record of what has been said and easily 

accessible. Creswell (2014) recommends the researcher take notes along with audio recording in 

case the recording equipment fails, therefore, I conduct that practice on a notepad that I brought 
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to the interview. This was my attempt to create less distraction than a computer for the 

participant. My notepad was kept secure with my computer in the privacy of my home when I 

was not engaged in the research. 

For purposes of this study, I recorded each interview using software on an Ipad device.  

Recorded interviews using an audio recorder provided a high level of “fidelity” and field notes 

offered a “structure” that allowed me the convenience of revisiting earlier points made during the 

interview and addressed nonverbal expressions made by the participants (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). I sought permission of the participants to use the recording device during our time 

together.  According to Seidman (2013), the recording device can inhibit the responses of the 

participant without proper assurances made by the researcher about confidentiality and security 

of the device.  The data collected from the transcriptions, written reflections, field notes and 

observations, and reflective journal were stored in a password protected computer, to which only 

the I had access. This computer was stored in the privacy of my home when not being used for 

research. 

Ethical Considerations 

 There are many steps a researcher can take to mini minimize risks to participants, 

including informed consents (Seidman, 2013). It was essential that confidentiality was 

maintained while establishing professional distance with the participants throughout the duration 

of this study.  Creswell (2013) explains that researchers have a responsibility to explain the 

purpose and process of the study, sharing with participants what will be done with the results, 

and reviewing the risks and benefits to the participants during the research study.   Neuman 

(2009) explains that suppressing, falsifying, or inventing findings for the needs of the 

researcher’s or audience’s needs would constitute scientific misconduct.  As a researcher, I 
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interpreted and wrote up findings based on the information provided to me by the participants of 

this study. 

Drake University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) approved this research project to 

ensure appropriate safety measures and ethical procedures were followed. The Institutional 

Review Board (IRB), process at Drake University involved submitting electronic 

documentation of the proposal for all aspects of the intended research study. Information 

regarding how participants were invited to participate in the study along with the purpose of the 

study, their rights as participants, and confirmation that all information will remain confidential 

was provided to IRB.  Following approval from IRB, participants were recruited through the 

procedure previously outlined.   

Prior to participating in the study, signed informed consent were required by all 

participants so they fully understood their rights as participants. The informed consent followed 

the structure presented by Creswell (2014) and included information about the researcher and 

sponsoring institution, the purpose of the study, risks and benefits to participants, details of the 

participant involvement, confidentiality for participants, and the assurance that participants could 

withdraw at any time. The informed consent documents for this study are provided in Appendix 

B.  Participants have a copy of the signed consent form. 

Each participant was given a pseudonym during the interview process to ensure 

confidentiality. Following each interview, I listened to the digital recording and reviewed my 

field notes and observations.  After my interviews were completed, I provided the digital 

recordings to a transcriptionist employed for the duration of this study.  The copy of the digital 

recordings were erased from the flash drive after the verbatim transcriptions were completed.  
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Furthermore, all electronic and hard copies of files will be destroyed three years after the 

publication of my dissertation as indicated in the informed consent (see Appendix C).  

Data Analysis Procedures 

 Although the most intensive period of data analysis usually occurs near the end, data 

analysis is ongoing throughout the research.  At the beginning of the data analysis phase, it was 

necessary for me to set aside preconceived assumptions and use the bracketing process to allow 

myself to understand the experiences of the participants in the study (Moustakas, 1994). Through 

this epoche or bracketing process, “the everyday understandings, judgments, and knowings are 

set aside, and the phenomena are revisited” (p. 33).  

Location of data sources can also be a critical component to qualitative research and 

ethical issues may arise from selection and recruitment of participants (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  

The relationships that were created with participants and “gatekeepers” who facilitated the 

research was essential to collecting data.  Selecting times, settings and individuals through 

purposeful sampling to provide answers to the research questions was the most important 

consideration in collecting data. Data management including reading and memoing; describing, 

classifying, and interpreting; and representing and visualizing data was exhaustive yet vital to the 

qualitative research process (Maxwell, 2005). 

Qualitative researchers can become overwhelmed with the quantities of information and 

Patton (2002) states “the challenge of qualitative analysis lies in making sense of massive 

amounts of data” (p. 432).  Creswell (2013) explains that: 

Data analysis in qualitative research consists of preparing and organizing the data (i.e. 

text data as in transcripts, or image data as in photographs) for analysis, then reducing the 
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data into themes through a process of coding and condensing the codes, and finally 

representing the data in figures, tables, or discussion. (p. 180) 

For the purposes of this research study, I explained my data analysis process using these 

strategies outlined by Creswell (2013). 

 As I began my research, I recorded themes in my reflective journal which allowed me to 

capture initial impressions of emerging themes. Miles and Huberman (1994) explain the process 

of taking marginal notes, summarizing field notes, and noting relationships among categories.  

Seidman (2013) states that the essential interests are imbedded in each research topic and will 

arise from the transcripts, and each interviewer must affirm their own ability to recognize it. 

After the completion of the transcribed interviews by the hired transcriptionist, I began the 

process of examining the data for key details and themes that appeared in the data. I began to 

take notes during the reading and rereading of the data to help identify codes and returned to 

later in the study (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  This process of coding involved aggregating the text 

data into small categories of information, seeking evidence for the code from different sources 

used in the study (Creswell, 2013). 

Seidman (2013) emphasizes the importance of reducing the data inductively rather than 

deductively.  It was important for me to come to the transcripts with an open mind instead of 

attempting to match a hypothesis to the text.  During the first phase, horizontalization 

(Moustakas, 1994), it was important that I spend time with the data to understand how the 

individuals were experiencing the phenomenon of being an African American elementary 

teacher in a Midwest state. I did identify significant statements treating each of them with equal 

worth, followed by a review of those significant statements and grouping them into “meaning 

units” or themes (Moustakas, 1994).  I acknowledged during this stage of the process, I was 
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exercising judgment about what was important.  Kanter (1977) comments on being sensitive to 

the way issues of class, ethnicity, and gender play out in individual lives and the way hierarchy 

affects people.  Through a social justice lens, I was cautious to give consideration to all of the 

text. 

Analyzing themes focuses on identifying meaning structures shared by participants about 

their lived experience of the phenomenon (van Manen, 2014).  As part of this process, I provided 

thematic descriptions in my own words, borne out of the participants’ original language given in 

the raw data (Polkinghorne, 1989).  Specifically, thematic analysis provided a way for me to 

show how the participants constructed and made meaning of the phenomenon being studied by 

recognizing and identifying the patterns that emerged within the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

Making sense of the data and “learned lessons” occurred during the interpretation phase, 

which involved moving beyond the codes and themes to the larger meaning of data (Lincoln & 

Guba (1985).  The description of what the participants experienced is considered “textural 

description” and how the participants experienced the phenomenon is referred as “structural 

description” (Moustakas, 1994).  In the final phase of data analysis, I intended to capture the 

“essence” of the participants’ experiences with thick rich description.  I combined the textural 

and structural descriptions using verbatim examples while reflecting on the context in which the 

phenomenon was experienced (Creswell, 2013).  

Trustworthiness 

A common criticism of qualitative research is the inability to meet standards of reliability 

and validity.  Maxwell (2005) identifies researcher bias and reactivity of participants as two 

important threats to validity that cannot be eliminated. However, bias and reactivity can be 
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accounted for through careful planning and recognition of them in the written report.  Qualitative 

research is different than quantitative research and deserves its own set of evaluation guidelines, 

however, it should still be evaluated on the basis of providing substantive contribution to 

empirical knowledge and/or advances theory (Ambert, Adler, Adler, & Detzner, 1999).  In order 

to ensure credibility and validity in research, one must engage in the research setting for 

extended periods of time, practice member checks, triangulate data from multiple sources, and 

look at the phenomenon being studied through multiple frameworks, while sharing the process 

with other researchers to act as critical friends who can reinforce or challenge the interpretation 

of the data (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Truth value, applicability, consistency, and neutrality are four aspects of trustworthiness 

that are relevant to both quantitative and qualitative research, however, different strategies must 

be employed to assess quality and rigor of the research. In qualitative research, truth value is 

usually obtained from the discovery of human experiences lived or perceived by the informants.  

Researchers must focus on testing their findings against various groups who are familiar with the 

phenomenon studied.  Credibility increases when interpretation of human experience is 

immediately recognized by people who share that same experience (Krefting, 1999). 

Specific strategies can be used throughout a qualitative research process to increase the 

worth of the project. Researchers must strive to address credibility, transferability, dependability, 

and confirmability.  There are numerous strategies utilized by experienced qualitative researchers 

to enhance the rigor of the study.  Reflexivity is a critical component, which focuses on the 

influence of the investigator’s own background, perceptions, and interests on the process and 

acknowledges the researcher as part of the research, not separate from it (Krefting, 1999).  

Another important strategy to increase credibility is the process of member checking by 
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soliciting the participant’s views of the findings and interpretations.  Finally, qualitative 

researchers should use the process of triangulation by locating evidence to document a code or 

theme in different sources of data to provide validity to their findings (Creswell, 2013). 

 Triangulation of data. Anfara, Brown, and Mangione (2002) suggest that accountability 

of the researcher in documenting actions associated with triangulation of multiple data sources, 

theme development, and relationship between research questions and data sources will create 

more credibility. Merriam (2009) states that collecting robust data from varied means is a 

principle strategy to ensure for validity and reliability. Triangulation occurs when qualitative 

researchers locate evidence to document a code or theme in different sources of data, which 

provides validity to their findings (Creswell, 2013). 

 My primary source of data came from the transcripts of the face to face semi-structured 

interviews with each of the participants.  The participants provided triangulation with 

corroboration of the experiences developed through the analytic process. My secondary forms of 

data came from my field notes and observations along with my reflective journal.  These 

multiple sources of data allowed me to gain a deeper understanding of the participants’ 

experiences and the phenomena being studied. 

Delimitations 

 In a qualitative study Creswell (2009), suggests that delimitations “help to further define 

the parameters of the research study” (p. 113).  This study investigated the experiences of 

African American elementary teachers working in a public school and included teachers with 

three or more years of experience.  The sample was from a Midwest state and the culture and 

social norms could differ from schools located in different regions of the United States.   
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Limitations 

 The ability for the participants to remember, reflect and understand their experiences   

limited this study. Creswell (2014) explains “not all people are equally articulate and perceptive”   

(p. 191). The experiences of these participants did vary depending on their longevity and the   

schools they have been employed in.  My experience influenced my interpretation of the data,   

however, I hoped to reduce or eliminate the unwelcome influence through my reflective journal 

and bracketing. 

Summary 

 Qualitative researchers spend extensive time in the field, visiting personally with 

participants, and probing to obtain detailed meaning.  The final presentation of my study 

interweaved the voices of participants, the reflexivity of the researcher, and a complex 

interpretation of the problem contributing to the literature or a call for change. 

This chapter outlined the methods and methodology for the study and addressed the 

rationale behind the methodological decisions utilized.  The following chapter will provide in-

depth descriptions of the participant profiles necessary for this phenomenological study. 
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CHAPTER 4 

PARTICIPANT PROFILES 

Composite of Profile of Participants 

Table 4.1 below outlines the basic demographics of each participant along with pertinent 

information about their sex, years of teaching experience, current position, birth state and district 

information.  Pseudonyms have been chosen for each participant in the following table and the 

school district is kept confidential. 

Table 4.1 

Participant Demographics, n = 6 

Name Sex Experience 

(yrs) 

Current Position Birthplace 

 

District 

Enrollment Size 

Brianna F 7 Supplemental 

Classroom 

Germany 7,500 – 10,000 

students 

Chloe F 5 Upper Elementary 

Classroom 

Ohio >10,000 students 

Gabrielle F 11 Upper Elementary 

Classroom 

Iowa >10,000 students 

Gloria F 18 Lower Elementary 

Classroom 

Iowa >10,000 students 

James M 30 Upper Elementary 

Classroom 

Iowa >10,000 students 

Jasmine F 4 Supplemental 

Classroom 

Illinois 5,000 – 7,500 

students 

 

Participant Profiles 

 Following are profiles of the six African American elementary teachers chosen for this 

study.  Brianna, Chloe, Gabrielle, Gloria, James, and Jasmine came from a variety of personal 

and professional backgrounds. Each of them have experienced successes while facing 

challenges, but they all share the experience of currently teaching in an elementary school in the 

same Midwest state.  
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Participant Interview Process 

 When the interviews were scheduled, I asked for the most convenient dates, times and 

locations for each of the participants. After contacting my first participant by phone to set up the 

location and time, it was clear that time would be a factor.  James asked if we could combine the 

first two steps into one longer interview.  I wanted to make sure that we would have enough time 

to gather sufficient data, but also wanted to be respectful of his time so we agreed to combine the 

two face to face interviews. This was successful and I was able to get through my entire protocol 

with ease and along with gathering sufficient data.  Due to the success of the first interview, I 

made the decision to offer that same format to the following five participants and each of them 

chose to conduct one longer interview as opposed to two shorter interviews. 

Three of the participants chose their current classrooms, while three of the participants 

chose the office of the researcher due to convenience, privacy and less distraction than public 

settings.  At the beginning of each interview, I showed them my IPad and the recording device I 

would be using.  I reminded each of them that a hired transcriptionist would be transcribing the 

recording for me.  Following each interview, I told them I would be sending them a copy of the 

interview for member checking along with a reflection that could be sent back via email.   

The first part of the interview was a chance for me to better understand their personal 

history with family along with their own schooling.  Furthermore, I wanted to know about their 

current position and what led them to their career in education.  The following questions from 

my interview protocol helped answer those questions and gave me more insight into the personal 

and professional background on each participant (see Appendix D): 
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1. Please begin by telling me about your personal background and family history. 

2. What previous experiences led you to your current position? 

3. How long have you been in your current position? 

4. Could you please describe your current school and district? 

5. Would you please describe reasons why you chose to be an elementary teacher?  

For each participant a pseudonym was provided to ensure their confidentiality and to protect 

their identities.  They are presented in alphabetical order, not in order of their participation in the 

study. 

Brianna 

 Personal Background.  Following in the family footsteps, Brianna began her service to 

her country instead of her students. As the youngest daughter of parents in the military, Germany 

was the location of her birthplace but South Carolina was the state she remembered going to 

school and she recalled being a student in a resource room looking a little different back then: 

You really couldn't tell the difference between students that might be receiving services, 

other than moving to a different wing of the building.  So, while the other kids were 

going this way right, you might be going left.  And like, oh, they must be receiving 

services because they are going that way.  Not as integrated as it is today. 

As Brianna talked about her childhood education, she explained that she was fortunate to have 

many teachers, principals, and coaches that looked like her.  That was common in the South and 

she did not feel out of place as a student of color. 

Although there were some opportunities to get a college education, Brianna stated that 

she didn’t see education as a long-term goal based on her upbringing and the military life: 

I just kind of slipped into education.  It wasn't really on my radar.  I didn't have parents 

who went to college.  My sister was going to college for I think originally elementary 

education.  She didn't really talk about it, so I really didn't know about college outside of 
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you are graduating, you have to fill out these applications.  Like I said before, I had the 

scholarships but I wanted to help my family, so I went in the military.  In the military 

there is not a big push for education.  They say you have the GI bill, but when do I get to 

go to school if I'm being deployed or I have this extra training.   

Supporting her family came first and the military was the best option for that to happen. After 

giving birth to her children and staying home with them, it was time for her to find a job that 

would support the family and still give flexibility for being a mom.   

The family had relocated to the Midwest and she certainly felt like a minority for the first 

time in her life.  She described the surprisingly scarce population of minorities after the move: 

But then when we came here, it was like whoa.  There are none.  Why is that?  We joke 

all the time, we go to church like Easter or Christmas, it's like where did all these black 

people come from?  Where are they the 24/7, where are they?  I don't know.  I didn't 

think of it like this is going to affect me later in life.  I should be looking and modeling 

myself after them because I was going to always see black people because I was in the 

south. 

 Professional Background. Once all the kids were in school, Brianna made the decision 

it was time for her to also go back to school. She had taken a position as a special education 

associate at one of the elementary schools and like other participants in this study, a certain 

individual saw something in her and encouraged her to go back and get her teaching license.  The 

school principal where Brianna was working told her she saw something special in her and that 

was the push that she needed to go back to school.  As the first college graduate in her family, 

she quickly was recruited for an interview after a short stint in substitute teaching.  As a 

struggling student herself, she always believed in helping the underdog. That led her to the field 



51 
 

of special education where she had served for seven years with a variety of grade levels from 

kindergarten through sixth grade.  Brianna describes her reaction to her current school where she 

finally experienced racial diversity: 

My first day I was just amazed by the diverse population.  There were students that 

looked like me.  This is going to sound crazy, but had weave in their hair like I did or 

parents looked like me.  And so I felt a connection.  And there was Burmese, Asian, 

Latino, and all of these populations in between.  And I walked in the lunchroom and I 

thought look at the kids with brown hair or black hair.  This is awesome.  I'm so glad I 

came.   

From the beginning of the interview, Brianna didn’t hold anything back and spoke candidly 

about her concerns for education and the politics surrounding her career.  She had been told she 

had a PR problem and she couldn’t help but think that may have had something to do with her 

skin color. She hesitated and added one more comment that was important for her to finish with: 

I'm thankful for this opportunity just to kind of talk about it and get people to open their 

eyes to it.  It's as little as a parent being excited that they are getting to work with a 

minority teacher.  I could be the worst person ever, but they were just excited to see 

someone that came in the room that looked like them.  But then proving to them that I am 

more than my color.  I'm here for your student.  I am more than my culture.  I'm here for 

your student.   

Chloe 

 Personal Background.  The 19th century African American abolitionist, Frederick 

Douglass once said, “If there is no struggle, there will be no progress.”  As I listened to Chloe 

speak about her childhood in Ohio and a product of the foster care system while her mom got 
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clean, I could only think of the word “progress”.  The youngest of four, Chloe had been battling 

adversity her entire life, but none of that stopped her from getting a college degree and finding a 

career in education.  From a young age, she knew what she would be when she got older: 

But ever since I was younger, I knew I always wanted to be a teacher.  If you were to ask 

what I wanted to be in eighth grade, I've always loved kids.  I'm the youngest and my 

sisters and I would play pretend when we were all together, and I would be the teacher.  

At the age of 8 and they would be 12.  I would be teaching them.  It was not even an 

argument.  I was always the best teacher.  Chloe is the best teacher.  I was like, "You do 

this… you do this…"  My older sister, struggled with a learning disability a little bit, and 

so I would give her my easy books.  Not make a big deal out of it but I remember helping 

her read a lot because I excelled in reading.  I just always had a passion for teaching, well 

for children. 

School was always a safe haven for Chloe, who was an advanced reader and always on 

the honor roll. So it came as a surprise to her older brother when he started seeing her grades 

slipping during her sophomore year of high school.  This led to a tough conversation and resulted 

in her joining him in Iowa to finish out her high school years. Fortunately, her brother had some 

strong connections to a family who would help support Chloe during her high school journey and 

then on to the university where she would earn a college degree with an emphasis on elementary 

education. 

 Professional Background. After studying abroad during college and earning a degree, 

Chloe was approached about an elementary position in the community where she had graduated 

high school.  She was extremely excited to have the opportunity right out of college and felt this 
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would be her dream job working with primary students.  However, the excitement quickly turned 

to real life challenges that she was not prepared for: 

My idea is they are all going to come in, and I'm going to teach them their ABCs, and it’s 

going to be this.  I will teach them how to read, and they will know their letters.  I didn't 

know some of them couldn't even identify their name.  That was foreign to me.  I just 

wasn't ready for that.  So I needed a lot of support, and I felt like as a first year teacher I 

might have not gotten enough that I needed in that first experience.  But I definitely, it 

was a struggle.  I wanted to do well.  I wanted to be a good teacher, and I wanted to be 

successful.   

After resigning her position, she described falling into some depression and feeling like teaching 

was not for her, but she had some family support and mentors that encouraged her to not give up 

and try substitute teaching for a while before making a long-term decision.  

 Chloe decided to take the advice of her mentors and try substitute teaching in various 

school district. She began to feel the passion coming back and started gaining confidence as 

teachers were complimenting and requesting her to do long-term sub positions everywhere she 

went.  While she spent that time subbing, she also realized how much she enjoyed working with 

more racially diverse populations.  Following a successful year of substitute teaching, Chloe was 

invited to an interview in a more urban setting, and the position was a perfect fit working with 

upper grades. Chloe talked about how her first year experience has impacted her as an educator 

over the past four years: 

So if I never would have had that experience, it never would have shaped me in that way 

to think that it's not just like a one choice.  I want to teach at your school so I get to.  You 

have to fit in that community, as weird as it is.  So I did, and it’s pretty much history.  
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The 4th year, I loved the collaborating.  The principal is very PLC, collaborating culture.  

All kind of working together.  Sharing ideas and bouncing off each other, and I really 

thrived from that type of planning.  I still do.  Everything's better than one right?  Just 

hearing different ideas and different ways to do things is just amazing. 

As our time together on that Sunday afternoon in May came to an end, I asked Chloe if she has 

any concluding thoughts and she responds: 

I love being a teacher and feel like just to close it, just being a Black teacher I'm aware 

that there are few of us.  And I think that there should be more.  And it would be 

beneficial if there were more.  And not only to students but I think just to each other. 

She concludes the day by acknowledging that success for minority students is possible: 

Because I know it's possible to get kids who are low socioeconomic to where they should 

be.  People are doing it everywhere, so I know it can be done.  But what tools don’t we 

have that others have.  What aren't we doing that other people are obliviously doing 

because there are minorities being successful.   

Gabrielle 

 Personal Background.  On a hot, Sunday afternoon in June, Gabrielle entered the doors 

of my office to share her story as an eleven - year veteran of the same school district of which 

she was a product.  Her family had history in her hometown on the west side of the state with her 

mother being in the medical field and her father as a railroad man. Gabrielle spoke briefly about 

her family connections to the community along with the recognition of her brother who had 

special needs.  She noted that her adolescent years were free from racism: 

I really didn't see it per se growing up.  It wasn't until you kind of got older in college and 

all that stuff.  Then it was kind of like, oh.  I kind of see what people mean that if you 
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weren't born there, then you kind of don’t already have the connections and what's the 

word I'm looking for….networking. 

As Gabrielle talked about her own education, she shrugged her shoulders and talked about her 

attitude toward school: 

I feel like I was stubborn.  Maybe it was one of those things that if you liked the teacher 

you kind of did what the teacher wanted.  If you didn't, you just kind of like whatever.  

But it kind of went hand in hand because with your mom being in the district you really 

couldn't do too much.  But I felt like my elementary years were good and high school 

years were good.  I don't really remember a whole lot from middle school.  I kind of just 

went with it.   

Like most of the participants in this study, Gabrielle mentioned that she did not have many 

racially diverse teachers growing up. She remembered some principals who were minorities 

along with some support workers such as social workers in the school.  She recalled a favorite 

middle school math teacher she connected with: 

She built relationships with her students basically.  And so we just always stayed in 

touch.  And then she moved up to high school level and was there.  And she has been to 

my wedding and all that stuff, so we always stayed in touch.  She didn't make it seem like 

she was above us pretty much type of situation.   

 Professional Background.  During her middle school years and beyond, Gabrielle 

volunteered in special education rooms because of her brother, so people always felt she would 

be a special education teacher. I asked her about that and she chuckled before saying that was too 

much stress.  Both of her parents had some college education and there was never a question that 

Gabrielle would attend college and she stayed in her hometown to do so. 
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 Although she knew that education would be her career choice, she needed a practicum 

experience to guide her decision on choosing elementary education:  

My 7th grade math teacher, when I was in college, let me come back and teach some 

lessons in middle school at that time, and I did not like it.  The kids were good.  They were 

really receptive.  I think I was just too nervous.  But yeah, I was no, I like elementary.  So 

I just stuck with elementary at that time. 

        As a mainstay in the same upper elementary grade level her entire career, she had primarily 

worked in a school with a large ESL population, primarily Hispanic.  She stated that it can be 

difficult with the different cultures and not feeling like communication is where it needs to be due 

to lack of translation with students and parents. I asked her about the feeling among staff with lack 

of diversity among teachers and she recalled a lounge conversation: 

It's more lounge talk because when it comes to Black History Month they kind of just look 

at me and I look at them like you guys have been here for 30 years.  What did you do before 

me?   

Throughout our interview, Gabrielle seemed to be a woman of few words and got right to the point.  

She mentioned that she started speaking up in staff meetings about five years ago when discussions 

around curriculum writing were occurring and making sure African-American history was not 

ignored: 

To be completely honest what changed is you start opening your eyes and start seeing 

really what people do in the workplace.  And so then you start thinking like okay, either 

you are going to speak up or you get ran over.  One of the two.  So that was when I 

changed my thinking. 
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Gloria 

 Personal Background.  Sitting in the office waiting for school to dismiss at Gloria’s 

elementary allowed me to have a better understanding of an urban school setting.  On this 

Tuesday afternoon at the end of the school year, I sat and watched students and parents come and 

go towards the end of the day, and I don’t recall seeing anyone with white skin including the 

office staff.  The direct tone and honest conversations with students reinforced many of the 

comments I heard from my participant, Gloria, who teaches kindergarten and doesn’t put up with 

nonsense.  As I waited for Gloria to finish her after-school duties, I was greeted by her classroom 

assistant and ushered into the classroom. As Gloria entered with a smile and that look a teacher 

has at the end of the day, I knew that it was important for me to be aware of the time constraints 

that educators had during that period of the year.   

 Born and raised in the same hometown that she has always lived and worked, Gloria, the 

oldest of four came from a strict household.  Her father had a high school diploma and was gone 

most of the time providing for his family.  Her mother who had only completed fourth grade was 

a homemaker, but truly valued education and Gloria would spend many nights at the kitchen 

table helping her siblings with their schoolwork.  Hard work was the foundation of the family 

and had begun with her grandparents in the South where everyone in the family had to pitch in. 

This was no different in Gloria’s childhood and it continued to be the source of her success as an 

educator. 

 During our discussion about her schooling, Gloria, commented that she did not recall 

having any minority teachers, which caused both of us to be a little surprised in that more 

racially diverse part of the state. However, she was quick to respond about a teacher she 

connected most with: 
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There was one teacher that I really connected with, Mrs. Cotton. I loved Mrs. Cotton 

because she made me feel special.  And to this day when I see her, I know who she is.  

It's been years because I've been out of school for a long time.  I remember the dark hair.  

I saw her, it's been awhile, maybe five years ago.  And when I saw her our eyes 

connected and we knew right away.  And I hugged her.  I don't know, she just made me 

feel like I was special.  She gave me that extra attention that I needed to be successful in 

elementary.   

Professional Background. Although Gloria believed in getting a good education and 

working hard, she talked about not wanting to continue college and working a variety of jobs in 

the school district: 

I graduated from high school and went to a 2-year college.  I grew up where my parents 

were more like strict.  So after the 2-year college I decided, um, school is not for me.  

And so then I got hired in my current school district in 1982 as a part-time para.  The 

very next year I got hired as a full-time librarian assistant.  I went from a librarian 

assistant to a study hall monitor which paid more money than a librarian assistant.  From 

there I went to a family support worker which paid a little bit more money than what the 

study hall position was. 

       In 1999, Gloria was hired to teach fifth grade on a Friday and school started on that 

Monday. She discussed that first year and how amazed her colleagues were at her classroom 

management with that tough group of students: 

I had other teachers that would come pull me out of my classroom and talk to me and my 

back was to my room, and they were peeking around my shoulders.  I couldn't understand 

why they were peeking around my shoulders until I finally said, "What are you guys 
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doing?"  And they said explain to us why you got those kids.  Those kids are sitting at their 

table, at their desk.  They are doing their work.  They're not up throwing things or chasing 

each other.  And I’m like, "Uh, that's what expected."  And they are like wow.  Give us the 

strategies.  Tell us what you are doing because this class didn't act like this last year.  

After her first year, she taught second grade for two years and then heard about a kindergarten 

opening at a new school and those positions didn’t come open very often so she applied and got it 

and has been there ever since.   

James 

 Personal Background. Born and raised in the same Midwestern community, James had 

recently celebrated his birthday prior to our interview.  As he sits down with me in his classroom 

after a long day of work, he reflected on his upbringing as the child of divorced parents who 

instilled work ethic in him: 

But my mom, I was just so proud of her, because instead of her just kind of tanking it and 

going on welfare or whatever, especially for a black woman, our country at that time was 

really just handing out money to single women who had kids for welfare and stuff.  Well, 

my mom, as a kid I would hear her say, "I don't need that stuff.  I'm a healthy woman.  I 

can work.  These are my kids, so I'm going to take care of them.” 

James had a positive school experience and considered himself to be a pretty good student with 

teachers that saw potential in him.  Although many of his teachers and peers were white, he 

commented that was not an issue: 

You know, my friends, we saw each other, we were just colorblind.  They didn't see 

James the black kid, they just saw James more of either the baseball player, or the 
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football player, or the basketball player, or my friend, or the student, or so.  And I got to 

go over to their houses and never felt any discrimination from their parents.   

As James thought more about his adolescence and peer relationships, he stated that some of his 

bigger challenges were statements made by students of his race: 

And then yet some of the other black kids from some of the other schools would even 

kind of pick on my friends.  So of course I would be called names, like Uncle Tom.  

Some of the black students who weren't quite as strong in academics, when I was in class 

and I would answer questions and do my homework, they would, "Oh, well you're just 

trying to act white."  And I said, "No, I'm just trying to get smarter."   

After high school, James admitted that he took a less traditional path to graduate college after 

dropping out during a period of a time due to boredom and not being ready for a career. 

Fortunately, he mentioned that the best thing that happened to him was getting turned down for a 

full – time position at the book store he was working at.  This caused him to think seriously 

about his future and return to school to earn his degree.  The year of his graduation was special 

because his sister and mother also earned college degrees in that same year. 

 Professional Background. As I entered James’ classroom on a dreary Tuesday evening 

following school dismissal, I looked around and thought of the word “stability”.  Throughout our 

time together, that same word stayed in the back of my mind.  James discussed his professional 

resume in a few short statements: 

But then I graduated in '86.  From there, I first started to teach over at Ferris Elementary, 

and so I had been there and I was a fourth and fifth grade teacher.  Basically for my 

whole teaching life I've been with the upper units. I was over at Ferris for, gosh I want to 

say about 13-14 years.  And so I've been here at Tate Elementary for then about the last 
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16-17 years because this is my 30th year of teaching.  So, you know I have been enjoying 

that, really enjoy the kids and stuff.  That is, of course, the reason why I went into it.   

Although James’ spent his entire career in one district and two elementary schools, he had seen a 

lot of change over his thirty years and had experienced a number of student successes and a few 

challenges. 

Jasmine 

 Personal Background.  As Jasmine entered my office on a late Thursday afternoon in 

May, I saw a young, confident woman who was ready to let her voice be heard.  The daughter of 

a protestant minister and a devout Catholic mother, she described her private school education in 

the windy city: 

I went to Catholic schools for my entire education, preschool through getting my master’s 

degree.  My mom worked with the archdiocese of Chicago and just was a huge champion 

of Catholic schools.  She was a big supporter of vouchers in its early days, and trying to 

push for that.  It has kind of taken a turn, and it's been doing some interesting things 

recently.  But she is a huge supporter of Catholic education and of me and wanting me to 

do things within Catholic education, especially in the neighborhoods in Chicago, because 

I think that the Catholic schools in Chicago have a big influence in the neighborhoods 

where they exist.  The school that I attended growing up closed after I finished 8th grade.  

My little brother had to switch schools and my family moved because it had a huge impact 

on the community when the school closed and on the families there and then them having 

to kind of split up to find schools where they felt like they were supported.  That has 

definitely impacted what I do now.  
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Jasmine discussed the demographics of her teachers growing up and the teachers she connected 

most with: 

In K-8 I had one teacher who was African-American and then my school had a group of 

nuns who were from India who taught our religion and science.  I did connect with that 

African-American teacher who was also my neighbor and friends with my mom. 

Jasmine’s demeanor continued to be pleasant and confident as she commented on a white teacher 

she felt a strong connection to: 

In elementary school I'd say the teacher I probably connected most with was not a teacher 

of color but was a teacher who stayed with our class.  She kind of looped with us starting 

in 5th grade and then she was our homeroom teacher 6-8 because it was a K-8 school.  So 

I think we had a really good relationship with her because she did that.  She also worked 

with us over the summer and did summer book clubs and things like that that were optional 

for kids who lived in the area.  As an undergrad, however, I would say that I connected 

most with teachers who were teachers of color and could speak to that experience as a 

college student.   

Throughout our time together, Jasmine reflected on her minority status and the opportunities she 

had that other students didn’t have.  She spoke with a matter of fact tone and was candid in her 

responses about the doors that were opened for her: 

I was a student who was in advanced placement classes and honors classes.  I was typically 

one of the only students of color in those classes.  I think that because of that it made it 

seem as if I stood out even more.  So people would push me to do things that I don't think 

they pushed other students at my school to do who were students of color.  I just ended up 
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in situations where I could network and do that sort of thing and talk to people who had 

access to things that other students of color at my school wouldn't have had access to.  So 

that would be how I ended up at the college I attended, I think, and applying to that 

particular college and interacting with people there.  I think that that, in turn, put me in a 

position to end up where I am now.   

 Professional Background. While studying political science, theology, and Africana 

studies at a respected university, Jasmine had her sights on law school. However, prior to her 

junior year, she had a summer internship that allowed her to work with some students on 

curriculum writing in the area of advancement of science and science education.  That 

experience shifted her focus more to Africana studies which had many cross curricular 

coursework with the small education department and she discussed how that spring boarded her 

teaching career:  

The education department was called Education, Schooling, and Society.  So it doesn't 

focus on teaching, it focuses more on educational practices and space and place and has a 

huge focus on urban education which was really interesting to me.  So I decided that I 

wanted to work in our ACE program which is the Alliance for Catholic Education.  That is 

their education program but it’s a master's program post grad.  They do a masters in 

curriculum, I think K-12, and I focused on elementary.  Then they also have a teacher 

leadership program.  But I went into that program thinking that I would do that for 2 years, 

get a master's in education, and then go back to law school to focus more on education 

policy.  But through my time teaching and working with kids, I kind of shifted gears and 

focused more on actual teaching and working with students and teachers and thinking about 
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teaching and how that affects students, especially in urban settings.  And I think that even 

in the future I still would like to study that further and work towards getting my own Ph.D.   

Jasmine’s career in the ACE program began in the Southeastern part of the country and was moved 

after one year as a second grade teacher. She then returned to the Midwest to teach fourth and fifth 

grade for two years before coming to Iowa. She reflected on the differences of her first year in 

Iowa compared to her first years of teaching in another part of the country when focusing on 

discrepancies between white and minority students: 

Especially after my experience here, it makes me think of the discrepancy between 

different schools and the achievement at those schools.  Because being in my current 

district has given me a different perspective on student achievement and how people set 

the bar.  It's just much different than the schools that I've been in before, even in terms of 

taking Iowa Assessment Tests.  We used the same Iowa Assessments when I taught in the 

Southeast, and the goals for students here are significantly higher than the goals for the 

students that I worked with in my first state.  So not only like closing the gap in a school, 

like my current school, where they have a goal of closing the gap between our students 

who are minorities and our students who are not. It also about closing that gap between a 

school like mine and a school where the students were primarily students of color who may 

have as a whole scored in a lower place than a school like my current school.  It just is 

much different.   

In her first year as a teacher of talented and gifted students, Jasmine talked about her current 

students coming to school as readers who knew their letters and letter sounds and already had that 

under their belt. She smiled while talking about that and stated that she was not used to that in her 

first three years of teaching.   



65 
 

Summary of the Participants 

 All six participants in this study identified as African American, whose ages ranged from 

twenties to sixties.  All of them were currently teaching in an elementary school in the state of 

Iowa. The least experienced teacher had four years of teaching experience, while the participant 

with the most longevity had been teaching for thirty years.  Each of these men and women had a 

four-year degree and standard teaching license in the state of Iowa.  

The purpose of this chapter was to familiarize the reader with the personal and 

professional background of the six participants in this qualitative study.  Their lived experiences 

personally and professionally help illustrate their core values and what led them to their current 

status.  Even though the six African American elementary teachers had a range of teaching 

experiences, data collected from the interviews captured the similarities and “essence” of the 

studied phenomenon. 

 Chapter 5 presents the findings from this study.  Five common themes along with sub-

themes emerged from the data analysis and demonstrate a better understanding of the 

participants’ experiences in the classroom.  The themes represented in the following chapter are: 

Mentors have a Positive Impact on Participants and their Students, Building Positive 

Relationships with Various Stakeholders Influences Student Success, Culture is more than Skin 

Color, Meeting High Expectations of Self and Others Creates Challenges, Motivation for 

Continuing in Education is Crucial.  These themes and sub-themes are displayed through the 

words of the participants who explain their lived experiences as an African American elementary 

teacher in a Midwest state. 
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CHAPTER 5 

FINDINGS 

The findings from this phenomenological research study were achieved through 

phenomenological data analysis (Moustakas, 1994; Fraenkel & Wallen, 2006).  As a result of the 

data analysis, five themes emerged that answered the central research question: How do African 

American elementary teachers make meaning of their lived experiences?  

The themes and subthemes serve to provide a framework for understanding the experiences 

of the participants in this study. Table 5.1 provides a summary list of the five thematic findings for 

this study. 

Table 5.1 

Themes & Sub-Themes           

Theme 1: Mentors have a Positive Impact on Participants and their Students 

 Mentorship from Family 

 Mentorship from Professional Colleagues 

 Mentorship for Students 

Theme 2: Building Positive Relationships with Various Stakeholders Influences 

    Student Success 

 Relationships with Students 

 Relationships with Parents 

 Relationships with Colleagues 

Theme 3: Culture is more than Skin Color  

 Cultural Differences with Students 

 Cultural Differences with Parents 

 Cultural Differences with Colleagues 

Theme 4: Meeting High Expectations of Self and Others Creates Challenges 

 Expectations of Self 

 Expectations of Students 

 Expectations from Parents 

 Expectations from Colleagues 

Theme 5: Motivation for Continuing in Education is Crucial 

 Rationale for Staying in the Education Profession 

 Alternative Careers and Locations        
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           The remainder of this chapter will focus on each of the themes and sub-themes in detail 

along with evidence from the participants’ transcripts.  The five themes are also connected to prior 

research conducted in these areas to help support the data analysis.  Prior to the interviews, each 

of the participants had a chance to hear about my background and my passion for this topic.  This 

open and honest dialogue allowed the participants to see me as someone other than a researcher 

and gave them a sense of comfort to speak openly and honestly with me about their own 

experiences. 

Theme 1: Mentors have a Positive Impact on Participants and their Students 

        The beginning of each interview began with the participants talking about their personal 

background which included family, education, and career path.  One common theme among all six 

of the participants was the concept of mentorship.  Each of the participants commented on a variety 

of people along their journey that impacted them personally and professionally.  They explained 

the characteristics of each of these mentors and how they supported them throughout their 

educational careers as students and teachers.  Some talked about their parents modeling hard work 

while others talked about that one person who kept pushing them towards the teaching field. The 

participants connected those experiences to their own abilities to be mentors for their students.   

The sub-themes that emerged were mentorship from family, colleagues and with students. 

       Early mentorship from family. The first question I asked each participant was about their 

childhood and upbringing.  Three of the six participants were born in Iowa, two were born in 

another state and one of the participants was born out of the country due to a military family 

stationed overseas. The three participants who were born and raised in Iowa still live and work in 

the same community.  



68 
 

 The value of education was also described by some of the participants as they talked about 

their parents as mentors. Education being valued as important has been recognized by researchers 

as an important theme when studying resilience of African American teachers (Polidore, 2004). 

Furthermore, five of the six participants spoke positively about their early childhood and the core 

values that were instilled in them by their family members.  

       Although none of the participants grew up with both parents having college degrees, most 

of them talked about their parents valuing education and communicating that to them through 

discussion and actions.  Gloria was one of the participants that still works in her hometown. She 

discussed her mother’s expectations regardless of her ability to help out with the studying. Gloria 

states: 

Even though my mom did not graduate from high school, she would still make us sit at the 

kitchen table every day we come home.  She would feed us supper and she made us get our 

homework done.  Even though she couldn't help us. She still valued education.   

I asked Gloria why she thought her parents valued education so much because they had not gone 

to college. She then discussed the physical labor that her grandparents endured along with a strong 

work ethic that was communicated throughout the family. She explained: 

And that was because my grandparents, my mom's parents, they lived in Mississippi.  So 

they had to do a lot of work. So they took their kids out of school to help them work. They 

did gardening so they had to get their own food. They grew everything, so they had to help 

them with a lot of that.  
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Five of the participants talked candidly about both of their parents and the roles they played in 

their life. However, James discussed his parents’ divorce when he was young, but both parents 

played a significant part in his life and education. He talked about why he was a good student: 

So with me, education was always important. Because it was important to my family, even 

though my sister and myself were the only two that had graduated from college.  But with 

my other two sisters, they still saw the value of education and how that could improve you.   

Later James talks about a time that some people told him he talked and acted “white”.  He assumed 

that was because of his ability to effectively communicate his ideas. As he reflected, he talked 

about watching his father and the ways he communicated: 

Because I know I think I was even told that, "Oh, you talk white."  And then I remember 

telling those people who would say that that I didn't realize that Caucasians had a patent 

on proper diction or proper English.  Because that was the way that I was just taught.  And 

some of that I'm sure had to do with my father.  Because I had seen him in court, so I had 

seen the way that he talked and the way that he dressed.  So I guess if anything he was still 

my role model without anybody really saying that he was my role model.  It was just there.  

And sometimes at least with some of my students when I look at being the role model, it’s 

not that I'm so much necessarily trying to be, they just observe.   

I asked each of the participants to discuss a teacher in their own schooling that they connected 

most with.  Each of them talked about a teacher they connected with for various reasons, however 

none of the participants had a specific minority teacher they talked about.  Part of that reason was 

the lack of minority teachers for five of the six participants.  Even in more diverse parts of the state 
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for some of the participants, they still did not remember having minority teachers.  The one 

participant that had racially diverse teachers was Brianna and she reflected on that: 

In elementary school, again being from South Carolina so there was a lot more diversity, 

so I had a 1st grade teacher who was African-American.  I had an 8th grade teacher, she 

was a science teacher, who was African-American.  There were African males, principals, 

coachers that also taught, so you got to see it everywhere.  It wasn't just the janitor.     

Later Brianna added how different it is in her current workplace and how it is a big deal when you 

see a minority teacher.  She doesn’t really think much about a specific minority teacher she 

connected more with because of the large number there were: 

So I got to see minorities all through elementary up to middle school, high school, and you 

saw them in the community.  You saw them in the lunchroom just talking to students.  

Asking if you need that extra help.  I guess I didn't think of it as a big deal back then just 

because that's just what I was a part of.       

Mentorship from professional colleagues.  After discussing personal background and 

family history, I asked each participant to share what previous experiences led them to the field 

of education and more specifically their current position. Three of the participants had good 

experiences in school and viewed family members as mentors who encouraged them towards the 

field of education. One participant fell into education by surprise while attending college. 

However, Brianna and Gloria both had experiences with professional colleagues pushing them 

while they were working in schools as support personnel.  That one person who encouraged 

Gloria was the middle school counselor at the school Gloria was working. She talked about his 

encouragement and persistence: 
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He said, "You would be an amazing teacher."  And I was like I'm not going back to school.  

That is not for me.   

However, that colleague would not stop the reassurance because he believed in her and encouraged 

her to apply for a scholarship for minority educators. She talked about their conversation: 

They wanted more minorities to go back to school. He heard about it, and he said, "Gloria, 

I want you to apply for it."  I said no. And he begged me to apply for the scholarship.  He 

said don't let the deadline go by and not apply for it. And so I applied for it, and I said I 

don't care if I get accepted, I'm not going back. So I'm wasting my time and I'm wasting 

the people’s time to take a look at my application. Well, I got accepted. And he was like 

so now you need to go back to school.  And I said hm-mm. So he talked to me so hard until 

I finally accepted it.  And he said to me, “How often will the opportunity come for you to 

go back to school and not pay a red penny.” That chance doesn't come that often.  And so 

I thought okay, I'd better take that. And so going to school to get my BA was 100% paid 

for.  And that is how I got where I am at now.    

       Administrators and teacher preparation programs must view their role seriously in 

developing efficacious teachers. As accountability standards increase and more pressures are 

added, teachers with a high degree of self-efficacy are likely to rise to the occasion and embrace 

the changes. Administrators must develop these efficacy beliefs among both experienced and 

beginning teachers through professional development and providing specific feedback about job 

performances (Taylor, 2013).  Gloria later talked about the principal who was her mentor after she 

became a teacher: 
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I think she is my reason for my success.  Because she believed in us.  And she let us know 

she believed in us.  She wasn't one that took credit by herself.  Credit was due to all of us.  

She preferred that her staff have credit over her.  And so she would encourage us a lot to 

do our best.  I mean she gave our props all the time.  And she would always say things to 

make you feel good about yourself.  And so you would leave there saying wow, I can do 

this.  Wow.  I did that.   

Gloria’s smile got bigger as she spoke about this principal that believed in her and demonstrated a 

positive outlook on education.  This made her want to work harder for this person she considered 

to be a mentor. She talked about that: 

I mean when they come in and they do observations for me and I go and I sit down with 

them and I read what they write about me, it made me feel good.  It just made me feel good.  

And so then the more you tell me I did good, the harder I'm going to work.  The harder I'm 

going to work.  The more I'm going to work because I want you to keep telling me that I 

did good. 

Three of the six participants mentioned specific administrators as playing a role in their success 

and encouraging them to be teachers. Brianna talked about a principal encouraging her to go back 

and get her degree while she was working as a paraprofessional. This showed Brianna that 

someone with some authority believed in her and that was the pep talk she needed. Additionally, 

Chloe talked about her current principal urging her to try the classroom again after her struggles 

in her first year. She discussed the first phone call and job offer and the principal said, “You just 

have so much potential, and we just love your story.  Your background.  We just feel like you will 

connect so well with our students and our staff here.”  
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Later, Chloe talked about how happy she was that her principal pushed her back into the classroom 

because it has been the perfect fit with the school and leadership style of her mentor. 

       Mentoring students.  Minority students may simply lack role models if they rarely observe 

or interact with demographically similar individuals who have high educational attainment, which 

could also lead them to limit their investments. In each case, the danger is that demographic 

mismatch generates low expectations that become self-fulfilling prophecies (Steele, 1995). 

However, if black students face higher expectations from black teachers, as documented in 

Gershenson et al. (2016), this may be a more positive long-term impact. 

      I asked each of the participants if they considered themselves to be a representative for other 

racial minorities in the field of education.  Each of the participants hesitated before answering the 

question but all six came to the conclusion that they felt their color did help them be a mentor for 

minority students.  

      Chloe spent some time thinking about this question and had some internal conflict as she 

was answering.  It was clear that she had not thought a lot about being a representative specifically. 

She talked about how spending time with a lot of white people in her personal life maybe caused 

her to not think about it as much. She commented: 

I don't know, there's not much to represent really.  I guess I'm a minority, so I represent 

minorities, but I don't know.  I don't many others.  A lot of times too, I'm so used to being 

a minority within my family and my upbringing, and how that is.  My adopted family is 

white.  So I guess I never consider myself, I never think like, oh yeah, you are a minority.  

She smiled as she paused and then seemed more confident in her concluding statement: 



74 
 

 When I look at myself in the mirror every day, I am, it’s a fact that I am.  But I guess I 

don't consider it to be.  Being asked directly, yeah, I am a representation of a minority 

group.  But it's not something that's always in the forefront of my mind. 

Early in his career, James had also not thought much about being a representative for racial 

minorities in the education field. He went to work each day and just did the job. However, it took 

a close family member to point out the importance of his position as racial minority teacher and 

he reflected on that: 

It has probably been about 20-22 years ago when one of my sisters we were talking, and 

it didn't really dawn on me that as far as being a face for those kids.  Then my sister was 

saying, "James, you might be one of the few Black men that some of these kids see in a 

real positive way."  There were probably other Black males in their lives but maybe not 

really so much in that positive way.  And then later on I think about it more, so it was 

probably my sister who really kind of got me thinking somewhat about that.   

Although, each of the participants talked about individual stories of mentoring students, each of 

them discussed working with students of different races and how that mentoring might be for 

different reasons.  Chloe talked about race not always being the reason a student might connect 

with a teacher and how she connected for a different reason with a student. She stated: 

I connect with different things with my students just based on experiences.  I have one 

student, her mom is a drug addict.  She was adopted.  She shared that and I said, "Wow.  I 

was adopted when I was younger too.  We have that in common."  She is pale, blue eyes, 

blonde hair, but that's a connection that we make.   
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Theme 2: Building Positive Relationships with Various Stakeholders Influences 

Student Success 

      Gershenson et al. (2017) states that attainment gaps can be explained in part by the idea that 

socioeconomically-disadvantaged black boys disengage from school due to lack of exposure to 

same-race, educated role models. This concern demonstrates information gaps or biases in 

expectations about human capital investments can play an enormous role and cause such students 

to under invest in their human capital. 

Relationships with students. Many studies have linked positive student-teacher 

relationships to academic achievement.  All six of the participants focused on a student 

relationship when I asked them about a specific moment in their career that stood out to them.  

As James reminisced about some of the high points of his career, his attitude changed from 

concern for his students to jubilation of their accomplishment. He recounted the troubled 

background of one of his former students and struggles to read at home. James said: 

And then she is telling me her story that sometimes Mom wasn't coming home.  She did 

have an older sister, so between her and her sister they had to take are of like 4 or 5 kids 

in the family.  They were the two oldest, and they had to pretty much take care of their 

younger brothers and sisters.  So my heart just really went out to her because that's just 

not right.  That's not fair.  Because you are almost kind of being put into adult mode 

when you are supposed to be in total kid mode.   

It was evident that James had a strong connection to this particular child and he wanted to see her 

succeed despite the tough home life. He talked about the extra work with her: 

And so I was understanding more about why it was hard for her to wind up getting her 

assignments done.  So I would give her time or sometimes I might even during part of my 
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planning time I would just let her come and read, just so she could have that extra 

practice. 

James’ big smile was evident as he pushed his glasses up his nose and talked about a chance 

encounter with that same student years later: 

Then I saw her probably at the store.  She remembered me but she had changed so much.  

She gave me a big and just told me what she was doing, that she was in college.  After 

going there for a couple years, now she said I'm going to go there for two years and then 

I'm going to transfer to such and such of place.  So I said, "I'm so proud of you."  We just 

got to talking and she just said that she remembered when she used to read to me in class.  

I said, “You did?  Well good, good!”  So some of the impact there has been.  And to be 

honest there are times where I might have that influence.   

Brianna mentioned relationships throughout our time together and felt strongly about her ability 

to connect with students of color. She commented on how to build relationships that could help 

future situations. She said: 

Like one day a student was out in the hallway moon walking.  So I ran out and like moon 

walking with him.  It's about building that connection, so if that student is having a 

difficult time or feeling a certain kind of way in class, that they know that there is 

someone they can come and talk to.   

Brianna later discussed about interacting differently than her colleagues with students of color: 

I've experienced where an African-American or an African student may be in trouble, and 

they have six white faces staring at them.  Maybe not approaching them in the right way, 

and then I can come along and change the behavior in there.  They are like she has the 

magic touch.  It's just how you communicate or interact with them. 
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      Relationships with parents. I did not specifically ask the participants about their 

relationships with parents or other family members of students, but it was mentioned by each 

participant when I asked about connecting to students of color.  Several of the participants 

acknowledged that their skin color opened up a positive relationship from the beginning with some 

of their parents of color.  This was important in regards to communication when there was positive 

and concerning news to share.  James commented on building relationships with parents: 

It probably has been sort of a pleasant surprise of having some of the African-American 

parents or even some of the ones from Africa saying that they were glad that their son or 

their daughter was in my room just for the fact.  I did have one mom who wanted to tell 

me that.  Because her daughter was able to wind up seeing somebody who looks like her 

and somebody who is in authority.  Just not only of the white female faces.  And again, I 

don’t really ponder that so much.  I just take it as a fact.  But I don't really dwell upon it.  I 

just kind of do what I can.   

Most of the experiences discussed by participants with parents were positive but Jasmine who was 

articulate and confident seemed a little more frustrated as she discussed a parent that would not 

give her respect: 

I had a parent of a kid who was my only white kid that I had in the class, and we just had 

conflict all year.  Everything I did was wrong.  She asked the principal to come in and 

watch my classes.  She didn't agree with any of my teaching methods.  And she thought 

her kid was the smartest kid in the school and that I was not recognizing that and that was 

really tough because the kid was just super laid back and fine.  But most of the tension was 

from the parent and that was really difficult.   
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She shook her head a little and then stated: 

And I think that my principal ultimately did a really good job helping navigate the situation 

and sat down and talked through things and explained that I did know what I was doing 

even though she didn't agree with that.  But that was really tough.  It never let up.   

Later in the interview I asked the participants if they felt they connected differently with minority 

students than their White colleagues.  Each of them agreed they may have a different connection 

to minority students because of their race, but Jasmine spoke specifically about colleagues’ 

approach to communicating with parents of color. 

I think there's that the teachers at my schools when reaching out to the parents of students 

of color, there seems to be a lot of barriers there, and I'm not sure what causes them.  But I 

do think that a lot of the teachers have a lot of ideas about the home lives of our students, 

which might be different than their own.  They are like, "Oh, well they don’t respond right 

away."  So they then don't reach out as often.   

She later stated that her experience in Iowa is different than other states she had taught and the 

expectations of parent communication. She said: 

It is just different than I'm used to, because at my first school we had an expectation that 

we called parents everyday if anything went wrong.  You called them until you heard from 

them.  And if you didn't hear from them, you stood outside until they came to pick them 

up.  So that was just different.  The expectation for reaching out to parents was different.   

Relationships with colleagues.  As schools across the nation focus on increasing racial 

diversity among teaching staffs, school administrators must be aware of the negative pitfalls of 

being a token employee as it relates to education.  The theory of tokenism has been cited for 



79 
 

more than fifty years.  Kanter’s (1977) original research focused on the work experiences of 

token female employees in the workplace dominated by males.  Performance pressures, 

boundary heightening, and role entrapment were three areas that were outlined in this original 

landmark study on tokenism in the workplace.   

      One question that struck a chord with most of the participants was, “Is a teacher’s race 

important to teaching and educating minority students?” All of the participants felt it was important 

for different reasons.  Some responses also led to conversations regarding their own relationship 

with colleagues and how to handle those uncomfortable situations. Brianna talked about a specific 

situation and how she tried to communicate with colleagues in a professional manner: 

I've had a teacher call one of my African students a thug that was on my roster.  That made 

me want to cry.  Because to me thug now a days is the new "n" word.  And so that was 

very hard for me to take.  Especially in a school that is so diverse.   

Brianna just shook her head while telling this story and looked at me with disbelief and then she 

continued: 

I wouldn’t expect teachers who have already been there prior to me coming along to have 

those kinds of thoughts about our students.  Or comments about, "Oh, they've got their tax 

money and that's what they choose to do."  Its things like that that is very hard for me to 

deal with.  So I've tried to be honest.  I've tried to give different opinions on things in a 

nice, gentler way.   

Many minority teachers deal with colleagues on a regular basis that make generalizations and 

disrespectful comments about different cultures.  Nieto and Bode (2012) suggest that a full-blown 

confrontation will not solve the problem.  They recommend expressing the uncomfortable feeling 
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and trying to keep conversations rooted in research and experience when addressing those 

coworkers.   

       Jasmine thinks about her challenges in the first four years of her career, she states that 

professional relationships have been tougher than expected.  She admits that her young age and 

the color of her skin may have played a role in some of the challenges with colleagues.  Jasmine 

also states that the well-respected institution she attended for college has also been a source of 

contention with some peers in the workplace. She elaborated on that tension: 

But I've had a lot of challenges with teachers and collaboration with teachers and teachers 

who make really negative comments about me going to my college, my program that I did, 

and I think that's been challenging all the way through.  Just a lot of comments about why 

I went there.  How I got in there.  Who do I know there?  That sort of thing.  And then just 

questioning whether or not the program I did there was legitimate. 

I asked her if she thought the comments regarding her university controversy was related to her 

color. She stated that she believed the questions about her college were related to her color more 

than her age. I asked her she typically responded to those upsetting questions from colleagues. As 

expected, this young, intelligent, and confident educator finished the discussion by saying, “If it 

someone I work with a lot, I will spend time explaining my credentials, or I just smile and walks 

away from people who I don’t have time for.” 

      It was evident with all six of the participants that there had been some frustration that there 

were a lack of minority teachers in their schools and districts.  The older participants acted like it 

was frustrating but they had come to terms with the idea they would always be one of the only 

minority teachers in their schools. The younger participants took it more personally and were more 
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curious about what their school districts were doing and why they couldn’t find more staff that 

resembled them.   

Theme 3: Culture is more than Skin Color 

      Policies that increase demographic match could close racial and socio-economic 

information gaps, improving economic efficiency by leading students to make more informed 

investments in career planning and opportunities. One possibility is that teachers affect non-

cognitive skills not captured by standardized tests (Gershenson et al., 2016). For example, some 

teachers are better than others in instilling or developing a child’s work ethic, which may not affect 

timed, standardized test scores but could improve employment outcomes for their future success.  

       Cultural differences with students.   Recent studies have concluded that exposure to a 

black teacher during elementary school raises long-run educational attainment for black male 

students, especially among those from low-income households. For the most disadvantaged black 

males, conservative estimates suggest that exposure to a black teacher in primary school cuts high 

school dropout rates 39% (Gershenson et al., 2017). 

      As earlier stated cultural mismatch is not just about White teachers working with Black 

students.  It can also be African American teachers working with White students or other cultures.  

Each of the participants commented that colleagues sometimes assume they will know how to 

work with a student from Africa or another culture other than their own.  Chloe mentioned that 

when I asked her about connecting to different types of minority students: 

I don't think I do but only to say because minority students, are even minorities from me.  

I am African-American but I consider myself to be a Black American because I have no 

idea about any of the African culture.  I was never raised in that way.  So even with my 



82 
 

African-American student, her culture and her life are so different to me.  I don't want to 

pretend like I know where she has come from or what things her family has gone through. 

       Chloe continues by talking about the variety of cultures in her classroom and how special 

that is.  She wanted her student to understand the importance of culture and how that makes them 

unique regardless of their skin color. She continued by talking about the conversations about 

culture with her students: 

So I'm trying to tell my students this at a low scale.  They are kind of getting me, but I can 

tell they are looking at me like.  Look at Marvin and I.  We are both black but we are not 

the same.  Our culture is not the same.  Then finally are like yeah.  Yes, you guys have the 

same skin color but do you do the same thing.  What do you do for Christmas?  What do 

you do?  It's all different.  We all have a different culture.  So sometimes I can try to connect 

in that way.  Just because our skin is the same color or looks the same color, doesn't mean 

we are the same.    

Most teachers are concerned about each of their students but may lack the experiences with specific 

groups of students.  They may have certain assumptions and stereotypes of students with diverse 

backgrounds.  This is true of all teachers regardless of their skin color and a teacher’s identity from 

a non-White ethnic group or background does not guarantee that he or she will be effective with 

students from diverse background (Nieto & Bode, 2012). A similar statement was made by 

Gabrielle and she mentioned not always being able to connect with traditional African cultures 

regardless of similar skin color: 

Yeah, I think a lot of people think that because you are African-American you can connect 

with anybody from Africa, which you cannot because they are like, I don't even know how 
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to say it.  But you think that we came from slavery.  I mean ancestors came from slavery 

days, so all of that got lost a long time ago.  And here they are coming with their traditional 

roots and their tribal language and everything, so we can't really connect. 

James has spent thirty-one years working and connecting with students of color, but he also 

discussed a story when color and culture did not matter.  He shared a memorable but sad part of 

his teacher career when he talked about Johnny: 

Smart, smart kid.  Black kid.  Just had brains.  But angry.  Johnny was just angry.  He 

was somebody that when he was doing work in my room, whereas for most kids you pat 

them on the back and give them that positive compliment, most of them take it.  They 

nourish it and they just keep going.  With him, whenever I would complement him, he 

would then shut down.  He would almost just go, "I'm not doing it now."  So home was 

just kind of…there wasn't much of a home life.  I know there were times where he may 

not have even gotten dinner.  But he was an angry kid.  He was just angry.  I saw that 

from 4th and 5th grade.  He would take help from some of the other kids.  But with me he 

just seemed to be very angry at me. 

I could tell from the expression on James’ face that he would never forget Johnny and was sad to 

hear about the final outcome. James finished by saying what he had last heard about the student: 

The sad part is, I think I had heard somebody had told me that he had dropped out of 

school.  Then there was some time when he was like 18, I saw in the paper where he had 

shot somebody and killed somebody. 

While talking with Gloria about the importance of race for teaching minority students, she was 

confident and direct in her response. She stated:  
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I think it is important for them to see teachers of their color.  Because when my African-

American students see me, I am successful.  So I want them to know you can be successful.  

But it doesn't take just me.   

Her quick response led to a hesitation and then she acknowledged that minority students can still 

be successful with other races. She added: 

You can have a white teacher.  You can have a Hispanic teacher.  You can have an African-

American teacher.  No matter who you have, you can be successful.  But I think it's 

important to see that there are African-American teachers out there that are successful. 

      Although Jasmine was the youngest participant in this study, this twenty-something woman 

had taught in three different states with four different teaching assignments including some in 

private and some in public education.  Her short, but variety-filled experiences had already 

produced a list of successes and challenges.  She hesitated to think of one success that stood out to 

her and then nodded her head as she thought of a student she taught her first year in the South and 

the struggles that led to successes: 

My first year of teaching was really difficult.  I taught second grade in the south where 

there were a lot things that I was not used to.  But I had a group of students and one girl in 

particular who both had ADHD and a learning disability and struggled a lot with reading.  

I was kind of beating myself up over it and tried to contact her mom as much as I could 

and work with her with my own limited experience and that was really tough.   

This story began with struggles, yet Jasmine pointed out that it turned into a positive situation with 

the parent by the end of the year.  She smiled as she talked about the mother thanking her at the 

end of the year and for working with her daughter. Jasmine later spoke candidly about her feelings 
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on the importance of race and how it impacted her language with students in a less diverse area. 

She commented: 

And I think that in terms of the way that I talk to students, I think that that is something 

that is definitely different and that I had to be more conscious of this year because I work 

with fewer students of color.  All of my teaching experience up until now was with students 

of color.   

Jasmine later talked about a conversation with her principal about how she spoke with students 

that was based from her own background and she said: 

I had this conversation with a principal that I worked with last year in terms of how I would 

speak to a student.  We were talking about positive language and how you phrase things 

when talking to students and the importance of that.  And we were talking about whether 

or not that kind of framed the way that I spoke with students.  And I said to an extent it 

does; however, I have noticed that my students respond differently when I talk to them in 

a way that if I know that's how they are spoken to at home.  They respond differently to 

that.  And I think that there is value in framing things positively but also framing them in 

a way that students are responsive to. 

            Cultural differences with parents.  Although most of my questions with participants were 

focused on their relationships with students, each of the participants talked about various situations 

with parents.  Several of the situations mentioned were a direct result of skin color and cultural 

differences between the teacher and the parent.  As previously mentioned Gloria is a proud woman 

that demands respect from her students, colleagues and parents.  She recalled a conversation with 
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a white parent who felt she was treating her child differently because of his skin color being 

different than Gloria’s: 

And the mother, I think because I was black, she wanted to low grade me. And I had to put 

her in her track.  And I said, let's stop this conversation right now.  I'm not a fresh student 

out of college.  I have been working with the district for many years.  Your child and any 

other children in this building, I don't care what color they are, I am not going to mistreat 

them.  Because your child is White and I'm Black, I don't want you to think that I'm going 

to treat your child any different than I treat the Black kids in here. And after her and I had 

that conversation, I had no more issues out of that woman.  Ever.   

Two of the participants remembered being called a racist when parents had issues with their 

teaching.  It was evident that both of them felt extreme frustration by those comments and 

relationships with those families were hindered.  Gabrielle’s face got more serious as she reflected 

on the time she was called a racist by a parent because of her child not doing well: 

So he wasn't getting very good grades.  So he had every excuse in the book of why his 

papers weren't turned in.  The parents were blindsided when I had every single papers to 

bring to the meeting.  So then they realized that he was not telling the truth.  But all the 

way up until then, I was racist and wanted him out of my classroom.   

Throughout the interview, Chloe demonstrated an upbeat and carefree attitude until she discussed 

the time that she was called a racist. She gave a half-hearted laugh as she reflected on that situation: 

Even with some of my white, one my student’s parents, I actually was called a reverse 

racist.  I don't know if you know that term, but I’m told it's being racist of white people.  

My response to that parent was, “Oh really, because the majority of my class is white."  
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And I’m the only Black person in this school.  I don't think I'm racist against white people.  

It sounds bad but I feel like the racism card is just played as sometimes.  I feel like 

sometimes people can be racist, and they don't know that they are because it's our own 

cultural awareness thing. 

       Cultural differences with colleagues.  In professions and occupations dominated by white 

people, it is common for racial minorities to report that their race is a central part of their social 

identity in the workplace. This can include times of exclusion, which surfaces when the majority 

group formally observes boundaries and exaggerates differences between the majority group and 

the minority group.  These perceived differences between the majority group and the token group 

are magnified in order to maintain the token workers at the margins of the workplace hierarchy 

(Kanter, 1993).   

       When asked about how minority teachers connect differently to minority students when 

compared to White colleagues, the participants spoke with respect for their colleagues. However, 

each of the participants also noted that their colleagues didn’t always realize the lack of empathy 

they may have towards minority students. Gabrielle talked about being open-minded towards a 

colleague that wanted to better understand her students: 

I feel like I try to be open minded.  What I mean by this, for example, I have a teacher 

friend.  Her grandpa was very racist, and she admits it and she knows it and stuff.  And so 

she'll come to me and she'll ask me different questions.  So I feel like that's where you have 

to open-minded because you have this person that's really asking you questions because 

they grew up in a home where you basically were supposed to stay away from that culture 

type of thing, and she didn't want to be like that.  She doesn't want her kids to be like that.  

So she really tries to be knowledgeable about different situations.   
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Brianna noted that it just depends on the colleague and their willingness to reflect on their own 

white privilege.  It was easier for Brianna to be patient with colleagues who wanted to do be 

understanding of people from different backgrounds.  She talked about her conversation with 

colleagues about students of color: 

Because if I was in school, I would want someone that is of the same color or nationality 

to tell me something versus…sometimes.  Sometimes it's just about the delivery too.  Like 

I work with a special ed teacher.  She has a heart for all students.  But she has also gone 

out of her way to take diversity classes.  She has gone out of her way, she travels to different 

cultures.  She has stepped out of her norm to see the world around her.  So I would feel 

very comfortable with her talking to another student of color.  And she talks about white 

privilege.  She realizes where she came from and what advantages she has.  So I think her 

talking to a student outside of her race, she gets it.  She understands, versus a teacher who 

doesn't try to do anything outside of the norm.  They are not trying to find out about a 

culture.  They just want to judge the culture.   

Theme 4: Meeting High Expectations of Self and Others Creates Challenges 

         The term self-fulfilling prophecy, coined by Robert Merton (1948) means that students 

perform in ways that teachers expect and student performance is based on both overt and covert 

messages from teacher about students’ worth, intelligence and capability. Recent studies have 

concluded that black teachers expect more from black students than do white teachers.  Teachers 

likely affect students’ beliefs by directly conveying their expectations to students. For example, 

protection models hypothesize that teacher expectations “protect against,” or counteract, negative 

expectations created by neighborhood effects or lack of access to educationally successful role 

models (Gershenson, 2016).   
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       Expectations of self.  Teacher efficacy, a type of self-efficacy, and a powerful concept, 

pertains to the belief that an individual has about their capacity to achieve at a certain level.  Taylor 

(2013), explains that the concept of teacher efficacy has far reaching effects and can impact student 

beliefs and achievement, parent relations, teacher performance, collegiality, and the school 

organization as a whole.  The first sub-theme that emerged from the theme of expectations dealt 

with self-efficacy and how the participants viewed themselves as important to their students and 

the field of education. 

     Gloria’s confidence was evident throughout her time with me and she spoke with a tone that 

reinforced her core beliefs.  She did not like the idea that people had low expectations for minority 

students in her school or district.  Therefore, she believed it was part of her duty as a teacher of 

color to show the world what could be done with her students.  She was not shy when talking about 

what she aims to prove: 

 What has kept me in this business is the kids.  I love kids.  And what else has kept me in 

this business, I'm black.  I want to see successful black kids.  Black kids can be successful.  

A lot of people think about Collier… our scores are low.  These kids don't know nothing.  

But these kids do know something.  And I'm here to prove that these kids do know 

something.   

During the interview Gloria talks about holding herself accountable for her kindergarten students 

along with other students throughout the building. She also talked a lot about teamwork and 

holding her colleagues to the same standard and she saw that as part of her job as an advocate for 

students of color.  She commented on her work with colleagues: 
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I tell first grade teachers, if I work my butt off to get them where they are above grade 

level, then your job is to keep them there.  Don't let them think they can't do it.  There is 

no such thing as I can't.  They should never be allowed to say to you I can't do this.  Yes 

you can.  We're going to try.  And we're going to work together and we can get it done.  So 

that's what keeps me in here and because I know people say Black kids are not smart.  Yes 

they are.  Black kids can learn.  And I’m going to prove that that Black kids can learn.  And 

I have proven that.   

       James and Jasmine both commented about being that role model that students can look up 

to.  As each of them spoke, they talked about the importance of demonstrating a certain persona 

that allowed their students to see a positive influence. Jasmine spoke about being someone her 

students could relate to so they might be influenced by her educational accomplishments: 

I think that it's important for minority students to see other people who look like them and 

are of their race as their teachers in positions where they have influence.  I think it’s 

important for them to believe those things are attainable for them, and I think it's important 

for them to be able to relate to their teachers and the things that they are saying.  Something 

that was kind of cool this year that I haven't had a kid say before.  This was one of my 

students who is a student of color.  And she was just like, "It's so cool that you know all of 

this stuff."  And I was like I'm glad that you feel that way because you know a lot of stuff 

too.   I think that's important for them not to just associate teachers or people in positions 

of power with white people.  I think it's important for them identify with those people.  

     Expectations of students. According to recent studies, black teachers have higher 

educational expectations for black students, which in turn increase black students’ educational 

engagement and aspirations (Papageorge et al., 2016). Biases in teacher expectations create self-
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fulfilling prophecies, and by increasing teachers’ expectations, student-teacher racial match could 

shift the investments made by both teachers and students.  

     I asked the participants to talk about the achievement gap and what that term meant to them 

and they focused on the expectations of students positively and negatively.  Some of the 

participants focused on the influences of the home life and how that might impact the students at 

school. Brianna elaborated: 

I think when people talk about the achievement gap, they are wanting to get the students 

who are below proficiency caught up to those who are proficient.  But I don't think they 

take into account a lot of things that we see at the school level.  Is the student coming to 

school hungry?  Is the student coming to school thinking about where I am going to sleep 

tonight?  Is the student coming to school thinking about is so and so going to beat me up 

today?   

Despite the basic needs that must be met, policy makers want to focus on assessments and 

achievement scores.  Based on that national trend data, the educational system looks bleak for 

many minority students, yet Brianna discussed her high expectations for students of color: 

I really honestly want to hold them to a higher standard.  I don't want them to think just 

because.  Well, this is for all my students.  I don't want them to think just because they are 

in this environment or this situation at home, that they can't be more.  But as a school in 

whole, I talk a lot to students that aren't on my roster as well.  Students of color.  Whether 

it be Latino or Asian or whatever.  I think that I might do things to get them invested in 

learning. 
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       By contrast, teachers with low expectations for a student could change how they allocate 

scarce resources such as time and effort to that student. Reduction of resources for students could 

negatively affect their academic trajectories. Moreover, students who perceive that a different-race 

teacher has low expectations may themselves begin to believe that educational attainment is out of 

reach or not worth the investment (Gershenson, 2016). 

        Brianna later reminded me about the boy that was called a “thug” by another teacher.  That 

story was still raw with her and she wanted to further explain her follow-up conversation with him 

and what is expected of him: 

When I had the student on my roster the teacher called a thug, I had to have a very honest 

conversation with him.  I pulled him in and said hey, this is what people are thinking about 

you here.  We have to figure out how we can change their perception of you.  We talked 

about how you are behaving in the classroom.  And how they are already looking at us a 

certain kind of way.  So you are going to have to do better.  You are going to have to watch 

the things that you say.  Don't argue back.  Those kind of things.  And telling a 6th grader 

that and telling him that this is what someone things of you and you have to change their 

perception of you.  And he was just like, "Well what did I do?  I didn't do anything today."  

That's it.  It was about what you did this last week.  They are still thinking about that.  You 

did this yesterday.  They are still thinking about that.  So we have to change what they 

think about you.   

        Some people do not hide their emotions easily and Gloria would be one of those people as 

she talked about the good times and the not so good times.  She recalled a memorable moment in 

her career when talking about the turnaround of a student who had experienced a gunshot wound 

during winter break: 
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That hurt my heart. I was devastated when I heard that over Christmas break. And he came 

in knowing nothing. So I worked with him and worked with him. I put time in with him 

after school.  I would take him home.  I was determined this boy was going to be successful.  

I was determined he was going to pass kindergarten. The more I worked with him, the more 

I worked with him.  I had volunteers come in, and I would have them work with him. He 

was able to start writing his name. He started learning the things he needed to, and when 

he learned things, I would get excited for him because I wanted him to get excited.   

As she began to talk about the boy’s success her serious tone changed to a smile and pure joy when 

she remembered her emotions on that special day: 

This particular day I tested him on his letters and letter sounds.  He went through it and he 

got them all right.  All of them, upper and lowercase and could tell me the sounds.  I was 

jumping up and down in the classroom, crying tears running down my cheeks.  Him and I, 

I had a parent in there.  I took him by the hand.  We went parading down the hallway.  I 

told everyone his success story of learning his letters and his sounds and how much it took.  

And this boy was just smiling.  He looked at me and he said, "Mrs. Smith, why are you 

crying? I know. You are happy, aren't you?"  And I said, "I am happy."  And he said, 

"Why?"  I said, "Why am I happy?"  And he said, "Because I'm learning and it's all because 

of you."  And the principal looked at him and she said, "Mrs. Smith has happy tears, right?  

They're not sad tears are they?"  And he said, "Uh huh.  They're happy tears."  

Gloria finished her story of that boy shaking her head with a smile and said she would never ever 

forget about him and would have done anything she needed to make him successful.  This moment 

was special during our interview because of the emotion that Gloria demonstrated as she 

remembered this story.   
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When asked about his thoughts on the achievement gap and what should be expected of 

students, James believed it was more about opportunity and lack of experiences for his students 

of color.  He commented on the differences he saw: 

Honestly, some of it is, I don't want to necessarily it so much is the raw ability, but I 

think that some of our African-American kids haven't been able to or haven't been taught 

how to tap into that ability of their talents.  Lots of times I can find with some of the 

experiences that teachers might bring up, it is something that some of the African-

American kids they don't have. 

He further explained that he wanted to see his families nurture that love of learning and curious 

nature.  He explained his expectation for curiosity: 

The sad part is I don't see a lot of my African-American kids where the parents are taking 

them to baseball games even.  Or taking them to the park.  Just that natural being curious 

and being able to go to a parent where they can explain something, like something about 

say if you picked up a worm or so.  Instead of looking at that as a parent and say, "Oh, 

my kid is inquisitive."  I see a parent that says, "Put that dirty worm down.  I don't want 

that worm in my house."   

           Expectations from parents.  Gloria discussed the challenges she had faced and she was 

confident in saying that she did not feel she has had any low points in her career. She did remember 

a couple of instances where she had to have honest conversations with some parents when they 

questioned her strategies with her students.  The first conversation took place between her and a 

parent who had requested her child be moved to Gloria’s because of issues he was having in the 

other class with a white teacher, but the behaviors had continued while Gloria was gone on medical 

leave. She believed that this particular parent may have certain expectations about how Gloria was 
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going to handle her child and Gloria needed to make sure the parent understood how she expected 

support moving forward. She discussed that exchange: 

So then the next day I called her and I said, you know, we need to talk.  I was not happy 

with the way you talked to me yesterday.  And she said well, she started explaining all the 

incidents that happened while I was gone.  All the incidents that happened within the 

school.  And I said, that has nothing to do with me.  I was gone.  That's behind us now.  I'm 

back.  I'm talking about me being here.  I need your support now.  And after explaining to 

her how she had been treating me.  She told me on the phone I do owe you an apology. 

Most of the participants stated they had positive comments and interactions with parents of color 

and felt the expectations from them were genuine.  The participants did not believe their own skin 

color would dictate how that student would do in the classroom, but they were happy that parents 

had a positive feeling about the school because of them.  Chloe discussed a surprise encounter with 

a summer school parent who questioned if she was a teacher:  

And I had this family, a little boy and a little girl.  They are both black.  I was teaching 

them summer school, and they were missing a couple days and whatever.  Their dad was 

in the parking lot.  One day he stopped me and he was like, "Hey."  He calls me over and 

I'm running late. And he's like, "You teach here?"  I was like, "Yeah, I do." "You really 

teach here?" "Yeah, I really teach here." "What do you teach here?"  "I teach 5th grade here 

but I’m currently teaching 2nd graders in summer school."  "Oh, you are not a special 

teacher or anything?"  I'm like, "No, I'm a classroom teacher."  "Ok well good.  I wasn't 

sure.  There's not a lot of us teaching."  And I was like, "Oh, yeah.  There aren't a lot."  And 

so then he was just saying I think my kids really need a black teacher.  And I asked, why 
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is that? "I don't know.”  They just don't listen to their white teachers.  I think they are really 

liking summer school having you as their teacher."   

The most veteran participant, James, had been teaching for thirty years and discussed his ability to 

help reduce some prejudice among some students who had specific assumptions of people of color. 

He believed that his actions and words may have helped change some stereotypes and perceptions.  

James commented that was also the case with some of his White parents: 

Sometimes I've had parents that I can see that they may have not been all that enthused 

with me, but the way that they see that their kid responds to me.  I can just kind of tell, 

which I'm glad that they are or that they did, take a step back and say, "I'm not really all 

that crazy about this.  But my kid likes that guy." 

      Expectations from colleagues.  Research suggests racial minorities have experienced 

heightened performance pressures related to their race and gender; however, many reported that 

racial problems were more common than gender problems (Jackson, Thoits, & Taylor, 1995). 

Furthermore, despite possessing the required credentials for holding the job, many token 

employees felt isolated from their co-workers, and they were not receiving the warranted respect 

(Turner, 2002). This caused greater performance pressures, because they felt as though they 

needed to continually prove themselves qualified in order to gain the respect of fellow members 

of the faculty, and from students (Turner, 2002).   

     Heightened visibility can create extreme pressure to perform successfully and tokens tend 

to respond with overachievement or underachievement, which may lead to obstacles for 

advancement (Zimmer, 1988). Throughout my interviews, each of the participants brought up 

different situations where they felt specific expectations from their colleagues. Most of the 
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participants did not seem to mind helping out but were aware how much their skin color directly 

impacted their involvement various situations and conversations with colleagues. Two of the 

participants stated they are used on a regular basis to help with problematic behavior of students 

of color from other classrooms.  Gloria stated: 

 I have coworkers that use me a lot.  They send their students to me that are having some 

behavior issues in the classroom.  Or they may have me come to their room and talk to 

students because of some behavior issues.   

I asked her why she thought colleagues asked her to help out and what she did differently than her 

White colleagues. She responded: 

When I deal with those kids, I talk to them just like their moms.  A lot them say I said the 

same thing and they didn't listen to me.  You come in and you say it, and they do it just like 

that.  And I said that's because I tell them up front I'm not playing.  I talk to them just like 

I'm their mama.  So I don't know.  It doesn't work all the time because there are some 

African-Americans that will look at me and tell me what they are not going to do.  But I'm 

back in their face again.  Don't you dare tell me what you are not going to do.  And then 

when I say to them do we need to call mom?  Then they kind of shy back a little bit.  I deal 

with a lot of kids.  A lot of times teachers will tell me you need to be a principal because 

they listen to you.  Or when they see you instantly they want to straighten up.  And all I 

have to do is just look at them.  And they say how can we given them that look?  That's 

because we were raised with that look where our parents gave us a look.  They didn't have 

to say a word.  And they knew.  We knew what that look meant, and you knew to turn it 

around right away.   
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James also talked about other teachers using him to talk with students of color.  He joked while 

thinking about his age and whether or not students see him now as a grandfather figure, but he 

didn’t mind being used if it helped his colleagues. He explained: 

Sometimes teachers have asked me if I can talk with certain kids and stuff, and I will admit 

99% of the time it is an African-American.  Whether it be a boy or a girl or whatever and 

sometimes I will just have them in here and we will talk.  The kids will either see me 

probably more like a grandfather figure now.  But they will wind up seeing me, and we 

will have a very stern talk about what they are doing and what their behaviors are and about 

responsibility.  They can parrot it back to me.   

Jasmine reflected on a time that a White colleague asked for some advice on communicating with 

students and parents of color: 

This teacher also ended up being my roommate the following year, but she taught 1st grade 

and was from Indiana and white, and she had asked both about talking to parents and 

students.  Because she was saying that she didn't want to seem as if she was talking to them 

in a way that was condescending, but she wanted to know how she could speak to them 

about certain things.  Whether that was things they were doing with their kids that she 

didn't think they should be doing, or just asking about what their home life looked like and 

what they did after school and how to frame things in a positive way when encouraging 

them to do things.   

I asked Jasmine what type of advice she gave her colleague and she responded: 

I'm 24 and I can't speak to that sort of thing because I don't have kids.  But I can try to say 

things like, oh, when I was a kid this is what my mom did.  Or this was really helpful for 
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me and I found that when talking to parents and kids when they were older, saying this is 

something that I did that was really helpful for me. 

She later explained what she has learned from more experience and age: 

I try now that I'm older to explain it in a way, or to respond, in a way that kind of says we 

can't put people in a box, including people who are Black, in speaking a certain way or 

achieving a certain thing.  When you say that, that means that I'm behaving in a way that 

is White, which means that Black people can't do that, which is not something that I think 

we should believe. 

       Chloe said she hasn’t had an open conversation with colleagues about her ability to speak 

differently with students of color than her White peers but she believes they have that belief. She 

noted: 

I wouldn't be surprised if they did.  I don't talk to them any differently.  That's me though.  

I'm going to talk to the Black kid the same way I talk to the white kid.  It just doesn't matter 

to me.  But they might be like well, she can kind of get a tone.  For them, they have to be 

worried about being called racist.   

Theme 5: Motivation for Continuing in Education is Crucial 

        Studies have indicated that many teachers do not remain in the education profession 

(Ingersoll, 2011b).  During one’s teaching career, there will be times of stress and conflict that can 

affect health and psychological well-being.  This can lead to changes in self-esteem, sleep patterns, 

and job dissatisfaction.  Resilience can be defined as the capacity to rebound from adversity 

strengthened and more resourceful, and an active process of endurance and growth in response to 

challenge (Walsh, 2006).   
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        Based on an ecological and developmental perspective Polidore (2004) developed a theory 

of resilience with African American female teachers which focused on how individuals continued 

careers in education despite the significant adversity.  The themes that emerged from the study on 

resilience were: religion, flexible locus of control, an individual’s ability to view adverse situations 

positively, autonomy, commitment, change, positive relationships, and education viewed as 

important.  

      Rationale for staying in education profession.  The final question I asked each participant 

during our face to face interview was: Have you ever thought about leaving the education 

profession? Why or why not?   

      The longest tenured participant, James, spoke with a sincere tone about his thirty years of 

teaching and why he believed it had been successful: 

I would say basically my experience has been positive.  It has been positive but it's been 

because of my openness with the families.  Being able to let the parents know that I'm out 

to do the best that I can for their child, regardless of race and regardless of their academic 

abilities.  Just because you might be a little slower or little lower, I'm just not going to give 

up on them.   

James mentioned that he was disheartened to be the only minority classroom teacher in his 

school for the last 16 to 17 years. However, he also said he was not sure what the district could 

do to recruit more teachers of color.  As he reflected on leaving the profession, he responded that 

it had crossed his mind a few years ago and he stated: 

It’s not that I couldn’t do something else, I just hope I'm not seeing teaching through my 

rose-colored glasses either.  It was my first principal who told me, "James, some people 
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make themselves the teacher and some people are born to be a teacher.  You were born to 

be a teacher.  You have hit your calling."  And I do really agree with that.  It was 

something that has been inside of me.  I still love my kids a lot.  Not crazy about some of 

the administrative stuff that is going on.  But as far as the kids go.  And when I want to 

leave, which is going to probably be in a couple years, I want to leave where I still have 

that love of the kids. 

Gloria, an 18-year veteran reverted back to her upbringing and the work it takes to be an educator 

and why she would not run from the profession regardless of the added workload:   

I'm not going to run.  As coworkers, we talk about they put more on our plate, they never 

take nothing away.  And so if someone runs it's because of the workload.  And what's all 

expected.  You have to be willing.  You don't stop right here.  I got work to take home with 

me tonight.  So when I go home sitting in front of the TV, I'm doing schoolwork.  So if you 

want a job where when you leave work, work stays at work, then this is not the career for 

you.  You got to be willing to go above and beyond and take more with you.  You can't be 

a successful teacher and think you can get it all done in this classroom.  It won't happen.  It 

will not happen. 

              Alternative careers or locations.  Ingersoll (2011b) concluded that as many as half of 

those trained to be teachers do not enter teaching and that 40-50% of those who do enter teaching 

leave the occupation completely in the first five years.  The shortage of African American teachers 

has been attributed to high failure rates on teacher competency tests, noncompetitive teacher 

salaries, lack of status in the teaching profession, and increases of job opportunities for African 

Americans in other career areas. 
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         All of the participants stated they would most likely stay in the field of education 

throughout their career.  However, two of the participants stated they had thought about leaving 

the classroom to try and make a bigger impact from a different role.  Chloe and Jasmine see a 

future in roles that may allow them to work with more students and more educators.  Chloe 

explained:  

It's not a job.  It’s a lifestyle.  And it can be hard. But long story short, no.  I don't think I 

ever will leave the profession.  I am thinking of going back and getting my master’s in 

counseling and maybe leaving the classroom setting in the future to do more.  But as I 

said, school is a safe haven to me.  It always has been, and always will be. 

Jasmine also commented on why she may leave the classroom in the future: 

Initially I didn't get into teaching to stay.  But after surviving my first 2 years, I was like 

oh this is something that I could do.  But I think that I have a hard time when I see things 

that I want to change, but I’m not in a place to change them.  And so I would like to put 

myself in a better position to help more kids.  I think that I could do that better from outside 

of the classroom and helping get more people into the classroom.  Because I have a lot of 

friends who are right now in lots of different places who want to be in the classroom for a 

very long time.  And they are very frustrated with where they are right now, but they know 

that they want to teach.  They want to keep teaching and working with children of color in 

urban areas, and I think that if it could get more of those people in one place to do that 

together, it could be something really cool and powerful.  

      As previously mentioned, three of the participants were born outside of the state of Iowa.  

Brianna and Jasmine were two of those participants and they commented that education will 
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continue to be their career, but it may be in another state.  Brianna explained why she wants to stay 

in education but may leave her current state: 

I have thought about it and then I just can't think of anything else that I would want to do 

or be as fulfilled doing.  I have thought more about leaving the state of Iowa more than I 

have thought about leaving teaching.  I have kind of given myself to 2020 to make a 

decision, figure some things out.  Do I want to stay where there is just not a whole lot of 

diversity?  But then I think about the students who really that's why I stayed here.  I 

student taught here because I wanted to give myself some options, but I really kind of 

wanted to be here because there wasn't anyone that looked like the student population, 

even the little bit that was there. 

Jasmine also noted the absence of diversity and the challenge to keep people of color in Iowa: 

But it's really tough. I can see why it's tough to keep people here. Because I have 

encountered people who've moved here and then were like, I'm leaving as soon as I'm done 

with whatever I'm doing right now.  But I feel like the only way to keep people would be 

if you had enough people there for them to want to stay.   

As stated earlier some of the participants commented on the added accountability from 

administrators and policy makers.  Gabrielle did comment that the only thing that would drive 

her out of education would be legislation that strips rights away.  She mentioned the past year 

when lawmakers changed some policies in regards to collective bargaining. Her district has one 

more year on their current contract.  She didn’t want to work in a position where she feels her 

rights have been taken away such as states like Wisconsin. 
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Summary 

This chapter explored the themes and subthemes that emerged from the data analysis of 

different interviews with six African American elementary teachers in a Midwest state. The 

larger themes that emerged were those of Mentors have a Positive Impact on Participants and 

their Students, Building Positive Relationships with Various Stakeholders Influences Student 

Success, Culture is more than Skin Color, Meeting High Expectations of Self and Others Creates 

Challenges, and Motivation for Continuing in Education is Crucial each with multiple 

subthemes.  As each of those subthemes were examined, the participant voices were heard 

through direct quotes to help the reader better understand the lived experience of each. The next 

chapter will provide a summary of the whole research study, summary answers to the research 

questions, discussion with prior literature, implications for practice, suggestions for areas of 

future study, and a reflection on the study as a whole. 
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CHAPTER 6 

DISCUSSION, RECOMMENDATIONS, AND CONCLUSIONS 

Summary of the Study 

       The purpose of this qualitative, phenomenology (Creswell, 2013) was to examine a 

shared phenomenon of African American elementary teachers and their experiences in the 

Midwest. This chapter is dedicated to providing answers to the central research question of this 

phenomenological research study. After addressing the research questions, this chapter will 

present how the findings are related to the previous literature discussed, implications for practice, 

and recommendations for future study on the topic of minority teachers. Finally, I reflect on my 

own experiences as a qualitative researcher and the journey to complete this study. 

       The phenomenological nature of this study provided a wealth of data, which 

demonstrated the heart-felt emotion of each of the six participants.  The six participants describe 

the essence of their lived experiences in various school districts across a specific Midwest state. 

Prior to this study, research had focused primarily on white educators and their ability to work 

effectively with diverse populations. There is a common belief that people from marginalized 

groups may already be bicultural and have the necessary skills to interact effectively with people 

from diverse backgrounds (Irvine, 2002).  There was an abundance of quantitative literature 

focused on teachers, pedagogy and the achievement gap; however, literature regarding African 

American elementary teachers nationally was limited.    

Chapter Two provided information about the historical context of minority teachers, 

achievement gap, demographic differences, cultural mismatch, and the recruitment and retention 

rates nationally.  The vast demographic divide between teachers and students is of growing 
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educational and public concern. Currently, racial/ethnic minority students are the demographic 

majority of students attending public schools in the United States and comprise the large 

majority of urban school students (Cherng & Halpin, 2016). In contrast, less than 20% of 

teachers are racial/ethnic minorities (Goldring, Gray, & Bitterman, 2013). An overwhelmingly 

White teaching force is working with a majority non-White student population, while the gap is 

long-standing, and one article declares that “the race gap among teachers is not likely to be 

closed anytime soon” (Berchini, 2015; Strauss, 2015; Rich, 2015). 

The literature review contributed research about the staggering statistics known as the 

“achievement gap” or the “opportunity gap” between White students and racial minority 

students.  In 2009, the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) reported that White 

students had higher scores than Black students, on average, on all assessments. While the 

nationwide gaps in 2007 were narrower than in previous assessments at both grades 4 and 8 in 

mathematics and at grade 4 in reading, White students had average scores at least 26 points 

higher than Black students in each subject, on a 0–500 scale (Vanneman et al., 2009). 

Research also demonstrated the need for more minority teachers across the nation. In the 

2011-12 school year, 37 percent of the nation’s population belonged to minority groups, 44 

percent of all elementary and secondary students were minority, and only 17.3 percent of all 

elementary and secondary teachers were minority (Ingersoll, Merrill, Stuckey, 2014).  The 

underlying assumption of demographic parity is that the racial/ethnic makeup of the teaching 

force should reflect that of the student population, and that of the larger society. With increasing 

racial/ethnic diversity in the larger society, proponents hold, there is accordingly a growing need 

for more minority teachers as role models in schools (Ingersoll & May, 2011a).  Teaching 
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remains a primarily white workforce and that gap continues to persist between the percentage of 

minority students and the percentage of minority teachers in the U.S. school system.  

The research further explained another explanation for school failure is cultural 

incompatibilities, with school culture and home culture often at odds, and the result is a “cultural 

clash” that produces school failure.  A common explanation of why the demographic divide is so 

concerning is that minority students have more favorable perceptions of minority teachers 

(Auerbach, 2007; Quiocho & Rios, 2000). More favorable student perceptions of teachers in turn 

can translate into better academic outcomes such as motivation, interest, and grades (Wentzel, 

2002). 

Next, the literature review described the minority teacher shortages which have been a 

major issue for the U. S. school system and critics believe the nation’s population and students 

are growing more diverse and the teaching force is not (Ingersoll, Merrill, & Stuckey, 2014).  

The minority teacher shortage has been widely viewed as a reason for the achievement gap 

among minorities leading to unequal occupational and life outcomes for minority students 

(Zumwalt & Craig, 2005). The gap has persisted in recent years largely because the number of 

white students has decreased, while the number of minority students has increased.  

Chapter Three explored the phenomenological methodological approach of this study and 

described the data collection and analysis procedures. “Phenomenological research methods 

provide a way to investigate human experience through the perception of research participants” 

(Salmons, 2009, p.47).  Van Manen (2014) states that phenomenological research often starts 

with one’s own familiarity with a phenomenon and this study developed from my own 

observations of the lack of minority educators in my school district and state. 



108 
 

Social constructivism was an appropriate epistemological choice for this study because 

the participants constructed meaning of their experiences, and this epistemology focused on 

making meaning by the participant.  Furthermore, through the theoretical perspective of 

interpretivism, this study sought to understand how the participants interpreted their own 

professional, educational, and personal experiences specific to their roles as African American 

elementary teachers in a Midwest state. 

In a phenomenological study (Creswell, 2013) it was important for participants to all 

have experienced the phenomenon being explored.  Therefore I selected six individuals to inform 

my understanding of the research question and phenomenon.  This purposeful sampling was 

done by using a set criteria before contacting possible participants.  The selection of my 

participants was based on three criteria: elementary teachers who identify as African American, 

teachers from one specific Midwest state, and teachers with three or more years of teaching 

experience.  Although I used those three criteria as commonalities, I aimed to find participants 

from a variety of school districts around the state and I was successful in gaining consent from 

teachers in a variety of school districts across the state. 

As appropriate to phenomenological studies, the primary source of data collection 

consisted of semi-structure face to face interviews.  Although this study did not mirror each step 

proposed by Seidman (2013), he acknowledged that researchers will have various reasons for 

choosing alternatives to the structure he recommends.  These individual interviews allowed me 

to gain a deeper understanding of a human phenomenon along with developing “a conversational 

relation” with the participant “about the meaning of the experience” (van Manen, 1990, p. 66). 

Each of the six participants was involved in a phone conversation with me prior to our 

face to face interview.  This allowed me to gain trust and explain the nature of the study and 
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explain the informed consent process.  The participants were told of the time commitment and 

each of them elected to combine the two face to face interviews.  Interviews ranging from 60-90 

minutes proved to be an adequate amount of time for me to gather sufficient data.  Following our 

semi-structured interviews, the recordings were transcribed and then sent to each participant for a 

member check.   

Along with the transcriptions, a final reflection question was sent to them via email for 

them to add any final thoughts about their lived experiences.  In addition to the interview 

transcriptions and written reflection, I wrote corresponding field notes and observations prior to 

and immediately following each interview to add details of any expression and non-verbal cues 

that I recognized.  Finally I recorded my thoughts in a reflective journal that supported as 

evidence of my thought process during the course of my interviews. 

Chapter Four presented the participant profiles of each of the six participants who 

provided informed consent to be part of this study.  All six participants in this study identified as 

African American, whose ages ranged from twenties to sixties. Five of the participants were 

female and one participant was male.   All of them were currently teaching in an elementary 

school in the state of Iowa. The least experienced teacher had four years of teaching experience, 

while the participant with the most longevity had been teaching for thirty years.  Each of these 

men and women had a four-year degree and standard teaching license in the state of Iowa. Three 

of the participants were born and raised in the state of Iowa while three participants were born 

and raised in other states.  Each of the participants were described in regards to their personal 

background and professional background. 

Chapter Five provided findings from this phenomenological research study were achieved 

through phenomenological data analysis (Moustakas, 1994; Fraenkel & Wallen, 2006).  It was 
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important for me to come to the transcripts with an open mind instead of attempting to match a 

hypothesis to the text.  During the first phase, horizontalization (Moustakas, 1994), it was 

important that I spend time with the data to understand how the individuals were experiencing the 

phenomenon of being an African American elementary teacher in a Midwest state. I did identify 

significant statements treating each of them with equal worth, followed by a review of those 

significant statements and grouping them into “meaning units” or themes (Moustakas, 1994).  I 

acknowledge during this stage of the process, I was exercising judgment about what was important. 

As a result of the data analysis, five themes emerged that answered the central research question: 

How do African American elementary teachers make meaning of their lived experiences?  

After coding and analyzing the transcripts of the interviews to determine the essence of the 

lived experiences of the six participants, five overarching themes emerged, each with multiple sub-

themes were presented in Table 5.1: 

Theme 1: Mentors have a Positive Impact on Participants and their Students 

 Mentorship from Family 

 Mentorship from Professional Colleagues 

 Mentorship for Students 

Theme 2: Building Positive Relationships with Various Stakeholders Influences 

Student Success 

 Relationships with Students 

 Relationships with Parents 

 Relationships with Colleagues 

Theme 3: Culture is more than Skin Color 

 Cultural Differences with Students 
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 Cultural Differences with Parents 

 Cultural Differences with Colleagues 

Theme 4: Meeting High Expectations of Self and Others Creates Challenges 

 Expectations of Self 

 Expectations of Students 

 Expectations of Parents 

 Expectations of Colleagues 

Theme 5: Motivation for Continuing in Education is Crucial 

 Rationale for Staying in the Education Profession 

 Alternative Careers and Locations 

In Chapter 5, the final phase of data analysis, I intended capture the “essence” of the 

participants’ experiences with thick rich description.  Thematic analysis provided a way for me 

to show how the participants constructed and made meaning of the phenomenon and by 

recognizing and identifying the patterns that emerged within the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

Making sense of the data occurred during this interpretation phase, which involved moving 

beyond the codes and themes to the larger meaning of the data (Lincoln & Guba (1985). I 

combined the textural and structural descriptions using verbatim examples while reflecting on 

the context in which the phenomenon was experienced (Creswell, 2013). 

Summary Response to Research Question 

 The central research question guiding this qualitative phenomenology is: How do African 

American elementary teachers make meaning of their lived experiences? Additional sub 

questions were asked in regards to demographic differences, achievement gap, cultural 

mismatch, culturally responsive teaching, and recruitment and retention.  Five broad themes 
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emerged, each with multiple sub-themes emerged from the data analysis, which provided a better 

understanding of the participants’ experiences.  Each theme, as a response to the research 

question is summarized below. 

Theme 1: Mentors have a Positive Impact on Participants and their Students: As 

participants shared about their family history, personal background, and professional 

background they talked about mentors playing a role in their success as people and 

educators. Some of the participants talked about their family members modeling the 

importance of education and demonstrating the hard work it takes to be successful in a 

tough world.  Participants talked about mentors who were professional colleagues and 

encouraged them to take chances and be the best teachers they could be.  Several of the 

participants acknowledged that their mentors growing up helped them to be mentors for 

their students, specifically their students of color.  Two of the participants noted they 

didn’t realize the impact their skin color would have on their ability to be role models and 

mentors for their minority students. 

Theme 2: Building Positive Relationships with Various Stakeholders Influences Student 

Success: Participants were prompted with a question about a successful time in their 

career and each of the six participants focused on a relationship built with a student or 

family member of that student.  They focused on the connections they built with those 

individuals to create a meaningful educational experience for that specific child.  Each 

situation began with some adversity and the relationship that was cultivated over time led 

to a strong bond between the teacher and the student.  As participants reflected, their 

emotions were evident as those memories were part of them forever.  This question also 
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led to some of the participants focusing on their relationships with colleagues and the 

challenges they endured in being a token minority teacher. 

Theme 3: Culture is more than Skin Color: Participant were asked if they believed that 

race was important for a teacher to be successful with students, specifically with students 

of color.  Most of the participants felt it was important, but they also acknowledged that 

culture is more than skin color.  They talked about cultural differences between them and 

their students, parents, and colleagues.  They all commented that they also have to work 

hard to connect with students from different backgrounds regardless of their minority 

status.  Several participants recalled times they were called a racist due to parents not 

agreeing with their teaching and management strategies.  Finally, they talked about the 

differences in culture among colleagues and how that led to uncomfortable conversations 

about working with the same students. 

Theme 4: Meeting High Expectations of Self and Others Creates Challenges: Participants 

noted different types of expectations that have been a part of their lived experience.  They 

were prompted with the question about advantages and barriers they face as an African 

American elementary teacher in the state of Iowa.  They described the expectations they 

set for themselves along with expectations they feel from parents and colleagues.  They 

also discussed expectations they have for all students, specifically students of color and 

how that plays a role in decreasing the achievement gap.   

Theme 5: Motivation for Continuing in Education is Crucial: Participants were asked if 

they plan to stay in the education field and what reasons have caused them to think about 

changing careers.  Participants noted the increased accountability measures, collective 

bargaining concerns for state employees, and the lack of diversity of students and staff.  
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Some of them also noted the possibility of leaving the classroom to another position in 

education to make a broader impact on students and staff.  Two of the participants 

mentioned they want to stay in education but may leave Iowa to seek a more racially 

diverse area to live and work. 

Discussion of Themes with Prior Literature 

 The literature review in Chapter Two highlighted the historical context, achievement gap 

statistics, cultural differences between teachers and students, culturally relevant teaching 

strategies and recruitment and retention efforts. The following section reflects how each of the 

five broader themes along with the sub-themes support, extend, or conflict with prior literature. 

By sharing their insights and details of their lived experiences, each of the participants bring a 

different perspective which contributes to the ongoing discussion in regards to minority teachers.   

 Theme 1: Mentors have a Positive Impact on Participants and their Students.  As 

participants talked about their early childhood and personal background, five of them 

commented on their parents valuing education.  That was despite most of their parents not having 

a formal education of their own.  The research on resiliency done by Polidore (2004) found that 

education being valued as important was an important theme when studying resilience of African 

American teachers.  Early mentorship by family was noted as a reason that these participants 

went into a field where they could mentor others. 

As the participants expressed gratitude toward their own mentors, they described using 

those same characteristics to help mentor their own students.  Some of them explained that it was 

easier for them to act as mentors with students of color because they had some similar 

backgrounds and life experiences. The idea of “cultural synchronicity” which holds that minority 

students benefit from being taught by minority teachers, because minority teachers are likely to 
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have “insider knowledge” due to similar life experiences and cultural backgrounds would 

reinforce this message with African American teachers connecting on a different level with their 

students that had similarities to them. The assumption is that synchronicity is a valuable resource 

in teaching and learning (Irvine, 1990; Villegas & Irvine, 2010; Achinstein & Aguirre, 2008). 

Theme 2: Building Positive Relationships with Various Stakeholders Influences  

Student Success. The participants spoke directly about their ability to connect and build 

relationships differently with minority students. Research supports this idea including research 

conducted by Dee (2004) who found significant positive effects on test score outcomes for Black 

students who were assigned to Black teachers and for White students who were assigned to 

White teachers. Human beings foster social connections with others as a fundamental, intrinsic 

social motivation and children who thrive typically cultivate positive relationships with parents, 

peers, and teachers (Lieberman, 2013; Wentzel, 2002).  

Some participants described their ability to get on the same level as some of their 

students through specific vocabulary, attire, and actions such as dancing which helped build 

those positive relationships.  Numerous basic social psychological texts underscore some version 

of the basic message that “likeness begets liking” (Myers, 2015, p. 330). Similarity along various 

dimensions (style of dress, background, interests, personality traits, hobbies, attitudes, etc.) 

connects to a wide array of relationship-related outcomes (such as attraction, liking, compliance, 

and prosocial behavior) in scores of studies (Cialdini, 2009; Montoya, Horton, & Kirchner, 

2008).  In other words, as an individual interacts with similar others, they reap positive 

reinforcement in the form of validation.  

The participants noted several situations they had encountered with colleagues not being 

respectful of other cultures. Nieto and Bode (2012) explain that many minority teachers deal 
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with colleagues on a regular basis that make generalizations and disrespectful comments about 

different cultures.  This led to uncomfortable situations which caused a sense of isolation for the 

participants in the workplace.  

Theme 3: Culture is more than Skin Color. As earlier stated cultural mismatch is not 

just about White teachers working with black students.  It can also be African American teachers 

working with White students or other cultures.  Each of the participants commented that 

colleagues sometimes assume they will know how to work with a student from Africa or another 

culture other than their own.  Research suggests that all teachers regardless of their skin color 

and a teacher’s identity from a non-White ethnic group or background does not guarantee that he 

or she will be effective with students from diverse background (Nieto & Bode, 2012). 

Gay (2010) explained that researchers who are concerned with the disparities in academic 

achievement between mainstream students and students who are marginalized in schools and 

society have done research and generated teaching implications for the cultural difference theory. 

Educators and social justice advocates who are trying to improve academic achievement of 

students from diverse racial, ethnic, cultural, linguistic, and social-class groups now have a sense 

of hope for ways to enhance learning for all.  The participants clearly communicated that culture 

is much more than skin color and they also needed support when working with a variety of 

cultures. 

 Theme 4: Meeting High Expectations of Self and Others Creates Challenges. As a 

result, we believe that what has become known as the achievement gap can also appropriately be 

called the resource gap, the opportunity gap, or the expectations gap because student 

achievement does not come out of the blue but is influenced by many other factors—that is, 

student achievement is related directly to the conditions and contexts in which students learn 
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(Nieto & Bode, 2012).  Participants expressed that the achievement gap was more than color and 

it was about having high expectations and creating more opportunity and access for all students, 

specifically minority students.  Participants also noted that many of their students of color did not 

have the same home support as their White students based on a variety of factors.  Critics have 

pointed out that the two major causes of the “achievement gap” are sociocultural and school-

related factors. Sociocultural factors include poverty, ethnicity, low level of parental education, 

weak family-support systems, and students’ reactions to discrimination and stereotyping.  

Several of the participants explained that some of the concerns they witnessed with lower 

expectations of minority students by their White colleagues.  Steele and Aronson (1995) 

explained stereotype threat as a social-psychological predicament that can arise from widely 

known negative stereotypes about one’s group.  Studies have shown African American students 

experiencing interference of their intellectual ability on standardized tests in response to this self-

evaluative threat (Steele & Aronson, 1995). Finally, participants discussed added pressure by 

colleagues and administrators when they were the only minority staff members.  Performance 

pressures, boundary heightening, and role entrapment were three areas that were outlined in 

Kanter’s (1977) original landmark study on tokenism in the workplace.  As schools across the 

nation focus on increasing racial diversity among teaching staffs, school administrators must be 

aware of the negative pitfalls of being a token employee as it relates to education.  

Theme 5: Motivation for Continuing in Education is Crucial.  Each of the six 

participants commented on their preference to work in schools with more diverse populations.  

Research data shows that minority teachers are two to three times more likely than white 

teachers to work in such hard-to-staff schools serving high-poverty, high-minority, and urban 

communities (Ingersoll, Merrill, & Stuckey, 2014). However, despite the success of hiring 
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minority teachers for hard-to-staff schools, data show that high-poverty, high-minority, urban, 

and rural schools have the highest rates of turnover.  

All of the participants discussed their love of the students and that is the biggest reason 

they have stayed in the field of education. However, each of them mentioned they thought about 

the possibility of changing careers at one time or another. According to national data the most 

prominent set of factors behind both moving and leaving, according to teachers, was a desire to 

obtain a different job or career, or dissatisfaction with some aspect of their teaching job. Fifty-

eight percent of White teachers reported that dissatisfaction with some aspect of their school was 

behind their move to a teaching job elsewhere; this was true for 64% of minority teachers. While 

33% of minority teachers who left teaching indicated retirement was a major reason, 35% 

reported a major reason was dissatisfaction and 35% said it was due to desire for a better job 

(Ingersoll & May, 2011a).  Of the six participants in this study, only 33% of the sample 

mentioned they might leave their current position due to lack of diversity among teaching staff.  

Implications of the Study 

 This study adds to the limited available literature with the unique perspective of minority 

teachers in the Midwest.  While there are numerous studies focused on national statistics and 

assessment scores, few studies give voice to the practitioners in the classroom.  This study’s 

findings have particular implications for educational policymakers, school leaders, staff, 

students, and community members across this state and country.  

One implication of the tremendous diversity described by the participants in the schools 

is that all teachers, regardless of their own identities and experiences, need to be prepared to 

teach effectively students of all backgrounds.  The findings provide information that 
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demonstrated some of our teachers of color don’t have the necessary tools to adequately work 

with students of varying backgrounds.  

Multicultural education has received more attention and focuses more on the curriculum 

and what is taught. On the other hand culturally responsive pedagogy focuses more on the 

pedagogy and is more concerned with issues of sensibility and style.  Proponents of multicultural 

education suggest that teacher training may need to consider ways to educate preservice teachers 

in what were previously called unteachable qualities such as solidarity, empathy, and compassion 

to influence high academic achievement (Bode, 2005).  

Another implication in this study is the training necessary for all staff to work with adults 

of varying background.  Many state and local educational agencies have spent time and money 

on training staff on working with students of varying backgrounds. However, this study 

demonstrates the need for professional development in regards to working with colleagues and 

family members of students to ensure clear and effective communication. 

Recommendations for Practice 

 This qualitative, phenomenological study (Creswell, 2013) focused on African American 

elementary teachers.  Detailed findings and discussion about their lived experiences supports the 

following recommendations for educational policymakers, school leaders, teachers, and 

community members.  The following recommendations of recruitment, professional 

development, and retention for minority teachers are described: 

 Recruitment. Human resources departments, school leaders, state legislators need to 

work closely with community members and colleges to develop a pipeline for minority students 

to go into the field of education. This would require a comprehensive approach and would 

involve a number of agencies, however, it would create a system of access for a marginalized 
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group.  This long-term shift would increase visibility for minority role models along with the 

hope of economic prosperity for a historically disadvantaged group of people. Ladson-Billings 

(1995) points out that minority students in the nation’s schools increasingly lack minority adult 

role models, lack contact with teachers who understand their racial and cultural background, and 

often lack access to qualified teachers of any background, because white teachers avoid schools 

with large percentages of minorities. The more consistent that home and school cultures are, the 

reasoning goes, the more successful students will be. 

Professional Development. School leaders, curriculum directors, and policy makers 

must put an emphasis on the social-emotional curriculum.  The Common Core standards have 

been designed to provide a rigorous curriculum that will enable students to be college and career 

ready.  However, teachers must have time to provide the necessary skills of caring, empathy, and 

many other attributes that students need to be successful in a global society.  

Committed and caring teachers working with students of color has shown significant 

benefits. Additional traits of successful school models for students of color have been a 

demanding curriculum and a strong social support system that values and promotes academic 

achievement. Research underscores that a rigorous curriculum is not enough. The role of 

significant people in students’ lives who communicated their value of academic success and 

effort were evident in successful programs (Zurawsky, 2004).  

Retention. Resiliency is a critical element in helping teachers to meet the challenges of 

the classroom and helping to retain them in the field of education. Data show that hard-to-staff 

schools are more likely to employ minority teachers and often have less desirable organizational 

conditions when compared to low-poverty, low-minority, and suburban schools.  Teachers 

employed in high-poverty public schools reported the school having serious student discipline 
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problems, textbooks and classroom supplies were inadequate, very low levels of classroom 

autonomy (Ingersoll & May, 2011a). State and local agencies must consider these alarming 

statistics and ensure that each of their schools provide equal access to their students and staff 

members regardless of income of students. 

School leaders must also work closely with minority teachers in their schools to make 

sure they feel the same support as others around them.  Stories of performance pressures, 

boundary heightening, and role entrapment have been noted in the research.  It is imperative that 

administrators are aware of isolation that can be created with token employees.  The diversity of 

a teaching staff cannot be ignored with staff members having the ability to celebrate their 

cultural differences instead of hiding from them.  

Recommendations for Further Research 

 As stated earlier, there are numerous studies focused on the achievement gap and the lack 

of minority educators across the nation. Few studies have given voice to the minority educators 

in the classroom to better understand their lived experiences personally and professionally.  I see 

an opportunity for future research that would add to available literature, which may impact the 

increasing gap between minority teachers and their White colleagues. This in turn could begin to 

reduce the statistics surrounding the achievement gap for many of our disadvantaged students. 

 Recommendation 1. Replicate this study with participants who teach at the secondary 

level. This study was focused on the elementary setting and I recommend noting similarities and 

differences with African American teachers at the secondary level. 

 Recommendation 2. Conduct this study in another region of the country.  Iowa was the 

chosen state for convenience and background knowledge of the researcher.  Findings from 
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African American teachers in another part of the country could provide another layer of 

information. 

 Recommendation 3. Repeat this study with participants from another racial background.  

It is recommended that the minority group that is studied would be a sub group that has also seen 

discrepancies in achievement gap data.  African American participants were chosen for this study 

due to researcher positionality along with the growing body of research that focuses on that 

particular subgroup. 

 Recommendation 4. Replicate this study with African American students who have 

participated in classrooms with African American teachers.  This study focused on a teacher’s 

perspective and it is recommended to gain perspective from the voices of students. 

Conclusion 

 Teachers are faced with extreme challenges in today’s classroom with student discipline, 

inadequate funding, and ongoing accountability pressures. The six participants in this study 

demonstrated their passion for serving disadvantaged students in Iowa schools. The five women 

and one man were dedicated educators who saw their purpose was to be more than just a teacher. 

They saw themselves as mentors, coaches, collaborators, and representatives for other minorities.  

The candid conversation and emotional responses during our brief time together represented 

more than a research study.  The stories of these six individuals represent optimism for our youth 

regardless of skin color and background.  These people believe in the humanistic commitment 

that is necessary for our nation to survive.  

Final Reflection 

 As a young child growing up on government assistance in a small Midwest town with a 

single mother, my greatest hope was to someday live a comfortable life that would make my 
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mother proud of the sacrifices she made for me.  As I grew older and saw the benefits of 

education, I began to see the doors that were quickly opened as I furthered my career.  School 

was always a safe haven for me, and my self-worth has always been connected to the classroom 

and my success as a student. 

My doctoral journey began with a hope that I might someday prove to myself that I could 

have the highest degree in education.  I anticipated tough courses and knew I could do the 

necessary work to complete the tasks, but never understood the rigor and emotion that would 

come with the research.  I approached this research with an open mind hoping to fulfill a 

responsibility to myself and the field of education.  I was unsure about my ability to find willing 

participants, but I feel fortunate that I found six unique individuals who were willing to let me 

into their lives for a brief period of time.  This doctoral journey along with the dissertation 

process has taught me about the grueling task of being a researcher. However, it has taught me 

more about myself than I could have ever imagined.  This is not just about degrees and titles, but 

more about making the world a better place and fulfilling our destiny to do so.   

 It is our duty as educators to not be silent and continue to challenge the institutional 

discrimination that exists in our schools. These are crucial conversations that will take time but 

need to occur for us to provide an equitable education for all students.  I believe that diversifying 

our teaching force in Iowa and across the nation is a necessary step to break down barriers with 

students and families.  The challenge will be for the dominant culture to allow that to happen.  I 

conclude this study with optimism for the future and I am an example of what education can do 

for every kid out there. 
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APPENDIX A 

SAMPLE E-MAIL FOR SOLICITING PARTICIPANTS THROUGH THIRD PARTIES 

Dear     , 

I am conducting a dissertation studying the experiences of African American elementary 

teachers. I am e-mailing you because of your connection to the educational community and your 

possible knowledge of a potential participant for this study.  I would like to request your help in 

recruiting potential participants. If you know of any elementary teachers who meet the following 

criteria, would you share the topic of my study with them and ask if they would be interested in 

participating? 

Criterion for the participants include: 

1. African American male or female 

2. Elementary teacher in Iowa 

3. Taught for three or more years 

 

If you do identify people and they show interest, please send me their names and contact 

information, including e-mail address and phone number. 

Thank you in advance for your help, and please contact me if you have questions or need 

additional details. 

 

Sincerely, 

Graham Jones 

Doctoral Student 

Drake University 

Graham.jones@drake.edu 

515-447-3793 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:Graham.jones@drake.edu
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APPENDIX B 

RECRUITMENT EMAIL 

Dear (insert name), 

My name is Graham Jones and I am a doctoral student in Educational Leadership at Drake 

University.  I have completed my coursework and am in the process of planning my dissertation, 

entitled: A Phenomenological Study of African American Elementary Teachers. For this study, I 

will conduct a qualitative investigation of the lived experiences of African American elementary 

teachers in a Midwestern state.  I am interested in the personal and professional backgrounds of 

these teachers who represent a group of professional educators who are underrepresented across 

the nation. While research exists on minority educators, it focuses on quantitative data and lacks 

the voices of minority educators in the field.   

 

In collecting data for this project, I will interview five to six African American elementary 

teachers in the same Midwestern state. Since you currently serve in this capacity, I would like to 

invite you to participate in this study.  Your participation would last approximately two weeks. 

During that time, I would schedule two interviews with the first interview lasting a maximum of 

30 minutes and the second interview a maximum of 60 minutes. After the interviews, I will send 

you a copy of the transcripts from the previous interviews and I will ask one follow up reflection 

question that can be sent electronically.  

 

My experience as an African American educator who has served as an elementary teacher and an 

elementary school principal makes this topic especially interesting to me.  I would greatly 

appreciate your participation in this study. While participating will require some of your time, I 

believe this research collected from the interviews and reflection will provide valuable 

information for other teachers and administrators in the field of education. 

 

Please know that your participation in this study is voluntary and you may withdraw at any time. 

Further, if any questions make you uncomfortable or you wish not to answer, you will not be 

required to do so.  If you are interested in participating, please contact me via email at 

graham.jones@drake.edu or my cell phone (515) 477-3793. 

 

Thank you for your time. 

 

 

Sincerely, 

Graham Jones 

Doctoral Candidate 

Drake University 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:graham.jones@drake.edu
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APPENDIX C 

 

INFORMED CONSENT DOCUMENT 

 

Title of Study: A Phenomenological Study of African American Elementary Teachers 

Investigators: Graham Jones, Drake Doctoral Student 

This is a research study. Please take your time in deciding if you would like to participate. Please 

feel free to ask questions at any time. 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study is to examine how African American elementary teachers make 

meaning of their professional experience. This study will describe these experiences through a 

constructivist perspective highlighting areas that help the audience understand the view of 

education through the eyes of educators who are underrepresented in our nation. You are being 

invited to participate in this study because you are an African American elementary teacher in 

the state of Iowa and have taught for three or more years.   

Procedures  

As a participant in this interview and reflection response, you will be asked as series of questions 

related to your experience as an African American elementary teacher. The procedures for this 

three-step interview process are: 

1) The first interview will be an opportunity to introduce myself as the researcher, obtain 

consent, explain the purpose of the study and put the participants’ experience in context 

by asking them as much as possible about him or herself and their past lives up until they 

became elementary teachers through a semi-formal interview format. This interview will 

last approximately 30 minutes in length to respect the time of the individual.  

 

2) The second interview will be a general interview protocol outlining a set of questions to 

explore your present lived experience as an African American elementary teacher in a 

Midwestern state. This interview will last 60 minutes in length to respect your time.  

 

3) The third step of the interview process will allow for the participants to “member check” 

the transcriptions from the first two interviews along with reflecting on the meaning of 

their experience as an African American elementary teacher in a Midwestern state.  

Participants will be allowed to respond to a reflection question via email to the 

researcher.   

You may skip any questions that you do not wish to answer or make you feel uncomfortable. The 

interviews will be audio recorded and then transcribed, with tapes to be erased following the 

transcription (no more than 60 days after the final interview). In order to protect your anonymity, 

a pseudonym will be used throughout the interview process.  
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The information gained from the three-step interview process will be used to report the findings 

of my study. The total duration of this project should be approximately 120 minutes over the 

course of three interviews. If you should need to contact me at any point during the research 

study, please do not hesitate to contact me at (515) 447-3793 or via e-mail at 

graham.jones@drake.edu 

Risks 

There are minimal foreseeable risks at this time from participating in this study. Information of a 

personal or professional nature may be sought by the researcher, but you may opt out of 

questions at any time. If you are negatively impacted at any time during or after this study, 

please contact Dr. Sally Beisser at sally.beisser@drake.edu or Drake IRB at irb@drake.edu or 

515-271-3472. 

Benefits 

A potential participant benefit includes the opportunity for you to reflect upon your own 

experience as an African American teacher in a Midwestern state. Your contribution as a 

participant in this study will also benefit other individuals who seek to understand the 

phenomenon of being an African American elementary teacher which is considered an 

underrepresented class of educational professionals.  

Compensation 

You will not have any costs from participating in this study. You will not be compensated for 

participating in this study. 

Participant Rights 

Your participation in this study is completely voluntary and you may refuse to participate or 

leave the study at any time. If you decide to not participate in the study or leave the study early, 

it will not result in any penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. You may 

skip any interview or reflection questions that you do not wish to answer. 

 

Confidentiality 

Records identifying participants will be kept confidential to the extent permitted by applicable 

laws and regulations and will not be made publicly available. However, federal government 

regulatory agencies, auditing departments of Drake University, and the Institutional Review 

Board (a committee that reviews and approves human subject research studies) may inspect 

and/or copy your records for quality assurance and data analysis. These records may contain 

private information.  

To ensure confidentiality to the extent permitted by law, the following measures will be taken: 

The researcher is the only person who will know the identities of the participants, whose names 

will be replaced by a pseudonyms. After the interviews have been transcribed the interviews will 

be deleted from the audio tape. Throughout the study, data will be kept on a computer, in the 

locked home of the researcher. All potential identifiers will be removed in the final dissertation. 

mailto:graham.jones@drake.edu
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In the data analysis process, the findings (for your data only) will be sent to you via email. If you 

feel that potential identifiers are present, they will be deleted. If the results are published, your 

identity will remain confidential. 

 

Contacts and Questions 

You are encouraged to ask questions at any time during this study.   

 For further information about the study contact investigator Graham Jones at 

graham.jones@drake.edu or (515) 447-3793. You may also contact my dissertation 

advisor Dr. Sally Beisser at sally.beisser@drake.edu 

 If you have any questions about the rights of research subjects or research-related injury, 

please contact the IRB Administrator, (515) 271-3472, irb@drake.edu. 

 

You may keep a copy of this form for your records 

****************************************************************************** 

Statement of Consent: 

Your signature indicates that you voluntarily agree to participate in this study, that the study has 

been explained to you, that you have been given the time to read the document, and that your 

questions have been satisfactorily answered. You may keep a copy of this form for your records. 

Even after signing this form, please know that you may withdraw from the study at any time. 

I consent to participate in the study and agree to all terms listed above. 

Participant’s Name (printed)               

             

(Participant’s Signature)      (Date)  

Investigator Statement:  

I certify that the participant has been given adequate time to read and learn about the study and 

all of their questions have been answered. It is my opinion that the participant understands the 

purpose, risks, benefits and the procedures that will be followed in this study and has voluntarily 

agreed to participate.  

 

             

(Investigator Signature)     (Date)  

 

 

mailto:graham.jones@drake.edu
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APPENDIX D 

INTERVIEWER SCRIPTS AND QUESTIONS  

Semi Structured Background Information Interview 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this study about African American elementary teachers 

and thank you for talking with me today. The purpose of this first interview is for me to get to 

know you and to learn about your personal background, educational experiences and current 

teaching position. This interview will take approximately 30 minutes and please remember that 

you can stop the interview and withdraw from the study at any time. Do you have questions 

before we begin? 

 

Semi Structured Interview Regarding the Lived Experiences of the Participant 

Thank you for meeting with me again. It’s good to see you. This interview will last 

approximately 60 minutes. Do you have questions before we begin? 

 

Member Check and Written Reflection 

Thank you for your time during this study.  I am attaching the transcripts from our previous 

interviews.  Please review them and let me know if there should be any additions or deletions. I 

am also asking one final question that you can respond to at your convenience through e-mail. 

You may send to my e-mail graham.jones@drake.edu. 

 

Interview One: Semi Structured Background Information Interview 

 

1. Please begin by telling me about your personal background and family history. 

2. What previous experiences led you to your current position? 

3. How long have you been in your current position? 

4. Could you please describe your current school and district? 

5. Would you please describe reasons why you chose to be an elementary teacher? 

 

Interview Two: Semi Structured Interview Regarding the Lived Experiences of the 

Participant 

 

Demographic Differences 

6. Please describe your own educational experiences growing up? 

7. Did you have any teachers that were African American?  

8. Describe the teachers who you connected the most with?  

9. Do you consider yourself to be a representative for other racial minorities in education? 

Why or why not? 

10. Do you believe you have had specific opportunities that other African Americans have 

not? Why or why not? 

Achievement Gap 

11. Explain what achievement gap means to you? 

12. Have you witnessed an achievement gap among your students? Explain? 

13. Do you teach your minority students differently? If so, how? 
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Cultural Mismatch 

14. Is a teacher’s race important to teaching and educating minority students? 

15. Does the make-up of the current teaching force at your school impact minority students? 

If so, how? 

16. What are some advantages you have as an African American teacher? 

17. What are some barriers you face as an African American teacher? 

18. In what way does your minority status help you connect with your students? 

19. What are some specific moments that stand out to you that have been particularly 

successful in your teaching career?  

20. What are some specific moments that stand out to you that have been particularly 

challenging in your teaching career? 

Culturally Responsive Teaching 

21. Do you feel that you can connect on a different level with minority students when 

compared to your White colleagues? 

22. Have you faced challenges working with students from a different background than your 

own? If so, how? 

23. What professional characteristics do you have that help you meet the challenges in the 

classroom? 

24. What personal characteristics do you have that help you meet the challenges in the 

classroom? 

Recruitment and Retention 

25. Describe the hiring process for your current position? 

26. Have you ever thought about leaving the education profession? Why? 

Closing 

27. Is there anything else you would like to share that would help me understand your 

experience? 

 

 

Interview Three: Written Reflection 

 

1. As part of the research study, I am asking you to complete a written reflection of any 

additional thoughts and feelings you have about your experiences as an African American 

elementary teacher.  The purpose of this final task is to allow you to reflect upon the 

focus of this study and what your experience has meant to you.  Please take this 

opportunity to expand on any of your responses from the interview or add new anecdotes 

that were not captured during our time together.  

 

 

 

 

 


