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ABSTRACT 

 

ñTHEY GET DIVERSITYò: 

TEACHER PREPARATION FOR K-12 STUDENT DIVERSITY IN THE HISPANIC 

SERVING INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT 

 

Tara Eve Gerst 

 

The dearth of K-12 teachers of color remains a resounding issue of equity and social 

justice. Given that more potential candidates of color are enrolling in Minority Serving 

Institutions (MSIs) to avoid the negative experiences at Predominantly White Institutions (PWIs) 

that discourage them from entering the field, this qualitative study explored teacher preparation 

at two 4-year public Hispanic Serving Institutions (HSIs). The goal was to better understand: (a) 

how HSIs work against the barriers that have historically excluded teachers of color, (b) how 

teacher educators at HSIs respond to the diversity of college student abilities and prior academic 

experiences, and (c) how teacher educators at HSIs conceptualized and taught about the 

increasing racial, ethnic, and ability diversity of todayôs K-12 students. 

Drawing on data at the individual, classroom, institutional, state, and federal levels, this 

study both centered the voices of teacher educators and college students of color and analyzed 

their narratives in relation to larger systems of power and privilege. From this analysis, two 

broader questions emerged. First, what does it mean to serve historically marginalized students 

who wish to be teachers? The study demonstrated that even institutional contexts that work to be 

welcoming spaces for college students of color contend with the historical legacies of whiteness 



 

 

and ability as property in teacher education, as the majority of graduated teachers across both 

racially diverse schools were white. 

Second, is there something to ñgetò when it comes to diversity in teacher education, and 

how do we know that students ñgetò it? As teacher educators of color complicated essentialist 

narratives of urban schools, teachers of color, students of color, and students with disabilities, 

tensions emerged around the impact K-12 teachers and schools have on society, dilemmas when 

college studentsô needs clashed with their future K-12 studentsô needs, and pedagogically sound 

ways to respond to understandings of diversity that work against equity and social justice. The 

role of care emerged as essential in simultaneously upholding the democratic ideals of schooling 

and productively responding to pathologizing discourses about people of color, moving beyond 

critical critique in teacher education, and (re)prioritizing the humanity of both K-12 and college 

students. 
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Chapter 1 

RESPONDING TO THE CALL FOR MORE TEACHERS OF COLOR  

IN A HISTORICALLY MARGINALIZED SPACE 

ñProfessor, Iôm really nervous about the quiz.ò I was drinking coffee in the lobby of a 

building on campus when I heard the shaking voice on the other side of my laptop. I looked up to 

find Yasmeen1ðan African American woman, a freshman, and an Early Childhood Education 

major in my diversity course at Eastern City University (ECU). A 4-year public institution 

located in the northeastern United States, ECU is a racially diverse Hispanic Serving Institution 

(HSI)ða type of college under the broader category of Minority Serving Institution (MSI). 

During the first week of class, Yasmeen enthusiastically told me about her desire to be a teacher 

because she wanted to make a difference. With only 10 minutes before my next class and the 

quiz a mere 2 hours away, I gave the best advice that I could: ñThe first quiz in any class is 

always a little tricky, since you havenôt been exposed yet to the professorôs testing style. You 

have been coming to class, which is important, and you offer wonderful insight during our class 

discussions. As long as you have kept up with the reading and consulted the study guide, you 

should be in good shape.ò Yasmeen seemed to relax as I packed my bag and headed to class. 

ñAlso, the quiz is only 5% of your final semester grade, so I really donôt want you to worry too 

much about this. The quiz is more for me to check in and see how well I am doing as your 

teacher, rather than how you are doing as a student,ò I said as I headed out the door.  

I was surprised when Yasmeen failed the first quiz. Like many education majors at ECU, 

Yasmeen worked hard to contribute to class discussions, to relate the course material to her own 

experiences, and to ask questions when she did not understand something and when my 

 
1 Names of people and institutions have been changed to protect participant and/or student identities. 
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directions were unclear. Even though the course focused on ñdiversityò in general, she always 

tried to link what we were learning to ways that she could advocate for her future students. For 

example, when we discussed how the medical model legitimizes the exclusion of people with 

disabilities in society, Yasmeen connected this to the deficit thinking engaged by her younger 

brotherôs teachers and how, as a teacher, she would try to do the opposite for her own students. 

Yet, perhaps my surprise was not fully rooted in my prior experiences as a teacher 

educator at ECU. Over the course of the multiple semesters I have taught this class, many 

students have struggled with the quizzes. Students who have received final semester grades of A, 

C, and F have similarly received low grades on the quizzes I write. I have wrestled with the idea 

of whether I should even be giving the quizzes and have wondered what exactly I am assessing. 

This wonder is complicated by students who receive Aôs on the quizzes, even when they have 

regurgitated the exact words of the PowerPoint slides I display in class and those words happen 

to answer the assessment question correctly. 

As I returned the quizzes in class, Yasmeen was visibly upset and asked if we could talk 

in that moment. I gently told her that I could not talk individually with her while I was teaching 

the whole class, but I would be happy to speak with her during office hours. When the period 

was over, she avoided eye contact with me as she packed her things and was the first one out of 

the room. I wrote her an email that evening to see how she was feeling and emphasized that I 

would be more than happy to speak with her. 

She never responded. She also did not attend/attempt the next two quizzes. Additionally, 

testing was not the only area in which Yasmeen struggled. Her homework was often late and 

reflected only a partial understanding of the reading. Her discussion board posts were incomplete 

and did not address all the questions. Overall, her writing was difficult to follow, had multiple 
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spelling and grammar errors, and often engaged in stereotypic thinking that seemed to contradict 

the aims I had set for my diversity course. Yet, even through these struggles, Yasmeen discussed 

both in class and in her writing the importance of accepting people for who they are. It would be 

remiss of me to frame that in any way other than being at the core of what it means to be an 

outstanding teacher, despite the seemingly contradictory stances she seemed to engage. For 

example, in one of her discussion board posts, she simultaneously showed substantial empathy 

for transgender people while also suggestingðwithout citing evidence or insight from the 

transgender communityðthat most of them are uneducated about what is in their hormone 

medications.  

Despite meeting one of the aims I set for the course of having a disposition of care and 

concern for others, especially historically marginalized children in school, Yasmeen failed her 

final paper/exam, which was worth 40% of her final semester grade. Even though I felt I 

provided multiple supports to the class for this assignment throughout the semesterðguided 

notes, rough drafts, peer edits, sample papers, reviewing the rubric in class, weekly office 

hoursðYasmeen ultimately failed because she did not understand the prompt and what she was 

even supposed to be writing. Advocating for herself, she emailed me after I returned the paper to 

ask how she could have failed since her assignment was the right number of pages. ñI did not 

know I was doing the assignment wrong,ò she responded to me when I explained how her 

writing was not answering the question the assignment posed.  

The final paper/exam asked students to explore a cultural group different from their own 

using the concepts we learned throughout the semester. I borrowed the prompt from my own 

masterôs degree program that was originally assigned to me by a professor of color2 at a 

 
2 Throughout this workðfollowing W.E.B. DuBois who advocated for writing ñNegroò with a capital N 

(Grant & Grant, 1975)ðBlack is upper-case to signify people of African origin, with a shared history. By contrast, 
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Predominantly white Institution (PwI). Yet, I have similarly wrestled with the idea of what 

exactly this final paper assesses. Learning about African Americans when I did this assignment 

as a new teacher was necessary because, as a white person, I am rarely put in the position of 

needing to navigate a culture different from my own. While being from a historically 

marginalized community may not directly translate to automatically understanding all 

marginalized communities, the majority of my students, including Yasmeen, have been 

navigating a world that does not forefront their identities for their entire lives. Not only has this 

equipped them with certain skills for understanding difference, but it has also necessitated their 

learning about themselves in relation to others. It is no wonder, then, that Yasmeen scored 

significantly higher on the cultural autobiography assignment. Also borrowed from my 

previously mentioned professor, this assignment asked students to explore the intersections of 

their own identities using concepts from the class. This assignment was worth 15% of the 

studentsô final semester grades. Perhaps prioritizing what I needed as a white teacher in 

designing my course has been influencing my studentsô final semester averages as well as what 

they are learning.  

Concerned about her grade, Yasmeen completed an extra credit paper and ultimately 

passed the class with a 60% semester average. I was relieved because I felt Yasmeenôs struggling 

was a stronger reflection of her prior schooling and perhaps my own pedagogical shortcomings 

as a white professor of undergraduate students of color than of something inherently wrong with 

her. Yet, I am not sure her performance indicates progress in a teacher preparation program. 

Yasmeen seems to be facing many barriers. From my experience with her in my course, I feel 

 
ñbrownò and ñcolorò remain lower-case, as these terms describe a range of people with different histories and 

cultures (Crenshaw, 1991). To push against a system that has continued to confer advantages to white people 

(Tatum, 1997/2017), I do not capitalize ñwhite.ò 
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she needs academic support, as well as additional opportunitiesðgrounded in her strengths and 

prior experiencesðto unpack ideas related to diversity and difference.  

Ensuring Yasmeenôs success is especially important as inequitable education access in 

the United States is often attributed to the fact that the teaching force does not reflect the 

increasing racial and ethnic diversity of K-12 students in todayôs urban public schools (Brown, 

2014; Haddix, 2017; Kohli, 2009). This heightened focus on race and ethnicity in both teacher 

recruitment and preparation is supported by the belief that teachers of color are more effective at 

raising overall student achievement and act as positive role models for students of color (Bower-

Phipps et al., 2013; Gist, 2017; Irizarry, 2011; Kendi, 2019; Sleeter, 2001; Waddell, 2014). 

During the Civil Rights Movement, Dr. Martin Luther King advocated for integration in every 

aspect of society except K-12 schools, as he was concerned about how white teachers would 

view Black children and felt Black teachers were more equipped to teach Black children (Kendi, 

2019). Today, teachers of color are ñmore likely to teach in andépersistò (Brown, 2014, p. 332) 

in urban schools, which are currently facing a shortage of high-quality teachers (Howard, 2003; 

Ng, 2003), as many preparation programs across the country, including those at MSIs, have 

faced a sharp decline in enrollment in recent years (Haddix, 2017; Will, 2017).  

Despite the importance of this resounding call, a wealth of research has demonstrated that 

college students of color continue to experience alienation, marginalization, silencing, and 

discrimination within their teacher preparation programs at PwIs (Bower-Phipps et al., 2013; 

Brown, 2014; Cozart, 2009; Gist, 2017; Irizarry, 2011, 2007; Jackson, 2015; Jones et al., 2002; 

Knight, 2002; Pizarro & Kohli, 2018; Sleeter, 2017; Tolbert & Eichelberger, 2016; Waddell, 

2014). In addition to the barriers that students of color experience on the road to becoming 

teachersðsuch as the regimen of standardized testing and racial biases in defining teacher 
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quality (Rogers-Ard et al., 2012)ðthe experiences at PwIs deny students of color access to a 

robust teacher preparation and discourage many from pursuing the profession. This may be why 

Yasmeen chose to attend an MSI, a type of higher education institution that enrolls a high 

percentage of students of color (Conrad, 2015; Flores & Park, 2014, 2013; OôBrien & Zudak, 

1998). Valuing and acknowledging experiences of marginalization, discrimination, and racism, 

MSIs (such as ECU) might be better positioned to meet the needs of students of color (Conrad, 

2015; OôBrien & Zudak, 1998; Raines, 1998). MSIs produce significant numbers of teachers of 

color (Raines, 1998). Almost half of Black3 and Hispanic4 teachers and 12% of Native American 

teachers have earned their bachelorôs degrees in teaching at MSIs (John & Stage, 2014). Still, 

little is known about the preparation of teachers of color in these spaces (Will, 2017) and how 

faculty, students, and programs negotiate barriers for preservice candidates of color. 

At ECU, some education faculty recognize the need for academic support. Specifically, 

they describe the Praxis licensure exam as a significant barrier for many students. Yet, they 

continue to characterize their preservice teachers as ñgetting diversityò and inherently 

understanding urban schools just because they might have attended them. Students have 

similarly characterized themselves as ñused to dealing with a lot of diversity and differences.ò 

Yet, my experience of teaching the diversity course at ECU cautions me against assuming that 

students will automatically know how to translate their experiences as students into equitable 

pedagogical practice as teachers and to enact sociopolitical consciousness, even if they are 

attending an institution of higher education that prioritizes racial diversity and social justice 

and/or have knowledge about culturally relevant education (Jackson & Knight-Manuel, 2018). 

 
3 Unless otherwise specified, Black refers to people who identify as Black and/or African American, 

recognizing that individuals may hold one or both of these identities. 
4 Unless otherwise specified, Hispanic refers to people who identify as Hispanic and/or Latinx, recognizing 

that individuals may hold one or both of these identities. 
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Put differently, Yasmeen will not ñautomatically become [a] culturally responsive teacher 

because [emphasis added] of [her] race, ethnicity, and cultureò (Jackson, 2015, p. 224). Placing 

Yasmeen in an urban school is not a sufficient response to the call for more teachers of color 

(Irizarry, 2007)ðnor will it ensure that her students are receiving a high-quality education 

(Haddix, 2017)ðif she does not receive academic support and/or if she is essentialized, due to 

her race, as having an intuitive sense of social justice pedagogy and, therefore, needing minimal 

support in learning how to teach children of color. Throughout this study, I sought to understand 

the ways in which HSIs, and MSIs more broadly, negotiate discourses of marginalization and 

essentialism that prioritize the placement, rather than the preparation, of teachers of color. 

Specifically, I explored the ways in which two HSIs are serving their students and preparing 

them for teaching in todayôs increasingly (racially) diverse urban schools.  

Background of the Problem 

Even if they are aware of the barriers Yasmeen is experiencing, teacher educators at 

MSIs/HSIs may not have the experiences or resources to support her. Many curricular 

activitiesðespecially those centered around better understanding diversityðare designed to 

support the preparation of a white teacher candidate attending a PwI, which makes sense given 

that the majority (approximately 85%) of teachers in the United States are white women 

(Irizarry, 2011; King & Butler, 2015; Merisotis & McCarthy, 2005; Morrell, 2010; Rogers-Ard 

et al., 2012; Sleeter, 2017). Less than 20% of K-12 teachers are people of color (Gist, 2017; 

Haddix, 2017), and many public schools have no teachers of color (Kohli, 2009). The lack of 

teachers of color is a consequence of a segregationist history that continues to fuel inequitable 

educational access for K-12 students of color and positions teachers of color as less qualified and 

less effective (Bristol & Goings, 2019). Taken together, this has affected the current landscape of 
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how teacher education programs respond to barriers that have excluded candidates of color from 

the profession and address diversity in preparing preservice candidates for urban schools.  

The Emergence of the Call for Teachers of Color 

The dearth of teachers of color is not a recent accident (Gist, 2017; Haddix, 2017). 

Representing a shift in looking at the ñreal-world effectsò of laws, rather than just the language 

of the law (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017), Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka in 1954 sparked 

the Civil Rights Movement by focusing on the racial integration of Black students. Yet, given 

that, in some ways, this movement focused on the integration of bodies, rather on the more 

meaningful integration of resources (Kendi, 2019; Malcolm X & Haley, 1965), this ruling 

(unsurprisingly) had negative implications for how students and teachers of all non-dominant 

racial backgrounds continue to be positioned in relation to white students and teachers. 

Specifically, Brown v. Board ushered in a color-evasive (Annamma et al., 2017) acceptance of 

the de facto segregation that occurred after this ruling. Prior to 1954, African Americans 

remained committed to the development of Black communities as they created their own schools 

and developed their own educators (Rogers-Ard et al., 2012). As all-Black schools were shut 

down to support desegregation efforts, white teachers kept their positions and Black teachers 

were dismissed (Bell, 2004, as cited in Kohli, 2009; Haddix, 2017; Rogers-Ard et al., 2012; 

Siddle-Walker, 2015). This happened even though the Black teachers of segregated schools were 

highly qualified, with many having completed more rigorous training than their white 

counterparts; moreover, they were deeply committed to advocating for their studentsô successes 

both in and out of school (Siddle-Walker, 2000, 2015) and ñwere largely single-minded in the 

way they approached the education of African American childrenò (Roberts, 2010, p. 453). As 

ñrole models, intercessors, óothermothers,ô and philanthropists for their studentsò (p. 453), they 
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ñheld unrelentingly high expectations, introduced socio-political critique, [and] participated and 

lived in the surrounding communityò (p. 453). What followedðand many might argue that this 

continues in todayôs urban schools (Gist, 2017)ðwas the ñerasure of a Black cultural imprint on 

curriculum, pedagogy, and school communityò (Tillman, 2004, as cited in Haddix, 2017, p. 142) 

and a precedent of ñignoring local, indigenous, and community-based knowledge sourcesò 

(Heilig et al., 2014, as cited in Gist, 2017, p. 951). The pushing out of Black teachers sent the 

message that school was not the space for Black knowledge or Black bodies in positions of 

authority (Fairclough, 2007).  

The post-Brown era both changed the educational landscape for Black teachers and saw 

the persistence of inequitable educational access and outcomes for Black students (Siddle-

Walker, 2015). In response, reform efforts in the 1970s and 1980s began to develop programs 

that recognized the growing racial mismatch between white teachers and K-12 students (Rogers-

Ard et al., 2012) and the subsequent need to recruit and retain teachers of color (Ogletree, 2004, 

as cited in Haddix, 2017; Rogers-Ard et al., 2012). While some national and state programs exist 

today to recruit teachers of color (Haddix, 2017; Irizarry, 2007), the majority of initiatives 

continue to recruit candidates at elite PwIs for alternate certification programs (e.g., Teach for 

America) that temporarily place them as solutions to the shortage of high-quality teachers in 

urban schools (Rogers-Ard et al., 2012; Sleeter, 2017). As post-Brown efforts remain committed 

to preserving the status quo of majority white teachers, teachers of color continue to be pushed 

out of urban schools and/or essentialized as ñnecessary role models for K-12 students of color, 

but not as potentially effective pedagoguesò (Brown, 2014, p. 338), even though todayôs K-12 

public schools are still de facto segregated by race and inherently unequal.  
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The K-12 achievement gap has consequences for access to higher education. State test 

scores, however culturally biased, not only act as gatekeepers to college admission; they also 

might indicate areas of academic content that professors at many collegesðincluding MSIsð

will expect students to have mastered. Lower scores on state examsðthat are disproportionately 

earned by students of color (Aud et al., 2010)ðmight indicate insufficient access to learning 

some of this academic content. This might partially explain why Yasmeen was struggling 

academically at ECU. The achievement gap persists in higher education, as the majority of 

university graduates in the United States are still white (Flores & Park, 2014; OôBrien & Zudak, 

1998; Sleeter, 2017), even though more students of color are enrolling in institutions of higher 

education (Conrad, 2015; Flores & Park, 2013; Merisotis & McCarthy, 2005; Raines, 1998). 

Furthermore, alongside a racial wealth gap that is reified within higher education (Kendi, 2019), 

the majority of white students attend PwIs (Renner, 1998, as cited in Jones et al., 2002), while 

approximately 45% of students of color in higher education attend community colleges and 

approximately 40% attend MSIs (Blake, 2017; Carter & Wilson, 1995, as cited in Irizarry, 2007, 

and Jones et al., 2002; Merisotis & McCarthy, 2005).  

This de facto segregation is legitimized by the underperformance of students like 

Yasmeen, even though her ñlackò of academic skills can be traced to a post-Brown context that 

continues to push out the teachers of color who might have more successfully prepared her for 

college at any type of institution. Attributing the achievement gap in K-12 and higher education 

to the individual efforts and merits of students of color, without examining the exclusionary 

context in which they are situated, also supports racist policy decisions, such as recent repeals of 

affirmative action (Irizarry, 2011; Talbert-Johnson & Tillman, 1999), that do little to remedy the 

unwelcoming and hostile environment for students of color at 4-year PwIs. In this inherently 
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unequal post-Brown era that continues to exclude students of color, MSIs are especially 

important as they might be the few higher education spaces that have the potential to graduate 

teachers of color. Put differently, ECU might have been the only higher education option for 

Yasmeen, especially if she attended an under-resourced school. 

ñHighly Qualifiedò Teachers, ñEffective Teachers,ò and Teachers of Color  

The persistence of the post-Brown achievement gap and the continued exclusion of 

teachers of color from the majority of urban school recruitment and policy decisions allow the 

skills in which white teachers more often excel to remain at the center of what it means to be 

highly qualified educators. As No Child Left Behind (2001) ushered in an era of high 

accountability, scores on standardized licensure exams became the predominant measure to 

determine preservice teacher quality (Irizarry, 2007; Rogers-Ard et al., 2012; Sleeter, 2017). 

Even though white preservice candidates tend to score higher (Irizarry, 2011), there is little 

evidence to indicate that these exams can predict teacher effectiveness (Irizarry, 2007, 2011; 

Sleeter, 2017). Measures valued by students and parents of color, such as establishing 

relationships with families and enacting culturally responsive pedagogy, are rarely prioritized in 

definitions of high-quality teaching (Sleeter, 2017), even though they are more effective at 

addressing dropout rates and making school relevant for students in urban schools (Irizarry, 

2011; Rogers-Ard et al., 2012; Siddle-Walker, 2015). 

Furthermore, some states mandate that teacher education programs have a minimum 80% 

passing rate on these exams to stay accredited. As a result, some programs are requiring that 

students pass these exit exams before they enter their programs and start their upper-level 

coursework and field placements (e.g., Bennett et al., 2006; Graham, 2013). Grade point average 

and other indicators that might demonstrate teacher potential cannot be the sole considerations 
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for admission to these teacher education programs (Irizarry, 2007, 2011), which can usher in 

feelings of frustration for historically marginalized students: ñóIt was completely unfair. We had 

to take a test on information we didnôt even learn yetôò (Irizarry, 2011, p. 2823). This policy 

disproportionately affects students of color, who are more likely to score lower or fail these 

exams (Irizarry, 2007, 2011; King & Butler, 2015; Rogers-Ard et al., 2012), given that they are 

often developed from Eurocentric content standards. For example, Californiaôs history exam did 

not have one question about African studies, thereby excluding the knowledge of candidates of 

color who may choose this as a major to learn about a history that might have been excluded 

from their K-12 curriculum (Kohli, 2014). Based on her performance in my course, Yasmeenôs 

chances of passing the test were low. Even if her potential to be an effective teacher could be 

realized with the right supports, she in all likelihood would not be admitted into the program.  

Biased definitions of teacher qualifications affect not only the recruitment but also the 

retention of teachers of color. Once admitted to the teaching profession, preservice candidates 

who excel in pedagogical strategies developed and reinforced by white practitioners are more 

likely to be perceived as effective. For example, many (predominantly white) principals at pay-

for-performance urban charter schools give high ratings to teachers who use strategies from 

Teach Like a Champion (2010) by Doug Lemov (a white man), even though it could be argued 

that these strategies are another reincarnation of the disciplinary methods used to control students 

of color since their inclusion in formal education (Anderson, 1988; Du Bois, 1903; Ogbu, 2011). 

As teachers of color are more likely to question (white) principalsô commitments to antiracist 

education (Carr & Klassen, 1997), they might be less likely to engage in these practices 

encouraged by their schoolôs leadership, even if those practices position them as ñhighly 

qualifiedò and/or ñeffective.ò Thus, even if Yasmeen receives academic support, passes the 
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licensure exams, and learns how to translate her experiences of marginalization into equitable 

pedagogical practice, her principal may not interpret her pedagogy as effective if it is not aligned 

with white norms (Rogers-Ard et al., 2012; Sleeter, 2017), especially since much of the research 

on ñeffectiveò teacher ñqualitiesò and ñpracticesò has been conducted by white scholars (e.g., 

Cullingford, 1995; Marshall, 2016; Stronge, 2018; Stronge et al., 2004). As the most common 

factors pushing teachers of color out of K-12 schools are administrative/institutional concerns 

(Gist, 2017) and ñhostile racial climatesò (Kohli, 2018, p. 314), rather than difficulties with 

students, parents, and/or delivering instruction, Yasmeenôs less effective status could 

prematurely push her out of the profession, thereby reigniting the call for more teachers of color.  

Teacher education reform efforts around the importance of meeting the needs of diverse 

K-12 students perpetuate conflicting messages of the need to increase both diversity and 

selectivity in the teaching force (Cochran-Smith, 2016). Selectivity, by definition, means 

narrowing the scope of who can be an effective teacher. Diverse candidates, then, are welcome 

into teaching to the extent that they can meet the selective standards set by predominantly white 

practitioners and policymakers in teacher educationðor, put differently, to the extent that they 

can be less diverse. This simultaneous call for teachers of color/diversifying the teaching force 

and the continued recruitment of elite educated white teachers to work in urban schools (King & 

Butler, 2015) positions teachers of color as less qualified, reinscribing a binary between ñhighly 

qualifiedò teachers and teachers of color. This binary helps sustain the continued focus on 

teachers of color as good role models rather than as effective educators.  

In this regard, the call to diversify the K-12 teaching force is misguided since it is based 

on simply ensuring the larger presence, or number, of teachers of color. The continued focus on 

numbers and diminishing investment in preparation, however, has potentially disastrous 
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consequences. If the call for more teachers of color is not successful and students of color 

continue to be underrepresented in teacher education programs, the underachievement of K-12 

students of color that is likely to persist in the current system will still be attributed to a lack of 

teachers of color. If the call is successful and the turnover rate for teachers of color improves, 

then teachers of color will be held disproportionately responsible for the academic achievement 

of K-12 students of color (Haddix, 2017). We must strike a careful balance, then, between 

recognizing the importance of teachers of color in designing preparation curricula, while also 

making sure that the onus to complete teacher preparation programs and raise the achievement of 

students of color does not fall squarely on their shoulders (Brown, 2014; Haddix, 2017).  

The Consequences of Current Diversity Curricula for Preservice Teachers of Color 

As history and policy continue to support the widening of the ñdemographic gap between 

who becomes a teacher and the children who attend urban schoolsò (Bales & Saffold, 2011,  

p. 968), teacher education curricula continue to be designed for white women attending PwIs 

who have not experienced the structural inequities faced by urban K-12 and college students of 

color (Bales & Saffold, 2011; Morrell, 2010; Sleeter, 2001). Without these experiences, they are 

more likely to enact pedagogy consistent with white, middle-class culture (Brown, 2002, as cited 

in Waddell, 2014; King & Butler, 2015). It would seem, then, that teacher education has been 

tasked with the work of preparing this assumed homogeneous white female population to better 

understand cultural differences (Sleeter, 2001) and address diversity ñissuesò (Knight, 2002; 

Talbert-Johnson & Tillman, 1999). Diversity curricula, then, include texts and experiences that 

teacher educators use to: unpack strategies related to the equitable teaching of ñdifferent,ò 

ñdiverse,ò or marginalized students (e.g., Mensah, 2013; Ukpokodu, 2003); help preservice 

teachers explore their own attitudes, beliefs, and identities in relation to their prospective 
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(diverse) students (e.g., Amatea et al., 2012; Gay, 2010); and engage in conversations about how 

teaching can be an act of social justice (e.g., Baldwin et al., 2007; Whipp, 2013). 

Placing all white women into a uniform ñunprepared urban teacherò category is certainly 

problematic, especially given that some white women do not attend and/or are not recruited from 

elite PwIs. Yet, dwelling on this issue and providing counternarratives of white women teachers 

outside of this category could be understood as a way of maintaining the status quo that white 

teachers are still more qualified and/or more effective. It also leaves unexplored the narratives of 

teachers of color and their diverse experiences both within and outside the category of 

ñunprepared urban teacher.ò I focused my study, therefore, on the consequences of utilizing 

curricula that assume preservice teacher candidates are white women attending PwIs. This focus 

is relevant in thinking about Yasmeenôs preparation, as even some programs with more racially 

diverse candidates normalize white culture and teach to this assumed preservice teacher 

candidate (Kohli, 2009).  

This assumption results in particular learning objectives and activities in teacher 

education courses. For example, engaging in the work of unlearning postracial ideology might be 

very useful for white, middle-class women; however, teachers of color need a different approach 

that both centers their experiences and leaves space that does not assume they are experts on the 

topic (Jackson & Knight-Manuel, 2018). Teacher education programs at PwIs have yet to 

consider that ñpreparing white teachers and teachers of color to enter communities of color 

cannot look the sameò (Kohli, 2009, p. 237). As the focus on white teachers persistsðespecially 

when teaching race-related content (Matias, 2016, as cited in Sleeter, 2017)ðthere is not yet a 

consensus, or even enough research, on how this training for teachers of color is supposed to be 

enacted, especially at PwIs (Jackson, 2015). It is not surprising, then, that students of color feel 
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that their teacher preparation programs are neither effectively teaching them how to work with 

diverse student populations nor preparing them to engage in authentic social justice work 

(Brown, 2014; Irizarry, 2011; Jackson, 2015). As a preservice teacher of color and co-author of 

Tolbert and Eichelbergerôs (2016) study put it:  

    Through different conversations in class, it became clear the program wasnôt so much 

about how to teach social justice, just the buzzwords you need to know when asked about 

it, and that true social justice programs were too radical for this institution. (p. 1033) 

 

Focusing on the needs of white women teachers also situates diversity in a context in 

which it is often discussed only on racial and/or ethnic terms (Montecinos, 1994, as cited in 

Knight, 2002). Not only does this neglect the preparation of teachers of color (Jones et al., 2002; 

Kohli, 2009; Morrell, 2010), but it also insufficiently prepares teachers of all backgrounds to 

teach diverse populations of students (Bales & Saffold, 2011; King & Butler, 2015; Pabon et al., 

2011, as cited in Goings et al., 2018). While racism permeates all aspects of society (Alexander, 

2010; Bell, 1992; Bonilla-Silva, 2003; Lipsitz, 1998; Tatum, 1997/2017), including schools 

(Anderson, 1988; DeCuir & Dixson, 2004; Ladson-Billings, 1998, 2012; Ladson-Billings & 

Tate, 1995), this unidirectional focus can potentially discount the ñmultiple grounds of identityò 

(Crenshaw, 1991, p. 1245) that construct the social world. Diversity curricula that perpetuate a 

partial, rather that intersectional, understanding of difference might leave teachers unequipped to 

respond to students who traverse multiple systems of oppression. For example, simultaneously 

utilizing the lenses of both race and dis/ability can better respond to intersectional, less often 

addressed, consequences of racial disproportionality in special education such as: the 

socioeconomic disparities in special education services that are more likely to impact students of 

color (Baines, 2014; Harry & Klingner, 2006); the cultural differences that are still downplayed 

in special education literature (Connor et al., 2019; Ferri & Connor, 2006); the achievement gap 
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between disabled African American students and disabled white students across both low and 

high incidence special education categories (Blanchett, 2006); the better treatment that white 

students with the same disability label as a student of color receive in school (Annamma et al., 

2013; Blanchett et al., 2009; Valle & Connor, 2011); and the fact that ñBlack students with 

dis/abilities are positioned differently than white students with a disability and Black students 

without a disabilityò (Banks, 2017, as cited Annamma et al., 2018, p. 57).  

Statement of the Problem 

Despite the resounding call for more teachers of color in urban schools, the majority of 

the teaching force remains white women. The exclusion of teachers of color is legitimized and 

normalized by the past and present consequences of Brown v. Board (e.g., Brown, 2014; Kohli, 

2018; Sleeter, 2017). As students, preservice teachers of color are less likely to have access to 

quality K-12 schooling that would grant them entry into college and/or into a teacher preparation 

program, in part because their own teachers were likely white women who might not have 

known how to raise student achievement and/or prepare them for the academic expectations/ 

content standards of higher education. Policymakersô and practitionersô responses to this 

continued achievement gap have only maintained the current status quo: ñhighly qualifiedò 

candidates excel in racially biased measures of knowledge (i.e., licensure exams), and ñeffectiveò 

educators excel in teaching techniques valued by white practitioners and administrators.  

Prior work has responded to the exclusion of candidates of color by focusing on the 

unjust treatment of college students of color at PwIs (e.g., Bower-Phipps et al., 2013; Haddix, 

2017; Jackson, 2015; Talbert-Johnson & Tillman, 1999; Tolbert & Eichelberger, 2016). In 

addition to overt acts of racism (Irizarry, 2011; Jones et al., 2002), many candidates are pushed 

out of the profession by the whiteness of teacher education (Sleeter, 2017), or the ways in which 
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policies and practices that promote the knowledge and interests of white people remain 

unquestioned, normalized aspects of teacher preparation. At PwIs, it might be harder to push 

against whiteness because students and faculty of colorðwho unjustly are more likely to carry 

the burden of educating others about racism (DuBois, 1903)ðare outnumbered.  

In contrast, many scholars frame MSIs as ñequity-oriented institutionsò (Blake, 2017), or 

those that prioritize college access, support, and opportunities for ñfirst generation, low-income, 

and racially underrepresented studentsò (p. 25) to graduate with degrees and move up the 

socioeconomic ladder. At MSIs, it may be more necessary to push against racism and whiteness 

because these systems and ideologies adversely affect many of their students and faculty. Yet, 

there is scant literature that examines how this is actually being accomplished. The literature 

highlights the inputs (e.g., culturally relevant curriculum, support services, mentoring services, 

lower financial costs) and outputs (e.g., higher graduation rates, a welcoming environment/ 

community) of MSIs more broadly (Conrad, 2014, 2015; John & Stage, 2014; Merisotis & 

McCarthy, 2005; OôBrien & Zudak, 1998; Raines, 1998) and of HSIs in particular (Garcia et al., 

2019). Yet, the processes behind these productsðthe nuanced, personal accounts of the ways in 

which students and faculty in schools of education at MSIs and HSIs shape their particular 

contextsðremain largely unknown. This may be because, in exploring these processes, students 

and faculty of color may carry a burden of ñracial awarenessò (Bell, 1992, p. 3) that their 

experiencesðespecially negative onesðwill be attributed solely to their race and/or ethnicity. 

With caution, then, this study explored this gap to challenge an assumption upon which it rests: 

given the more equitable inputs and outputs at these racially diverse institutions, preservice 

teachers of color will automatically have increased opportunities to learn about teaching diverse 
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K-12 students, even in the absence of intentional, deliberate practices and policies focused on the 

preparation of teachers of color at MSIs (and HSIs in particular). 

In the absence of this focus, policies and practices regarding diversity are still largely 

informed by white norms and produce certain consequences (Gist, 2017; Sleeter, 2017). One 

such practice is through diversity curricula that continue to assume a universalized white teacher 

candidate who had access to quality K-12 schooling, does not understand her privilege in relation 

to her prospective students, and attends a PwI. This is problematic because not all teacher 

candidates are white; not all teacher candidates have access to quality K-12 schooling; not all 

teacher candidates attend PwIs; and not all teacher candidates of color share one, singular 

experience as members of a ñdiverseò and/or marginalized community that in and of itself 

prepares them to teach sufficiently in urban schools. This study sought to address these problems 

by centering the voices of minoritized students and faculty, exploring the potential of HSIs to 

better negotiate barriers toward the recruitment and retention of teachers of color, and utilizing 

an intersectional lens that moves the field of teacher education beyond the premise that diversity 

equals racial difference.  

Rationale 

This study was driven by a more expansive notion of diversity that interrogates the 

whiteness of higher education and teacher preparation. In addition to problematizing the assumed 

preservice teacher candidate, conducting this study in the MSI/HSI context also problematized 

the assumed place and space of teacher education. Using an intersectional frameworkð

Disability Studies and Critical Race Theory in Education (DisCrit)ðto examine this space 

problematized unidimensional understandings of race and racism that contribute to the 

marginalization and essentialization of preservice teachers of color.  



20 

The Case for MSIs/HSIs 

PwIs continue to be exclusionary spaces for students of color who lack ñfinancialé, 

academicé, socialé, [and] professional supportò services (Irizarry, 2007, p. 99) that address 

their unique needs (Jackson, 2015; Kohli, 2009). While some evidence suggests that experiences 

for students of color at PwIs are improving, the gains are marginal (Jones et al., 2002). The 

majority (70%) of Black students in these spaces do not graduate, and research suggests the 

socialðnot academicðenvironment is a stronger influence on this high attrition rate (Davis et 

al., 2004, as cited in Waddell, 2014).  

Part of this social environment might be a combination of a lack of faculty of color (Jones 

et al., 2002; Sleeter, 2017; Talbert-Johnson & Tillman, 1999) and (predominantly white) faculty 

who do not know how to enact and/or teach using culturally responsive pedagogy (Jackson, 

2015), stereotype and hold ñdifferent expectationsò for students of color (Jones et al., 2002,  

p. 31), and/or do not ñrecognize studentsô differencesò (Bower-Phipps et al., 2013, p. 36). 

Students of color at PwIs have reported that while administrators and faculty speak of the 

importance of diversity, they have little experience and/or have made minimal effort to cultivate 

culturally responsive campus and classroom environments (Jackson, 2015; Jones et al., 2002). 

Additionally, they also reported that in their courses, professors either ignore them completely, 

treating them as if they are ñinvisibleò (Irizarry, 2011, p. 2818), or essentialize them as diversity 

experts who can speak on behalf of all members of a particular marginalized group (Irizarry, 

2011; Jones et al., 2002). 

Doing ñwellò in programs that do not make a deep commitment to diversity for students 

of color often means setting aside identities, experiences, and perspectives that challenge racism 

and whiteness (Haddix 2010, as cited in Haddix, 2017; Tolbert & Eichelberger, 2016). Students 
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of color reported that their point of view is often silenced, especially when they challenge deficit 

thinking and stereotypes of communities of color (Tolbert & Eichelberger, 2016). Given the 

discomfort exhibited by some white professors and white students when talking about race and 

racism, it is hardly surprising that students of color at PwIs also reported a sense of hostility 

and/or isolation from white students and staff (Goings et al., 2018; Irizarry, 2011; Jones et al., 

2002). Unless (predominantly white) institutions of higher education are responsive to the needs 

and experiences of all their students, preservice teaches of color are likely to continue reporting 

that they are there ñto increase the minority population, but...only for statistics and not... [their 

own] well-beingò (Jackson, 2015, p. 231). 

When the attendance of students of color is an issue of interest convergence (Bell, 

1980)ðor a way of meeting the needs of white students by exposing them to ñdiverseò students 

and the interests of the university in promoting its reputation as an equitable institutionðit might 

seem that diversity education has been ñachievedò when minority attendance increases at PwIs. 

Giving their attention to helping white students understand diversity, (white) faculty might also 

assume that all preservice teachers of color intuitively know how to translate their experiences 

with racism into equitable pedagogical practice (Brown, 2014; Jackson, 2015; Kohli, 2009), 

while also essentializing them as good role models for students of color because of their race 

(Brown, 2014). Even if these possibilities are rooted in good intentions of trying to recognize and 

value the experiences of students of color, they also deny them a meaningful education. 

One important set of experiences that is ignoredðin examining both the barriers 

preservice teachers of color face in teacher education and diversity curriculaðis that many 

preservice teachers of color attend MSIs, in part to avoid some of the negative experiences at 

PwIs (Goings et al., 2018). In fact, HSIs in particular enroll not only large numbers of Hispanic 
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students, but also more Black and Native American students than Historically Black Colleges 

and Universities (HBCUs) and Tribal Colleges and Universities (TCUs) (Núñez et al., 2015), 

rendering them important sites in the conversation on racially diversifying the K-12 teaching 

force. The lack of literature on how MSIs and HSIs prepare teachers of color reflects an overall 

pattern of the low representation of MSIs (Flores & Park, 2013; Raines, 1998) and of HSIs 

(Núñez & Bowers, 2011) in higher education research. This might be because MSIs and HSIs are 

often considered inferior to PwIs (Gasman et al., 2015; Raines, 1998), despite measures that 

indicate they have remained ñon par with traditional (white) institutionsò (Flores & Park, 2014, 

p. 266), especially when they are more appropriately and fairly compared to PwIs and HwCUs 

(Historically white Colleges and Universities) of similar means and resources (Kendi, 2019). 

Such perceptions of inferiority can lead to and legitimize what Kendi (2019) referred to as 

ñspace racism,ò or a ñcollection of racist policies that lead to resource inequity between 

racialized spaces or the elimination of racialized spaces, which are substantiated by racist ideas 

about racialized spacesò (p. 166). In order to combat this ñspace racismò toward the HSI context 

specifically, scholars have worked to provide nuanced and multidimensional understandings of: 

ñservingnessò beyond institutional missions statements, thus complicating PwI-HSI and 

Hispanic-serving/Hispanic-enrolling binaries (Garcia et al., 2019); the diversity that exists 

among HSIs (Núñez & Elizondo, 2015; Núñez et al., 2016); and conducting research and 

examining and enacting practice at HSIs through a transformative lens (Núñez et al., 2015).  

When examining the experiences of preservice teachers of color, the continued focus on 

PwIs leaves unexplored how teacher educators and students at MSIs/HSIs negotiate exclusionary 

policies and practices currently embedded in the field of teacher education. MSIs/HSIs might be 

the forgotten spaces in higher education that can better meet the needs of postsecondary students 
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of color; however, it is problematic to assume that the presence of more preservice teachers of 

color in and of itself is enough to combat policies and practices that work to maintain the status 

quo of the majority white K-12 teaching force. For example, like at other institutions of higher 

education, teacher educators and administrators at MSIs/HSIs might have to support 

exclusionary practicesðsuch as requiring students to take licensure exams as entry exams for 

program admission, even though they act as barriers for Hispanic and Black students (Bennett et 

al., 2006)ðin order to stay accredited and/or preservice the rigor of their programs (Bennett et 

al., 2006; Graham, 2013), especially if they are public institutions that are ñespecially susceptible 

to the influence of public policies and state resource allocationò (Núñez et al., 2016, p.75). Yet, 

support of these practices might also do little to encourage teachers and graduates of MSIs/HSIs 

to transform the educational system that continues to underserve students K-12 and college 

students of color.  

Furthermore, some research has suggested a possible relationship between college 

context and how students make sense of exclusionary licensure exams and teacher preparation 

program admissions requirements. For example, while many students of color in Bennett et al.ôs 

(2006) study at a PwI in the Midwest believed the Praxis was culturally biasedð aligning with 

my earlier analysis of Californiaôs history examðGraham (2013) found that Black students at a 

Historically Black University in North Carolina did not feel this way and instead attributed 

higher scores to access to resources. Regarding the HSI college context specifically, students 

who chose to enroll in 4-year HSIs (which were the focus of this study) tended to be less 

academically prepared and to come from high schools that are less oriented toward a college-

going culture (Núñez & Bowers, 2011). Given the relationship between a high-quality K-12 

education and difficulty with Praxis test questions (Bennett et al., 2006), students at HSIs may 
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have more difficulty with the Praxis or other licensure exams. Additionally, HSIs may differ 

from each other, in terms of trends around studentsô experiences with licensure exams and being 

admitted to a teacher preparation program, given the diversity across HSIs as a whole (Núñez et 

al., 2016) and within 4-year HSIs in particular (Núñez & Elizondo, 2015). 

The Case for Intersectionality 

Even though MSIs have made racial difference central to cultivating a diverse student 

community, race is not the only lens through which diversity is forefronted in these spaces. An 

MSI designation by itself does little to indicate the demographics of the student population. HSIs 

in particular may have a majority white population, others might be racially diverse, and still 

others might have a high proportion of a single ethnic minority (Liu & Liu, 2012). Race, then, 

cannot be the only way through which MSIs and HSIs make a commitment to diversity, 

especially given the combination of the other possible experiences these students might bringð

namely, membership in low-income families and/or as first-generation college students, 

admission through open enrollment, representation of undeserved geographic areas; moreover, 

they are more likely to fit the profile of nontraditional students (age 24 or above, financially 

independent, working full-time, single parents, and/or or part-time students) (Benitez, 1998; 

Conrad, 2015; OôBrien & Zudak, 1998).  

While students of color may not carry the extra burden of educating their peers and 

sometimes faculty on issues of (racial) diversity (Blake, 2017; Irizarry, 2011) at MSIs and HSIs, 

the ways in which students and faculty in these spaces negotiate the understanding that ñstudents 

of colorò are not a homogenized, universal group are largely unknown. The experiences of 

students of color are constructed through other axes of difference that, in turn, affect their unique 

lived realities as people of color. A gay Black cisgender woman born in the United States and a 
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straight Latino cisgender man born in South America will have different understandings of social 

justice and what it means to be a ñperson of colorò in the United States. Moreover, being a 

person of color does not automatically mean that one is (interested in) working toward racial 

equity (Herndon, 2019; Kendi, 2019). Yet, as neither of these candidates is currently the assumed 

audience of teacher education curricula, diversity efforts continue to focus on a unidirectional 

understanding of race and racism, thereby perpetuating only partial understandings of 

subjectivity and systems of oppression. 

While forefronting race in discussing school experiences rightly prioritizes the historical 

and present inequities faced by students of color (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995), this discussion 

can also, potentially, ñconflate or ignore intragroup differencesò (Crenshaw, 1991, p. 1242) 

within specific racial groups, rendering an incomplete understanding of how students are being 

positioned in both K-12 settings and higher education. Throughout this study, I responded to the 

importance of using an intersectional lens when examining diversity (Collins, 2003; Crenshaw, 

1991) by utilizing Disability Studies and Critical Race Theory in Education (DisCrit) (Annamma 

et al., 2013). Understanding racism and ableism as ñnormalizing processes,ò this intersectional 

framework theorizes difference at the mutual construction of race and dis/ability, such that ñrace 

does not exist outside of ability and ability does not exist outside of raceò (p. 6). For example, 

the practice of eugenics was first utilized ñto improve or impair the racial qualities of future 

generations either physically or mentallyò (Galton, 1883, as cited in Ladson-Billings, 2012,  

p. 116). Racial difference became deficit through dis/ability (Kendi, 2019). Put differently, 

ñwithout racialized notions of ability, racial difference would simply be racial differenceò 

(Annamma et al., 2013, p. 15). Similarly, dis/ability became deficit through its association with 

race, or as Baynton (2001) wrote: ñonly disability might lower a white personéto the level of a 
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being of a marked raceò (p. 38). Thus, any examination of racism must also take into account 

ableism, and any account of ableism must also take into account racism. Relatedly, 

intersectionality from a critical race feminist of color perspective (Collins, 2003; Crenshaw, 

1991) necessitates studying identity in relation to power and privilege. Thus, from this critical 

perspective, any examination of diversity in teacher education should be situated within working 

toward equity and social justice for historically and multiply marginalized students and 

communities (e.g., Bennett et al., 2019; Knight, 2004; Noddings, 2005; Philip et al., 2019; 

Roberts, 2010; Rowan et al., 2021). 

Using DisCrit offers multiple affordances for examining the experiences of a student like 

Yasmeen and what a robust diversity education should entail. Disability Studies in Education 

(DSE) would conceptualize Yasmeenôs low academic achievement as constructed through 

problematic school environments that may not grant her access to the curriculum, rather than a 

result of an individual cognitive deficit (e.g., Harry & Klingner, 2006). Critical race theory 

(CRT) would emphasize that casting Yasmeen as academically deficient, or unable, legitimizes 

possible exclusionary acts of racism, such as denying her admission into a teacher preparation 

program, even if such exclusion is not intentional (Bennett et al., 2006). Furthermore, like CRT 

(Solórzano & Yosso, 2002b), DisCrit also acknowledges that other social locations, such as 

gender and class, ñcontribute to constructing dis/abilityò (Annamma et al., 2013, p. 12). Put 

differently, DisCrit does not focus on race and disability to the exclusion of other markers of 

identity, such as gender and class (Annamma et al., 2013; Gillborn et al., 2016). In using DisCrit, 

I worked to leave space to consider additional categories of difference with the understanding 

that it is nearly ñ[impossible] [to] do justice to every possible intersectional dynamicò (Gillborn 

et al., 2016, p. 36). Thus, DisCrit would unravel how neither racism, nor ableism, nor other 
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systems of oppression in isolation can explain Yasmeenôs 60% average in my course. Rather, 

these systems of oppression construct and sustain each other. 

Statement of Purpose and Research Questions 

Given that little is known about how MSIs and HSIs are preparing preservice teachers of 

color, this study sought to explore how teacher preparation programs at two 4-year public HSIs 

are working against barriers that historically have excluded candidates of color and how teacher 

educators in elementary and secondary education programs at two 4-year public HSIs are 

addressing diversity in their courses. Research has suggested that students of color have 

experienced marginalization and discrimination on campus, in the classroom, and in institutional 

policies (e.g., Irizarry, 2011), and that diversity is insufficiently threaded throughout entire 

teacher education curricula (e.g., Miller & Mikulec, 2014; Milner, 2010; Whipp, 2013); 

however, the majority of these studies have been conducted at PwIs and/or with white preservice 

teachers in mind (e.g., Juarez et al., 2008). Furthermore, even though DisCrit conceptualizes the 

mutual construction of race and dis/ability, ñdiversityò in teacher education has generally 

foregrounded race (e.g., Bales & Saffold, 2011; Morrell, 2010), despite the overlap in the 

strategies used to prepare teachers for (racially) diverse K-12 students and for including students 

with disabilities, such as the importance of positive beliefs, attitudes, and non-deficit thinking 

(e.g. Baldwin et al., 2007; Berube, 1996; Ferguson, 1995; McHatton et al., 2009). Additionally, 

ñdiversityò has remained in the field of general education and dis/ability (and subsequent color-

evasion) has remained in the domain of special education (Connor et al., 2019), despite the fact 

that todayôs K-12 classrooms have more racially diverse students (Cochran-Smith, 2016; Milner, 

2010; Sullivan & Artiles, 2011) and more students with disabilities (Danforth, 2017) than ever 

before. 
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My research questions took into account the current landscapes of serving students of 

color in higher education and of diversity curricula in preparing teachers of color. My first 

question derived from an interest in the affordances and limitations of the HSI context in racially 

diversifying the K-12 teaching force. Within this question, I explored how teacher preparation 

programs, at the institutional level, responded to barriers that have historically excluded 

candidates of color from (i.e., state licensure exams) and how professors, at the classroom level, 

utilized the promise and potential of HSIs to negotiate the marginalization and exclusion that 

preservice teachers of color have experienced at PwIs. Responding to the fact that the majority of 

college graduates are still white (Flores & Park, 2014; OôBrien & Zudak, 1998; Sleeter, 2017) 

and that many students who enroll in 4-year HSIs are (academically) underserved as K-12 

students (Núñez & Bowers, 2011), my second question derived from an interest in how 

professors are teaching their students about diversity. Specifically, in unpacking the professorsô 

instruction, I utilized the lens of inclusive pedagogy, or how they take up a stance in which they 

are constantly working to remove barriers to studentsô learning and to make instruction 

accessible (e.g., Danforth, 2017; Dudley-Marling & Burns, 2014; Tobin, 2007), not only for 

disabled students but for any student who is marginalized by the ability structures of schooling 

(Dudley-Marling & Burns, 2014; Florian et al., 2010; Hart et al., 2007). My third research 

question derived from an interest in how professors are preparing their students for the increasing 

racial, ethnic, and ability diversity of todayôs K-12 classrooms. With this question, I used the 

concept of dis/ability to think not only about whether people with disabilities were included in 

diversity curricula, but also how notions problematized by Disability Studies/in Education 

(DS/E)ðsuch as normality, capacity, and autonomyðwere utilized in their thinking about other 

marginalized and/or diverse groups of people (Erevelles, 2005). Additionally, this question was 
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guided by a critical race feminist of color perspective (Collins, 2003; Crenshaw, 1991) (stated 

earlier) of the importance of studying identity in relation to larger systems of power, privilege, 

and inequity. In exploring these ideas, I designed a qualitative study (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007) 

guided by DSE (e.g., Connor et al., 2008), CRT (e.g., Solórzano & Yosso, 2001, 2002a, 2002b), 

and DisCrit (Annamma et al., 2013, 2018) methodologies that seek to better understand the lived 

realities of people who, historically, have been marginalized by positivist methodologies 

(Harding, 2006) and to situate their narratives within larger systems of inequity. 

The following questions guided this study:  

1. How are teacher preparation programs at two 4-year public HSIs working toward 

racially diversifying the K-12 teaching force? 

a. How do teacher preparation programs at two 4-year public HSIs account for, and 

respond to, barriers that have traditionally excluded preservice candidates of color 

from the profession? 

b. How do two professors at two 4-year public HSIs consider the marginalization 

and/or essentialization of students of color in coursework related to diversity? 

2. When teaching preservice teachers of color, how do two teacher educators at two  

4-year public HSIs address the diversity of student abilities in their teacher education 

courses? 

3. When teaching about diversity, how do two teacher educators at two 4-year public 

HSIs engage with the concept of dis/ability as it intersects with race and other 

categories of difference? 

Significance 



30 

While more educators at PwIs are recognizing the importance of MSIs and how they can 

inform efforts at equitable education (Conrad, 2014), I carefully grounded this work in the 

importance of the space and the participants and not for the benefit of informing white educatorsô 

understandings of diversity. This work was also not meant to reinforce the burden that people of 

color and other minoritized groups often bear when it comes to dismantling systems of power 

and oppression. Instead, this study enriches the literature on what it means to teach for equity and 

social justice by focusing intersectionally on participants in a spaceðstudents and faculty (of 

color) at HSIsðand on a social location of differenceðdis/abilityðthat are often neglected in 

discussions of diversity in teacher education. 

Conducting this study at two 4-year public HSIs was important because racially diverse 

MSIs are ñlikely to grow in importanceéand will further challenge our capacity to sort 

institutions into neat [racial] categoriesò (Merisotis & OôBrien, 1998, p. 2). Additionally, few 

studies in the literature have addressed the role of HSIs in the broader MSI community 

(Merisotis & McCarthy, 2005). Examining two 4-year public HSIs showed the strengths within 

the specific context of each individual teacher preparation program, while also suggesting how 

the HSI/MSI label impacts the work of teacher educators across institutions of higher education 

(Gasman et al., 2015). Making this connection in a nuanced way informs thinking on how MSIs 

can stay united, rather than letting their ñrich and diverse, yet intermingled historiesò (p. 136) 

divide them, when facing similar challenges such as all being institutions in need of funding for 

low-income students (Raines, 1998). Furthermore, this study could be utilized as another piece of 

data that MSIs and/or HSIs can use as they try to secure more resources, given the increased 

pressure under which they must prove they are improving student outcomes (Watson, 2015). 
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Racially diverse spaces might provide new avenues for thinking about difference in a 

way that moves the field from the placement of teachers of color to their preparation; however, 

an intersectional framework helps to better realize this possibility. While the under-theorization 

of race in teacher education (Milner et al., 2013, as cited in Sleeter, 2017) has encouraged 

scholarship that purposely applies CRT to the field, using DisCrit expands this theorization of 

race in teacher education and in higher education overall to generate more robust understandings 

of diversity and difference for the benefit of those whose differences have been characterized as 

deficits. DisCrit is an essential framework for problematizing studentsô academic abilities as 

fixed and the notion of ñneeds,ò thereby helping us understand the system that ñdisablesò 

teachers and students of color. Furthermore, this study responded to the call to expand DisCrit 

and use it to inform scholarship topics outside of special education (Annamma et al., 2018).  

Finally, the call for more teachers of color currently presents a paradox in educational 

policy: Teachers of color are needed to address the diverse needs of K-12 students, but the fact 

that white faculty members may be less able to address the diverse needs of college students goes 

untouched (Jackson, 2015; Talbert-Johnson & Tillman, 1999). Grounded in the voices of faculty 

of color and from other historically marginalized backgrounds, this study addressed this 

inconsistency and can help teacher educators of all races reflect on their own stances toward 

diversity, equity, inclusion, and social justice and the ways in which their stances influence their 

praxis. This reflexivity can better prepare a student like Yasmeen and position her as a highly 

qualified teacher in an urban school.  
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Chapter 2 

A DISCRIT REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE ON PREPARING TEACHERS (OF COLOR) 

FOR DIVERSE STUDENT POPULATIONS 

At the latest count, there are ñ253 MSIs with schools of educationò (Will, 2017, p. 6) that 

remain excluded from the conversation on how to prepare teachers for diverse K-12 student 

populations. This exclusion results in curricular objectives that continue to neglect dis/ability  

as foundational to understanding diversity, despite the assertion of DisCrit scholars that 

ñ[d]isability, like race, offers [more than] just a ónuanceô to any analysis of differenceò (Erevelles 

& Minear, 2010, p. 128). In this chapter, I work to show how the ways dis/ability and race work 

together to uphold notions of normalcy in discourses of difference, equity, and/or social justice 

have implications for both the content and pedagogy of education coursework addressing 

diversity at HSIs and MSIs more broadly. 

I start by developing the theoretical lenses that informed my understanding of the 

research inquiry. First, I discuss aspects of Disability Studies/in Education (DS/E) and Critical 

Race Theory/in Education (CRT/in Education) that informed my thinking about preparing 

teachers of color at MSIs for diverse K-12 populations. Grounded in the work of critical race 

feminists of color who asserted the importance of intersectionality (e.g., Crenshaw, 1991; Lorde, 

1984/2007/2016), I then connect these aspects of DS/E and CRT/in Education to the tenets of 

Disability Studies and Critical Race Theory in Education (DisCrit). Next, I explain the 

affordances of DisCrit in reimagining solutions to current educational inequities in both K-12 

and higher education. Finally, I utilize DS/E, CRT/in Education, and DisCrit to review and 

examine the underlying assumptions of the empirical literature on how professors are preparing 
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teachers for diverse K-12 populations. I conclude this part of the chapter by reviewing the small 

body of literature on teacher preparation programs at MSIs.  

Theoretical Framework 

I understand schools and society to be inherently linked, or what happens in society is 

(re)produced in schools. Therefore, while Disability Studies (DS) and Disability Studies in 

Education (DSE) are two separate academic fields, I discuss them together (DS/E) to show the 

parallels between ableism in society and ableism in school. Similarly, I discuss Critical Race 

Theory (CRT) and Critical Race Theory in Education (CRT in Education) together (CRT/in 

Education) to show the parallels between racism in society and racism in school. Acknowledging 

these parallels also reifies that DisCrit can and should be applied to both in- and out-of-school 

contexts. I finish by bringing DS/E and CRT/in Education together in my discussion of DisCrit. 

Disability Studies/in Education 

In conceptualizing subjectivity and difference, DisCrit draws from DS and DSE.  

DS is a dynamic, interdisciplinary field (Ferguson & Nusbaum, 2012; McRuer, 2006) that 

conceptualizes disability as a ñsocial and political categoryò (Ferguson & Nusbaum, 2012,  

p. 76). A ñdeliberately evolving fieldò (Connor et al., 2008, p. 448) guided by ña practical 

concern with schooling practicesò (Taylor, 2006, p. xix), DSE scholars utilize diverse theoretical 

approaches (Broderick, 2010; Taylor, 2006) to push actively against the ways in which even 

critical approaches to pedagogy and curriculum marginalize dis/ability (Broderick, 2010) and 

work to normalize/homogenize students (Erevelles, 2005). Both DS and DSE (DS/E) privilege 

the voices and experiences of people with disabilities and understand that, taken collectively, 

they constitute a minority group (Erevelles, 2005; Hahn, 1998; Siebers, 2008, 2013). What 

follows are aspects of DS/E that informed my thinking about the preparation of teachers of color 
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at MSIs. Specifically, I discuss the social construction of disability, how dis/ability is at the 

center of what it means to be normal, and how ableism is sustained in schools and in society.  

The Social Construction of Dis/ability 

DS/E provides models, or ways of thinking, that push against the medicalized idea that 

disability is an individual defect in need of diagnosis and remediation (Ferguson & Nusbaum, 

2012; Siebers, 2008). One relevant and prominent model that informs DS/E is the social model 

of disability (Connor et al., 2008). In this model, disability is another socially constructed facet 

of human diversity (Connor, 2013; Connor et al., 2008) like race, gender, and other social 

locations. Instead of trying to ñfixò people with disabilities, DS/E problematizes the social 

contexts that disable an individualðe.g., deficit attitudes, beliefs, assumptions, and policiesðas 

well as physical buildings and structures that exclude people with disabilities (Ferguson & 

Nusbaum, 2012; Siebers, 2008). For example, the medical model would understand a person 

using a wheelchair as disabled by their individual, limited mobility. The social model, however, 

might argue that a person using a wheelchair is disabled by inaccessible environments that lack 

ramps and/or elevators. The way in which a person using a wheelchair walks/moves through the 

world is considered part of who they are, rather than something that is ñwrongò with them. The 

social model emphasizes that the experience of being labelled disabled is often more impactfulð

and the conditions that follow that labelling more oppressiveðthan specific biological 

differences that mark someone as impaired (Baines, 2014; Broderick, 2010; Linton, 1998; May 

& Ferri, 2005; Thomson, 1997). 

Given that the majority (85%) of students in special education have school-based, high-

incidence, subjective disabilities with vague diagnostic criteriaðsuch as learning disability 

(Baglieri et al., 2011; Harry & Klingner, 2006; Valle & Connor, 2011)ðDS/E scholars prioritize 
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using the social model. Additionally, an uptake in a particular disability label might be more a 

reflection of social conditions than an increase in specific biological traits. For example, Baker 

(2002) attributed the learning disability ñepidemicò to the catastrophe mentality promulgated by 

A Nation at Risk. Broderick (2010) similarly attributed the autism ñepidemicò to more public 

awareness and broadening diagnostic criteria. Importantly, the medical and social models are not 

a binary or in direct opposition to each other, especially because the social model is limited in 

thinking about disabilities that have medical and/or painful components (Connor, 2013; Siebers, 

2008). Still, thinking about dis/ability as another socially constructed aspect of human diversity 

has implications for teacher preparation, as it pushes prospective educators to use non-deficit 

thinking about students in special education and to problematize disabling educational 

environments. 

The (Nondisabled) Norm 

Left abstract and unstated, what is ñnormalò is defined by its contrast with what is stated 

as abnormal (Berube, 1996; Mitchell & Snyder, 2000). Someone is only ñnormalò because 

someone else is considered ñabnormal.ò Dis/ability is at the core of what it means to be normal 

(Erevelles & Minear, 2010; Linton, 1998) because people with disabilities comprise everyone 

who is not normal: 

     Because disability is defined not as a set of observable, predictable traitsðlike 

racialized or gendered featuresðbut rather as any departure from an unstated physical 

and functional norméthe concept of disability unites a highly marked, heterogeneous 

group whose only commonality is being considered abnormal. (Thomson, 1997, p. 24)  

 

Normal behavior and performance in school are defined by what not to doðboth positively and 

negatively. Both ñgoodò and ñbadò behavior can only exist when acknowledged and set apart 

from ñnormalò behavior. DSE scholars purposely work to unpack and analyze how the ñnormalò 

student is understood in (positivist) theory, research, and practice (Connor, 2013). For example, 
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even though discourses of scientism and objectivity fix disability labels within individual 

students, DSE scholars problematize the ñnormalò standard against which all students are 

measured by taking into account social, cultural, environmental, and even educational factors 

that can explain a childôs ñabnormalò achievement or behavior (Baglieri et al., 2011; Ferri & 

Connor, 2006; Harry & Klingner, 2006; Sleeter, 1986). While studentsô academic achievements 

and behaviors are assumed to distribute normally on a bell curve, the random errors that are 

required to produce a normal curve statistically cannot explain ñsocially mediated human 

behaviorsò (Dudley-Marling & Gurn, 2010, p. 10). Even if studentsô test scores produce a normal 

curve, this does not mean that what is being measured ñactually distributes normally among 

human populationsò (p. 16). Importantly, the bell curve needs both the upper and lower scores in 

order to distribute normally. Therefore, closing the achievement gap is a statistical impossibility 

if someoneôs high score is defined by someoneôs lower score, or if someoneôs normal score is 

defined by someoneôs abnormal score. For example, a grade of A is premised on other students 

not receiving Aôs. Problematizing the normal curve destabilizes a very naturalized structure of 

school/ing (Baglieri et al., 2011) that depends on ñwinners need[ing] losersò (Brantlinger, 

2006b). It also exposes the necessity of blaming low achievement and failure on individual 

studentsô differences, as the normal curve that guides educational practices and policies cannot 

exist without that very failure (Baines, 2014).  

DSE scholars also problematize curriculum as a normalizing tool that legitimizes certain 

(nondisabled) subjectivities in school and constructs disability as deviance in order to justify the 

exclusion of students marginalized along multiple social locations (Erevelles, 2005, 2011). DS/E 

has been a powerful theoretical tool for examining the (mis)representation and inaccurate, 

negative depictions of dis/ability in both K-12 and college curricula and in society (Erevelles, 
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2005; Linton, 1998; Valle & Connor, 2011). For example, DSE might problematize how the 

ways in which special education textbooks, which could be part of the curriculum at MSIs, 

utilize the medical model by dedicating each chapter to a particular disability also position the 

ñnormalò childðabsent from the textðas nondisabled (Baglieri et al., 2011; Brantlinger, 2006a).  

Sustaining Ableism 

Ableism is sustained by many ideologies, beliefs, and discourses about identity, the body, 

equity, and human rights that determine not only who has privilege and power, but also who is 

even considered worthy of human status (Siebers, 2008; Thomson, 1997). Centering dis/ability 

and disabled people exposes the ableist practices that are normalized by the ideology of ability, 

or societyôs ñpreference for able-bodiednessò (Siebers, 2008, p. 8). For example, the presence of 

a student with Downôs Syndrome in general education makes visible that it has become ñnormalò 

to utilize taken-for-granted assumptions about studentsô development to design curricular goals. 

Similarly, many educational practices and policies, even at the college level, work to maintain 

ableist norms in schools and in society. For example, the ideology of eugenics normalizes a 

continued interest in testing, measurement, and diagnosis in both general and special education 

across all grade levels, even though it is the practice of measurement itselfðrather than 

biological differenceðthat socially constructs people as disabled, or ñabnormalò (Smith, 2008; 

Snyder & Mitchell, 2006).  

Critical Race Theory/in Education 

DisCrit also draws from CRT and CRT in Education (CRT/in Education) to center race 

and ethnicity when conceptualizing subjectivity and difference. CRT scholars understand race as 

a central organizing principle in society (Bell, 1992; Malcolm X & Haley, 1965) that ñcuts 

across class, gender, and other imaginable social identitiesò (Leonardo, 2004, p. 140). Building 
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on the work of critical legal studies (e.g., Bell, 1992; Crenshaw, 1991), CRT is an analytic tool 

for exposing the social construction of race and the oppressive effects of racism (DeCuir & 

Dixson, 2004; Ladson-Billings, 1998). First introduced by Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995), 

CRT in Education is ña radical critique of both the status quo and the purported reformsò (p. 62) 

that normalize overt and covert acts of racism in schools (DeCuir & Dixson, 2004; Ladson-

Billings, 1998). What follows are aspects of CRT/in Education that inform my thinking about the 

preparation of teachers at MSIs. I discuss the social construction of race, the consequences of 

whiteness as an unstated norm, and how the ideology of colorblindness upholds racism and white 

privilege.  

The Social Construction of Race and Ethnicity 

CRT/in Education scholars are more interested in the domination and subordination that 

results from racial categories (Tatum, 1997/2017) and the ñsystems we use to make sense [of 

race]ò (Hall, 1997, p. 10), and they are less interested in concretely identifying physical 

differences that reflect supposed genetic, innate predispositions (Rothenberg, 2016). The need to 

interpret race, or to have racial categories, is a foundational, persistent, and fixed part of U.S. 

culture (Bell, 1992; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Omi & Winant, 1986; Takaki, 2008; Tatum, 

1997/2017). The United States clearly and continuously upholds the boundaries between who is 

considered white and who is considered non-white (Ladson-Billings, 1998; Tatum, 1997/2017). 

Importantly, social construction does not deny real, material consequences of being labeled a 

subordinate race. For example, regardless of social class, race affects the quality of medical care 

one might receive (Lipsitz, 1998). Given these material consequences, some scholars refer to 

race as a power construct rather than a social construct, thereby reaffirming that the root of 

racism is power rather than ignorance and hate (Kendi, 2019).  
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While racial categories are fixed, the social definitions and political meanings of these 

categories have fluctuated and changed over time (Hall, 1997; Ladson-Billings, 1998; Omi & 

Winant, 1986; Tatum, 1997/2017). For example, when the Irish, Jews, and Italians first came to 

the United States, they were not considered part of the dominant white culture (Delgado & 

Stefancic, 2017). Yet, citizenship laws helped the Irish elect Irish people into positions of power, 

thereby allowing them to enter the middle class and gradually become ñwhiteò over time 

(Takaki, 2008). Race, then, is a sociohistorical conceptðracial categories and the meanings of 

race are given concrete expression by specific social relations (Omi & Winant, 1986). Some of 

these social relations are persistent, such as the legacy of slavery that still shapes Black-white 

relations in the United States (Alexander, 2010; Lipsitz, 1998; Tatum, 1997/2017).  

Rather than focusing on biological features, ethnicity focuses on shared cultural 

experiences, heritages, and traits, such as speaking the same language (Navarro, 2012; 

Rothenberg, 2016). While racial identity is often a significant part of someoneôs experiences 

(Omi & Winant, 1986; Tatum, 1997/2017), some people, such as Latinxs, identify more strongly 

with their ethnicity. As white people socially construct racial/ethnic categories, they also socially 

construct ethnic identities. For example, before the Census Bureauðwhose director has always 

been a white person5ðused the term ñHispanicò in 1980, very few people in the United States 

thought of themselves as Hispanic (Rothenberg, 2016).  

The (Unstated) Norm of ñwhitenessò 

Enduring consequences of ñwhiteò as the normalized racial/ethnic category are the 

persistence of whiteness, white privilege, and white supremacy, which together work to maintain 

racism and what society considers acceptable or normal cultural practices and/or beliefs. The 

 
5 I am making this claim based on the fact that the photos of all the directors from the years 1790-2017 

posted on the Census Bureauôs website appear to be of white people. 
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legal definition forming within the context of immigration and deciding U.S. citizenship 

(Delgado & Stefancic, 2017), whiteness has been foundational in creating the (white) American 

subject (Kendi, 2019; Takaki, 2008) and ensuring the racial stratification of society (Buck, 2001; 

Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Ladson-Billings, 1998; Lipsitz, 1998). In the economic sense, for 

example, whiteness is a form of property (Harris, 1993) that in and of itself affects the price of 

housing, as houses in majority white neighborhoods are worth more money than houses in 

majority Black neighborhoods (Desmond, 2016; Lipsitz, 1998). Moreover, capitalism itself can 

be read as inherently racist (Kendi, 2019), as Black people experience higher and longer-lasting 

rates of poverty and unemployment, alongside lower wages, less intergenerational wealth, and a 

stronger likelihood of downward economic mobilityðall while white people are more likely to 

take advantage of government aid/programs (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Kendi, 2019). This 

extends into education, as school districts serving more students of color receive significantly 

less funding per pupil than districts serving more white students (Kendi, 2019; Kozol, 1991, 

2005; Ladson-Billings, 1998).  

In the social sense, whiteness is a form of property that influences education by 

influencing and defining what is taught in the curriculum and what constitutes high student 

achievement (Blanchett, 2006; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). For example, the manifest, 

explicitly stated curriculum often excludes knowledge outside of mainstream white culture 

(Pinar, 1993, as cited in Erevelles, 2005). One example of this, as discussed in Chapter 1, was  

of how Eurocentric content standards continue to drive the development of K-12 history 

assessments and teacher licensure exams (Kohli, 2014). Furthermore, the hidden, implicit 

curriculum of schooling teaches all students that the correct ways to produce knowledge and to 

behave in schools are those aligned with white norms. For example, high school students of color 
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have reported that while they feel being ñloudò is a cultural trait, white norms of what constitutes 

smartness construct loudness as ña form of transgression across social and academic 

expectationsò (Caraballo, 2019, p. 14). It is likely that this hidden curriculum follows students  

of color into higher education as well. 

It is this ñintersection of race and property [that] creates an analytic tool through which 

we can understand [systems of] inequityò (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995, p. 48). CRT scholars 

assert that racism is not simply individual bias, but a de facto, normalized system built into the 

very fabric of our society that grants privileges to white people from the disadvantages of people 

of color (Alexander, 2010; Bell, 1992; Leonardo, 2004; Tatum, 1997/2017). As such, some 

scholars in the fields of education and psychology feel that in order to be racist, one is not only 

prejudiced but also in a position of power/is a white person benefiting from the system of racism 

(Tatum, 1997/2017). Consequently, this does not mean that people of color cannot act negatively 

toward other people of color based on stereotypes and prejudice or that hate crimes committed 

by white people are any worse than those committed by people of color. The distinction here is 

that the actions committed by people of color are more the result of internalized oppression and 

not of benefitting from the system of racism (Tatum, 1997/2017). By contrast, some scholars and 

historians operating within the policy domain work to discern differences between racist 

power/policymakersðor the conditions that create and sustain racial inequitiesðand white 

people (Kendi, 2019). From this perspective, it is ñillusory, concealing,é[and] disempoweringò 

(p. 136) to say that people of color cannot be racist, as this ignores how some people of color are 

in positions of power that are responsible for enacting racist policies and implies that people of 

color are being anti-racist all the time, which may not be true. Rather than focus on people, 

Kendi (2019) focused on how policies are either racist, by sustaining racial inequity, or 
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antiracist, by working against racial inequity. Thus, racist/antiracist are not fixed identities, and 

anyone (of any race) can be racist or antiracist at any given point in time.  

White privilege means that white people rarely have to acknowledge the ñsalience of race 

in lifeôs possibilitiesò (Ladson-Billings, 1998, p. 11) and are consequently ñunaware of their own 

racism, until they face some test, and their racism emerges in one form or anotherò (Malcolm X 

& Haley, 1965, p. 363). This is complicated by the fact that white people do not all benefit 

equally from racism (Lipsitz, 1998; Tatum, 1997/2017) as they can identify with/be affected by 

other subordinate identities. Similarly, not all people of color are equally targeted by racism as 

they can identify with/be affected by other dominant identities (Tatum, 1997/2017). Still, in 

addition to perpetuating the (false) belief that racially equalizing policiesðsuch as affirmative 

action and the Affordable Care Actðthat also benefit white people are somehow anti-white 

(Kendi, 2019), the normalized silence and denial around (white) privilege maintain racism 

(Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; King, 2015; Kohli, 2009; McIntosh, 1989; Tatum, 1997/2017) and 

white supremacy, or the belief that white people are inherently ñbetterò than people of color. 

Belief in the inherent superiority of white people legitimizes and normalizes excluding people of 

color. 

One salient example of the ways in which whiteness, white privilege, and white 

supremacy operate to maintain racism in education is the persistence of the ñachievement gapò 

between white students and students of color. White students score higher on assessments as 

students of color score lower, given the (statistical) impossibility of all students receiving an A, 

as discussed earlier in how DSE problematizes the normal curve. A multitude of reasons why 

students of color score lower are rooted in their schooling environment and (lack of) 

opportunities (Kendi, 2019): disproportionate placement in lower-income neighborhoods and 
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schools, resulting in less money per pupil from the school district (Kendi, 2019; Kozol, 1991, 

2005); overrepresentation in special education categories that legitimize low expectations and 

exclusion from rigorous instruction (Ferri & Connor, 2006; Harry & Klingner, 2005); and racial 

bias (Crenshaw, 2015; Gregory et al., 2010) and colorism (Kendi, 2019) on the part of teachers 

and administrators that lead to higher rates of suspension and expulsion, not only for students of 

color but for students with darker skin in particular, ultimately feeding the school-to-prison 

pipeline (Fenton, 2016; Heitzeg, 2009; Hirschfield, 2008). White students score higher not 

because they necessarily work harder, but because the school system is designed for their 

success, and they do not face the same barriers (Kendi, 2019). Yet, the normalized belief in the 

formerðcombined with deficit views of ñurbanò students of color (i.e., that they are ñloudò; 

Caraballo, 2019) and their families [e.g., that they lack the ability and/or resources to be 

(correctly) involved in their childôs education; Lightfoot, 2004]ðmaintains white supremacy and 

white privilege. While it is important to problematize whether high-stakes tests measure 

liberatory learning and/or whether closing the achievement gap can actually dismantle racism, 

the material affordances of test scoresðsuch as college access and scholarship qualificationsð

are also important to consider. Even if there is a disconnect between what someone learns in 

college and their chosen profession, college graduates are more likely to have better life 

outcomes in terms of housing, salary, health, and employment (Blake, 2017; Reuss, 2001/2016). 

If white students disproportionately score higher on state tests and/or have more access to 

college, then they also disproportionately receive the privileges that come with these scores.  

Colorblindness 

People of all races might denounce the achievement gap; yet many might not understand 

it specifically as racism (Kendi, 2019) (and ableism, as I mention later in my discussion of 
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DisCrit). This is because, while still rooted in the notion that racism is an act of individual bias, 

many (white) people conflate being racist with acknowledging race in any way (Wells, 2014, as 

cited in Annamma et al., 2018). Instead, they encourage colorblind, race-neutral stances to 

societal issues, which mask how racism normalizes racial inequities (Kendi, 2019). (I unpack 

colorblindnessôs use of the dis/ability metaphor later in my discussion of DisCrit.) For example, 

race is often avoided when talking about students and schools. Black and brown students are 

continuously referred to as ñat-risk,ò and schools that serve mostly students of color are called 

ñTitle Iò and/or ñurbanò schools (Brown, 2014; Rogers-Ard et al., 2012) without any explicit 

mention of race. 

Colorblindness is a form of racism because white peopleôs refusal to ñseeò and 

acknowledge race is a refusal to ñseeò people of color and to acknowledge how they (white 

people) benefit from racism. Racism is now harder to ñprove,ò given that there are de jure laws 

that make it illegal to discriminate based on race (Bell, 1992; Lipsitz, 1998). In fact, many white 

people interpret overturning Jim Crow and other de jure laws as evidence that race relations have 

improved (Alexander, 2010). Since people of color cannot (legally) attribute their problems to 

racism, they often get blamed as individuals for their subordinate positions in society (Bell, 

1992; Cacho, 2012; Du Bois, 1903; Kendi, 2019). Colorblindness also legitimizes de facto racial 

segregation. This can happen through both liberal ideasðsuch as overturning affirmative action 

under the guise of being open-minded, tolerant, and/or inclusive and judging people for who they 

are on the ñinsideò (Bonilla-Silva, 2001/2016, 2003; Lipsitz, 1998; Rothenberg, 2016)ðand 

conservative ideasðsuch as the criminalization of drug and substance abuse in low-income, 

Black and brown neighborhoods (Alexander, 2010; Lipsitz, 1998).  
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Colorblindness normalizes racism by sustaining ideologies and beliefs that also do not 

explicitly acknowledge race, such as liberalism, the myth of meritocracy, individualism, and 

objectivity/neutrality (Bell, 1992; Crenshaw, 1991; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). Opposing 

affirmative action, for example, reinforces the myth of meritocracyðthat everyone has an equal 

chance of becoming the ñbestò person for the job, scholarship, or other selective opportunities if 

they work hard enough (Hurn, 1993). Not all racial groups have equal access to being the 

ñbestòðan abstract ideal set by the white dominant culture. Yet, white people continue to use the 

myth of meritocracy to make colorblind statements about people of colorð ñI just donôt think 

heôs the best one for the jobòðthat, while racist, are still legal. This preserves whitesô own group 

interests and ñmask[s] the reality of economic and political powerò (Bell, 1992, p. 103). Thus, 

while there may be good intentions behind pleas to not make everything about race, terminating 

racial categories in and of itself is not antiracist and can only happen when there is no longer a 

relationship between race and economic, political, and social power (Kendi, 2019). 

Disability Studies and Critical Race Theory in Education (DisCrit) 

DisCrit is an intersectional framework with foundations in the work of critical race 

feminists of color (Annamma et al., 2018; Collins, 1990/2003, 2003; Erevelles & Minear, 2010; 

Lorde, 1984/2007/2016), which contends that ñrace and racism are always part of any 

discussionò (Annamma & Winn, 2019, p. 5) on how an individualôs experiences are impacted  

by the ways their various identities interlock within systems of power and privilege. 

Intersectionality is a ñcommon everyday metaphorò (Crenshaw, 2014/2016, p. 172) that 

describes the process of being simultaneously and reciprocally shaped by multiple social 

locations. Dealing with differences within groups, rather than pretending they do not exist 

(Crenshaw, 1991; Lorde, 1984/2007/2016), helps to shape a minority groupôs collective interests 
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(Crenshaw, 1991), mobilizes a groupôs power (Lorde, 1984/2007/2016), and ensures that 

multiply subordinated members within groups are not positioned as ñinstruments, rather than 

beneficiaries, of the civil rights struggleò (Crenshaw, 1991, p. 1277). For example, while all 

members of the group ñwomenò may have had the same interest in the right to vote, women of 

color were marginalized within this struggle, as white women activists utilized racism to garner 

white menôs support for womenôs suffrage (Rothenberg, 2016). 

This intercategorical approach to intersectionality binds identities to the structural 

conditions and historical contexts in which they are constructed (Erevelles & Minear, 2010; 

Siebers, 2008). For example, the social construction of the ñwomanò gender cannot be 

conceptualized outside of current systems of privilege and power. The very traits associated with 

femininityðsuch as being ñcompromisingòðare constructed within the historical and present 

consequences of sexism and patriarchy, such as the wage gap, that have rendered such traits 

necessary. (The interpretation of this trait as feminine is also influenced by a womanôs other 

identities.) Thus, from this realist perspective (Siebers, 2008), conceptualizing knowledge and 

identity as socially constructed in and of itself is not enough to change the material consequences 

of being labelled a subordinate identity (DeCuir & Dixson, 2004; Siebers, 2008). Even well-

intentioned members of dominant groups can perpetuate inequities (Roegman, 2018).  

Using this understanding of intersectionality, grounded in the work of critical race 

feminists of color, I start my discussion of DisCrit by first showing how it extends the prior  

work of CRT scholars who argue for the importance of using an intersectional frame when 

understanding racism. Next, I show how DisCrit extends the prior work of DS/E scholars who 

trouble how dis/ability (language) is built into current conceptualizations of oppression and 

liberation. Finally, I use these extensions to discuss how the tenets of DisCrit informed my 
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thinking about the research inquiry. I work to show how the previously discussed aspects of 

DS/E and CRT/in Education relate to and inform the tenets of DisCrit that I used in thinking 

about how students at HSIs are being prepared to teach diverse K-12 populations.  

Extending CRT 

CRT scholars argue that dismantling racism cannot happen without also understanding 

and dismantling the ways in which multiple systems of oppression interact to position people in 

society (Lorde, 1984/2007/2016; McIntosh, 1989; Tatum, 1997/2017). CRT, then, is an 

intersectional framework that values the ways our identities traverse multiple categories and how 

our experiences cannot be defined by a single type of oppression (Bell, 1992; Ladson-Billings, 

2012). This stance allows CRT scholars to problematize, for example, sexism that exists in Black 

communities, while also understanding that Black masculinity is constructed within the racist 

conditions in which many Black men live and that this violence is co-opted to legitimize the 

unequal treatment of people of color (Crenshaw, 1991; Leonardo, 2004; Tatum, 1997/2017).  

DisCrit, then, is a ñtool indebted to, and simultaneously further strengthens, CRTò 

(Annamma et al., 2017, p. 153) by showing how the intersection between race and dis/ability has 

presently and historically worked to marginalize people of color, often with violent and 

disastrous consequences (Annamma et al., 2018; Erevelles & Minear, 2010). Todayðwithout 

explicit mention of race, dis/ability, and/or the purpose of exterminating an ñundercasteò or 

ñsurplusò population (Alexander, 2010; Erevelles, 2005; Lorde, 1984/2007/2016)ðthe ideology 

of eugenics utilizes the intersection of race and dis/ability to normalize the exclusion of people of 

color through segregated settings for students of color in special education (Reid & Knight, 

2006); racial disparities in the death penalty (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017); the disproportionate 

representation of Black and brown men in the U.S. prison system (Alexander, 2010; Malcolm X 
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& Haley, 1965), the majority of whom have a disability (Valle & Connor, 2011); and the 

overrepresentation of Black and brown people murdered by law enforcement (Kendi, 2019), at 

least half of whom have a physical or mental disability, are Deaf, and/or are autistic (Piepzna-

Samarasinha, 2018). 

This study, then, was informed by a necessary alliance between CRT and DS/E. Yet, 

perhaps due to the historical legacy of other marginalized groups distancing themselves from 

dis/ability (Baynton, 2001)ða topic I address more thoroughly in the next sectionðCRT (and 

other) scholars often do not recognize dis/ability as a social construction and exclude it as a 

critical social location (Erevelles & Minear, 2010). Leaning on the medical model and equating 

dis/ability with deficit, they often perpetuate an ñunconscious non-analysis of disability as it 

intersects with race, class, and gender oppressionò (p. 128).  

Extending DS/E 

DS/E scholars conceptualize dis/ability as an organizing theoretical tool (Erevelles, 2011; 

Linton, 1998; Siebers, 2008). DS/E is not only a theory about disability as diversity and identity 

(Ferguson & Nusbaum, 2012), but a ñ[dis]abling of theory itselfò (Collins & Valente, 2010, p. 1) 

that affords deeper thinking about ñdismantling the politics of difference, marginalization, and 

oppression along multiple other axes of identityò (Erevelles, 2011, p. 2148). Utilizing this 

organizing theoretical tool, DS/E scholars have shown how, both historically and presently, 

many marginalized groups have used dis/ability as ñmetaphors for weaknesses of limitationsò 

(Schalk, 2013, as cited in Annamma et al., 2017, p. 153) to form coalitions. By arguing that they 

are all people who are impaired by or lacking something in society (May & Ferri, 2005; 

Thomson, 1997), they worked to distance themselves strategically from disability in order to 

assert that they should be granted citizenship and equal rights (Baynton, 2001; Siebers, 2008). 
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For example, in addition to race, women suffragists also used disability to assert their right to 

vote, arguing against claims that they lacked mental capacity (Baynton, 2001). They never 

questioned why disability justified exclusion from the ñnormalò people in society (Baynton, 

2001; Charlton, 1998; Linton, 1998) in a similar way that educators do not question why 

disability justifies exclusion from the ñnormalò students in general education. 

Scholars have used DisCrit to ñlay bare some of the contradictions between language and 

epistemological commitmentsò (Annamma et al., 2018, p. 52) in order to expose ñthe ways 

ableist language perpetuates non-recognition, allows for the subordination of dis/abled people, 

and misses the intersections between being socially constructed racially as the other and 

dis/abledò (p.154). Importantly, uncovering these ideological commitments is ñnot simply 

linguistic or philosophical in nature. It is specifically politicalò (Crenshaw, 1991, p. 1298), as the 

overt disability language historically utilized by minority groups from other social locationsðto 

both assert their rights as citizens and describe their oppressive experiencesðmirrors real, 

material conditions. For example, May and Ferri (2005) wrote that ñableist notions of mobility 

and movementédefine and imagine liberation, resistance, and transformationò (p. 122). Yet, the 

notion of ñstanding upò for oneôs rights invokes a particular way of moving that is not accessible 

to all in society. This is mirrored by the material inaccessibility of citizenship, or that these 

ñrights tend to be practiced in certain locationsðpolling places, town centers, courtrooms, and so 

forthðthat are not always accessible to people with disabilitiesò (Siebers, 2008, p. 152).  

CRT scholars have similarly 

use[d] dis/ability as a metaphor for disadvantage: racism cripples, deaf to the argument 

on racial injustices, and short-sighted views on racial inequities. Yet, people with 

physical differences experience racism; deaf people can listen to arguments; and those 

who are nearsighted can still understand complex situations. (Annamma et al., 2017,  

p. 153)  
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Dis/ability metaphors abound in Derrick Bellôs (1992) Faces at the Bottom of the Well: 

ñdisabling despairò (p. ix), ñracial schizophreniaò (p. 6), ñracial paranoiaò (p. 139), and his use 

of Le Guinôs short story of the feeble-minded child to illustrate how racism bonds white people. 

Cornell West critiqued the ñblindness of legal formalistsò (Ladson-Billings, 1998, p. 11), and 

Rita Kohli (2009) wrote that it is unfortunate that ñmany teachers are blind to the way white 

history, culture, and values are prioritized, or the stereotypes they carry about students of colorò 

(p. 243). George Lipsitz (1998) described whiteness as a ñruinous pathologyò (p. 23) that has 

ñinjured Black familiesò (p. 18). Even some attempts to use intersectionality to strengthen CRT 

arguments have pushed dis/ability to the margins and/or used it as a metaphor to describe the 

experiences of people multiply marginalized. For example, in discussing how gender 

complicates race, Lorde (1984/2007/2016) referred to male hostility as a ñdiseaseò (p. 612). 

Thus, DisCrit builds on the work of DS/E scholars by applying the affordances of 

problematizing dis/ability metaphors to the work of CRT. For example, DisCrit scholars trouble 

notions of colorblindness for utilizing ableist metaphors that position dis/ability as ignorance (or 

blind people as unknowing), limiting understandings of racism as only visual, and suggesting a 

passive response to the unequal material conditions experienced by people of color. They instead 

propose color-evasiveness as a term that is not ableist; signals a more robust understanding of 

race and racism as multimodal; and more appropriately captures societyôs purposeful, rather than 

passive, refusal to interrogate racism and white privilege (Annamma et al., 2017). Importantly, 

color-evasiveness is not simply problematizing and updating the language of CRT theorists, but 

instead ñexpose[s] the (un)spoken normsò (p. 156) that ñlimit the waysé[colorblindness] can be 

dismantledò (p. 148). Put differently, when people utilize dis/ability metaphors to address racial 

inequity, they both ñ[in]accurately depict the problem of refusing to acknowledge race,ò while 
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also ñmaintaining a deficit notion of people with disabilitiesò (Watts & Erevelles, 2004, as cited 

in Annamma et al., 2017, p. 153). Thus, in exposing dis/ability metaphors in conversations about 

race and racism, DisCrit extends the affordances of DS/E in helping us understand how 

dis/ability normalizes the dehumanization of people marginalized along other lines of difference. 

For example, in addition to the inaccessibility of citizenship from a disability perspectiveði.e., 

courtrooms and polling places without social and physical support structuresðDisCrit can also 

expose the racial component of citizenshipôs inaccessibility, or how restrictive U.S. immigration 

laws construct Black and brown people as ñillegalsò and ñcriminals,ò thereby justifying their 

dehumanizing treatment in society (Cacho, 2012; Massey, 2013; Ngai, 2004).  

Tenets of DisCrit 

In understanding race and disability as relational concepts (Erevelles & Minear, 2010; 

Leonardo & Broderick, 2011), DisCrit highlights multiple points of contact between CRT and 

DS (Erevelles & Minear, 2010) that have resulted in the following seven tenets: 

1. DisCrit focuses on ways the forces of racism and ableism circulate interdependently, 

often in neutralized and invisible ways, to uphold notions of normalcy. 

2. DisCrit values multidimensional identities and troubles singular notions of identity 

such as race or dis/ability or class or gender or sexuality, and so on. 

3. DisCrit emphasizes the social constructions of race and ability and yet recognizes the 

material and psychological impacts of being labeled as raced or dis/abled, which sets 

one outside of the western cultural norms. 

4. DisCrit privileges voices of marginalized populations, traditionally not acknowledged 

within research. 

5. DisCrit considers legal and historical aspects of dis/ability and race and how both 

have been used separately and together to deny the rights of some citizens. 

6. DisCrit recognizes whiteness and Ability as Property and that gains for people labeled 

with dis/abilities have largely been made as the result of interest convergence of 

white, middle-class citizens. 

7. DisCrit requires activism and supports all forms of resistance. (Annamma et al., 2013, 

p. 11) 

 

Here, I demonstrate how these tenets relate to the earlier mentioned aspects of DS/E and CRT/in 

Education that informed my thinking about systems of inequity and the research phenomenon. 
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Social Construction of Identity. As stated earlier, DS/E utilizes the social model to 

conceptualize dis/ability as a form of identity, rather than an individual, biological deficit (e.g., 

Connor et al., 2008). Similarly, CRT/in Education scholars agree that race is a powerful social 

construction and signifier without a strong biological basis (Hall, 1997; Ladson-Billings, 1998; 

Omi & Winant, 1986). Informed by critical race feminists of color, DisCrit brings these aspects 

of DS/E and CRT together in Tenets 2 and 3 to argue that the social constructions of dis/ability 

and race are dependent on each other and work together to uphold ableism and racism. The 

ideologies typically associated with maintaining ableism, such as eugenics, are inextricably 

linked with race (Gillborn, 2016, as cited in Annamma et al., 2013), as discussed in Chapter 1. 

Similarly, the ideologies associated with maintaining colorblindness and racism, such as the 

myth of meritocracyðwhich presumes that hard work, or oneôs ability/achievement, should be 

the basis for their rewardsðare inextricably linked with maintaining ableism. Thus, in bringing 

together these tenets, DisCrit also builds on intersectionalityôs premise of challenging not only 

the construction of identity, but also ñthe system(s) of subordination based on that identityò 

(Crenshaw, 1991, p. 1297). 

Conceptualizing Normalcy. As stated earlier, DS/E scholars work to show how 

dis/ability defines its dominant culture, nondisabled. Being nondisabled, or able-bodied/minded, 

means not claiming its subordinateðdisability. Just as normal cannot exist without abnormal, the 

construction of the ñableò body/mind cannot exist without the construction of the disabled 

body/mind. Someone is crazy only because someone else is not. Someone has a limp and/or 

moves/walks abnormally because someone else walks without a limp and/or ñnormally.ò 

Furthermore, as nondisabled is the norm, one impairment makes someone disabled even if 

everything else in that personôs body and/or identity is nondisabled, or ñnormalò (Thomson, 
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1997). Like the nondisabled identity that depends on dis/ability for its construction, whiteness is 

an unmarked, normative, yet always shifting category that cannot exist without its racial other 

(Leonardo, 2004; Leonardo & Broderick, 2011). Whiteness is defined by what it is not. For 

example, at a basic level, the existence of a ñhair careò aisle and an ñethnic hair careò aisle in 

many drug stores across the United States implies not only that normal hair care products are 

those suited to white peopleôs hair, but also that white people are not ethnic and/or do not have 

an ethnicity. This can be traced to the antebellum era when white was considered the pure, 

normal racial category, and any racial intermixture made someone ñnon-whiteò (Ladson-Billings, 

1995; Omi & Winant, 1986). The effects of this can still be felt today, when Barack Obamað

who is half white and half Blackðidentities himself and is identified by others as the first Black 

president.  

Yet, an important distinction here is that whiteness is not built into the overt language  

we use to describe this relationshipð ñraceò or ñracialò differenceðwhile dis/ability is still built 

into the overt language we use to describe the relationship between disabled (normal) and 

nondisabled (abnormal) people. Thus, bringing DS/E into contact with CRT might provide a 

more robust understanding of normalcy. Tenet 1 of DisCrit recognizes and emphasizes the 

relationship between whiteness and dis/ability, or that whiteness depends on dis/ability and 

dis/ability depends on whiteness in constructing the ñnormalò standard in the United States. For 

example, Leonardo and Broderick (2011) argued that like whiteness, ñthe hidden curriculum of 

smartness saturates everyday school lifeò (p. 2215). Responding to smartness cannot happen 

without a simultaneous interrogation of how whiteness constructs some students as intelligent 

and how intelligence brings students of all races closer to approximating the ñnormalò (white, 

nondisabled) student subject. They have also furthered this work to explicate how the ñmaterial-
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ideological system of ógoodnessôò (Broderick & Leonardo, 2016, p. 55) is informed by white 

norms for both behavior and academic achievement/ability. In relation to this study, Tenet 1 can 

help the field of teacher education better understand both the racist and the less-often-discussed 

ableist norms that shape the experiences of preservice teachers of color.  

Systems of Oppression. DS/E affirms that ableismðlike racism, sexism, and other types 

of marginalizationðis a system of oppression built into the very fabric of our society that 

simultaneously excludes people with disabilities and affords privileges to nondisabled people. 

Similarly, the work of CRT scholars shows that the good intentions of some white people 

(Bonilla-Silva, 2001/2016, 2003) are not enough to radically alter the impacts of being labelled a 

person of color in the United States. Tenets 5 and 6 of DisCrit bring this prior work together in 

thinking about how race and dis/ability have worked to marginalize people ñcaught at the violent 

interstices of multiple differencesò (Erevelles & Minear, 2010, p. 128). In relation to this study, 

these tenets unpack how policies and practices within teacher education exclude candidates of 

color and confer to white candidates race and abilityði.e., passing scores on standardized 

licensure exams (see Chapter 1)ðas forms of property.  

Regarding Tenet 6 specifically, Bellôs (1980, 1992) idea of interest convergenceðor how 

efforts at addressing racial inequity are often only successful if they also advance the interests of 

white peopleðcan be applied to dis/ability. Using the social model of disability to advocate for 

accessibility must often framed as benefiting everyone in order to be realized by the nondisabled 

community (Annamma et al., 2013). (In fact, I use this framing in my discussion of inclusive 

education later in this chapter.) Similarly, DS/E scholars have pointed out that ñin capitalism, 

there is a substantial reason to maintain disablement as an exploitable and serviceable 

commodityò (Oliver, 1999, as cited in Baglieri, 2016, p. 168). One could use DisCrit to expand 
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this notion to problematize how students of color are constructed as ñat-riskò of dropping out of 

school and/or ending up in prison, and therefore in need of extra servicesðe.g., social workers 

and behavioral health programsðthat, in effect, provide jobs to (white) middle class people.  

Tenets 4 and 7 of DisCrit draw on the work of critical race feminists of color and utilize 

the framework of intersectionality when thinking about how to respond to systems of oppression 

that sustain each other. DisCrit emphasizes that subordination by race and ability are ñmutually 

reinforcingé, [thus] a political response to eachémust at the same time be a political response 

to bothò (Crenshaw, 1991, p. 1283). Thus, in Chapter 3, I discuss how I apply Tenets 4 and 7 of 

DisCrit in conceptualizing a research methodology that works to privilege the voices of my 

participants and to resist the predominant, deficit narratives of teachers of color maintained by 

the current teacher education landscape, as described in Chapter 1.  

Taken together, the Tenets of DisCrit can also problematize and reimagine current 

solutions to inequities in school and society (Annamma et al., 2018)ðwhich are more likely to 

affect college students of colorðthat ñcontinue to rest on and reify other ideological systems of 

oppressionò (Leonardo & Broderick, 2011, p. 2225) by focusing on race and dis/ability in 

isolation. For example, thinking about the ñachievement gapò through the lens of race alone does 

little to challenge the inherent ñableist normativityò (Baker, 2002, p. 688) in categorizing 

students based on their measured achievement and leaves unquestioned why the achievement gap 

between students of all races and ethnicities in general and special education (Valle & Connor, 

2011) hardly receives as much attention as a social justice issue. When some scholars 

conceptualize ñmak[ing] achievement gains and exit[ing] special educationò (Blanchett, 2006,  

p. 24) as something to which students of all races should have equal access, it reifies the 

normalized assumption that students in special education are, by default, low achievers. 
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Furthermore, much of the DSE scholarship focuses on subjective, high-incidence disabilities that 

are school-based (Dudley-Marling & Burns, 2014) and how those intersect with other social 

locations, such as race (Ferri & Connor, 2006; Harry & Klingner, 2006), to deny educational 

opportunities to historically marginalized students. DisCrit scholars, however, problematize 

solutions to racial disproportionality in special education that suggest, either implicitly or 

explicitly, removing disability labels from children of color. This suggestion is rooted in an 

ideology of cure (Garland-Thomson, 2013)ðmost often generated from outside of the disability 

community (Broderick, 2010; Linton, 1998)ðthat emphasizes the importance of ñovercomingò 

oneôs disability (Valle & Connor, 2011), even though some disabilities will never go away and 

cannot be extinguished. The distinction between students who have supposed ñrealò biological 

differences ñrequiringò their exclusion and those whose differences are socially constructed in 

the environment reinscribes the medical model of disability, ignores the negative effects of 

labeling, and does little to change the status of disability as undesirable (Baker, 2002). Put 

differently, if the ñsolutionò to the problem of overrepresentation is to stop labelling children of 

color with disabilities, then the overall problem of the ways that students with disabilities are 

treated in schools will remain unaddressed (Leonardo & Broderick, 2011). Yet, focusing on 

problems in special education solely through the lens of dis/ability does little to take into account 

how both general and special education are embedded in the institution of schooling that, both 

historically and presently, has utilized the intersection of race and class to stratify students in 

society (Anderson, 1988; Blanchett et al., 2009; Du Bois, 1903; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995).  

Preparing (Racially Diverse) Teachers for Diverse Student Populations 

As disability is a foundational and integral part of constructing many social differences 

(Erevelles, 2005; Erevelles & Minear, 2010), ñparticularly raceò (Erevelles & Minear, 2010,  
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p. 133), I start my review of the literature with the field of inclusive educationðwhich centers 

how the ideology of ability hierarchically positions students marginalized along multiple social 

locations of differenceðas it relates to understanding the pedagogy and content of diversity 

courses. Next, I utilize DS/E, CRT/in Education, DisCrit, and inclusive education to review the 

literature that explicitly discusses preparing teachers for diverse student populations. Finally, I 

utili ze DS/E, CRT/in Education, DisCrit, and inclusive education to review the empirical 

literature on the curriculum and pedagogy utilized in teacher preparation programs at MSIs.  

Conceptualizing Inclusive Pedagogy and Preparation 

The field of inclusive education is relevant to my study in two ways. As related to my 

first and second research questions, I am interested in whether teacher educators themselves are 

adopting an inclusive pedagogy, given (a) the marginalization and essentialization students of 

color have experienced in higher education, and (b) the fact that students at 4-year HSIs, in 

particular, may enter college needing more academic support (Núñez & Bowers, 2011), as stated 

in Chapter 1. As related to my third research question, I am interested in how/if inclusive 

education and/or dis/ability is covered in teacher preparation courses for diverse populations. 

Thus, I am interested in how teacher educators incorporate an inclusive philosophy/stance and/or 

inclusive practices in both the content of their diversity curricula and their own pedagogy. This 

can help ground claims regarding the inclusion of dis/ability in diversity coursework and the 

accessibility of teacher educatorsô instruction.  

Inclusive Stance/Philosophy 

Rather than an ñachievementò that happens when diverse students share the same 

classroom or when a finite set of skills has been taught, inclusion signals a realized belief that all 

students benefit both academically and socially when there is a range of abilities in the classroom 
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that require more diverse approaches to teaching (Berube, 1996; Ferguson, 1995; Oakes, 2005). 

Utilizing the social model to locate the ñproblemò of low achievement in the educational 

environment rather than in individual students (Oakes, 2005), inclusive educators adopt an open 

stance in which they are constantly working to remove barriers to learning (Danforth, 2017; 

Dudley-Marling & Burns, 2014; Hart et al., 2007; Naraian, 2017; Tobin, 2007). Inclusive 

educators work to ñpresume competenceò (Biklen & Burke, 2006; Biklen & Kliewer, 2006) and 

to understand studentsô perspectives on their learning, rather than project their own, possibly 

ableist, interpretations. Still, the work of inclusion is messy (Danforth, 2017) and limited in a 

society in which the world outside of schools has yet to be inclusive (Linton, 1998). Thus, an 

inclusive philosophy in and of itself is not enough to make inclusion ñwork.ò It must be realized 

with the enactment of inclusive practices, made possible by supportive school contexts (Baines, 

2014; Dudley-Marling & Burns, 2014; Tobin, 2007).  

Inclusive Practices 

There is a growing body of theoretical and empirical literature on specific practices that 

can help educators more fully realize the goals of inclusion. Many of the following tenets of 

accessible instruction align with the literature on culturally responsive and sustaining pedagogies 

(Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Paris & Alim, 2014) and how to teach (racially) diverse students, 

as I discuss later. Accessible instruction often reinforces strengths of all, not just some, learners; 

allows for changes in assignments, evaluations, and/or assessments based on studentsô interests 

and strengths; takes place in a positively managed classroom community; expands beyond 

whole-class instruction by utilizing individual instruction and flexible grouping strategies; gives 

students consistent feedback; positions students as the experts of their learning; fosters 

collaborative problem solving; differentiates instruction based on student learning profiles; 
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establishes routines for high-quality discussions; offers students choices; and integrates 

multimodality (e.g., Hart et al., 2007; Lotan, 2006; Oyler, 2001). Universal Design for Learning 

(UDL) is the main framework in the field of inclusive education for considering these tenets of 

accessible instruction (Dudley-Marling & Burns, 2014). Instructors utilizing UDL work to 

provide multiple means of representation, engagement, and expression in their lessons in order to 

achieve accessible goals (Hitchcock et al., 2002; Jackson & Harper, 2006). While leaning on 

interest convergence, this aligns with the tenet in the social model of disability that when we 

design (educational) environments for everyone, social contexts are better for all people. A 

student may not ñneedò another instructional method, but it certainly may allow them deeper 

engagement with the lesson (Tomlinson & McTighe, 2006). 

In addition to realizing accessible instruction through careful planning (Valle & Connor, 

2011), another important practice is prioritizing the voices of students and families (McCloskey, 

2011). This is especially important in a society in which nondisabled people continue to believe 

they know what is best for disabled people and to make decisions on their behalf (Biklen & 

Burke, 2006; Danforth, 2017). Finally, the literature suggests that inclusive practices are realized 

in successful co-teaching relationships in which general and special educators can each 

contribute their own, different perspectives on student learning (Jackson & Harper, 2006) and 

can straddle both general and special educator roles/identities (Naraian, 2016, 2017).  

Preparing Inclusive Educators 

While the empirical and theoretical literature supports the strategies and practices that 

cultivate inclusive classrooms, there is not as much research on how to prepare preservice 

teachers to be inclusive educators (Allday et al., 2013; Florian et al., 2010; Zagona et al., 2017). 

Furthermore, there are three gaps/areas in the literature that my study addressed. First, there is a 
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continued focus on inventories of the types and number of inclusive and/or special education 

courses being offered (Allday et al., 2013; Harvey et al., 2010), rather than on deeper analyses of 

course syllabi, content, and instruction. This does little to tell us how teacher educators are 

addressing inclusive education and/or disability. For example, in their inventory analysis of 

teacher education courses, Allday et al. (2013) did not analyze ñcourses related to óculturallyô or 

ólinguisticallyô diverse populationsébecause they do not specifically focus on students with 

disabilitiesò (p. 303). Yet, many DSE scholars believe that inclusive education is not just about 

students with disabilities, as the ideology of ability works to reinforce many exclusionary 

mechanisms that affect students marginalized along other social locations, such as race, 

language, or ethnicity (Dudley-Marling & Burns, 2014; Florian et al., 2010; Hart et al., 2007). 

Importantly, as inclusive education is not solely about disabled students, inclusive practices such 

as UDL can, and should, be used in conjunction with other social justice pedagogies such as 

culturally responsive and sustaining pedagogy (Kieran & Anderson, 2018). Thus, even though 

Allday et al. (2013) claimed that ñminimal courseworkò (p. 306) in teacher preparation programs 

addresses disability, it is possible that courses excluded from their inventory are addressing 

inclusive practices and/or fostering inclusive beliefs. Second, when studies looked across 

multiple teacher education programs, researchers tended to categorize institutions by geographic 

location (Allday et al., 2013; Gehrke & Cocchiarella, 2013; Harvey et al., 2010; Voltz, 2003), 

rather than by PwI and type of MSI. The literature on preparing inclusive educators might be 

another example in which MSIs remain invisible and/or unrepresented. Third, in addition to 

examining an underrepresented research site, my qualitative study makes a different contribution 

to the literature by focusing more deeply on the lived experiences of a smaller sample of teacher 
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educators and students, as many of the studies I reviewed were mixed-methods (e.g., Allday et 

al., 2013; Cooper et al., 2008) and focused on trends across large sample sizes.  

As many ñstudents enter teacher education programs with limited knowledge and 

oppressive conceptions of disabilityò (Valle & Connor, 2011, as cited in Connor, 2013, p. 122), 

teacher education programs have been insufficient in adequately addressing inclusion and 

preparing their preservice teachers to take up an inclusive stance, especially their general 

education majors (Allday et al., 2013; Cooper et al., 2008; Danforth, 2017; Lombardi & Hunka, 

2001). This is evidenced in both special and general educatorsô claims that they do not feel fully 

prepared to individualize instruction and provide accommodations for students with disabilities 

in inclusive classrooms (e.g., Zagona et al., 2017). The type of program in which preservice 

students are enrolledðspecial education, general education, elementary, secondary, and so onð

also influences how prepared they feel to be inclusive educators, with special educators generally 

feeling more prepared than general educators (Gehrke & Cocchiarella, 2013) and secondary 

teachers feeling the least prepared and holding fewer positive beliefs about inclusive education 

(Cooper et al., 2008). Many DSE scholars have argued against the traditional separation of 

general and special education (Connor, 2013; Florian & Linklater, 2010; Oyler, 2011), as it 

reifies the need for separate teachers and separating students. They believe that one way to 

address the complexity of inclusion more thoroughly is to offer more integrated programs 

(Harvey et al., 2010) that have been found to be more successful in teaching specific, inclusive 

practices (Lombardi & Hunka, 2001), such as how to co-teach successfully (e.g., Arndt & Liles, 

2010, as cited in Allday et al., 2013).  

Empirical research has demonstrated that, to some extent, coursework on special 

education, inclusive education, and/or students with disabilities does improve preservice 
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candidatesô preparedness for inclusion and understanding of disability as difference, not deficit 

(Gehrke & Cocchiarella, 2013; Parker et al., 2014; Zagona et al., 2017), which is a more 

humanizing view of people with disabilities (Bogdan & Taylor, 1989; Connor, 2013) as agentic. 

Yet, while preservice teachers can confidently define inclusion, as it is presented in their 

academic coursework (Gehrke & Cocchiarella, 2013), they struggle with recognizing inclusive 

practices in their field work that ñreach beyond the mere placement of students in general 

education settingsò (p. 212). Other studies have also noted the need for a more explicit 

connection between coursework and field placements, or theory and practice (Brantlinger, 

2006a; Florian et al., 2010; Naraian & Schlessinger, 2017). For example, in their qualitative 

study that examined preservice teachersô understandings of disability as diversity, Parker et al. 

(2014) realized that:  

     While the field provided a context for applying coursework, we naively assumed that 

the very act of pairing the course and field would be a sufficient vehicle for scaffolding 

preservice teachersô beliefs and constructions of disability as differenceé. [T]he mere act 

of placing of students in the field did not prompt them to actively pursue opportunities to 

connect back to the course content. (p. 148)  

 

The literature highlights several strategies to help preservice teachers make these connections. 

First, several studies suggest the importance of helping preservice teachers develop positive 

attitudes and beliefs regarding disability that can help them develop an inclusive stance and feel 

prepared to teach in inclusive classrooms (Florian & Linklater, 2010; Parker et al., 2014; 

Silverman, 2007). Giving preservice teachers multiple opportunities to reflect on their practical 

experiences can foster more inclusive, positive attitudes and beliefs about students and their 

families as they make sense of their particular school/classroom contexts (Florian & Linklater, 

2010; Naraian & Schlessinger, 2017) and the tensions that arise when the theory and the 

ñinstructional purityò (Naraian & Schlessinger, 2017, p. 98) of inclusive education coursework 
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do not fully align with state and/or national standards (Cooper et al., 2018), the notion of ñbest 

practicesò (Danforth, 2017), and/or their personal experiences in classrooms (Naraian & 

Schlessinger, 2017). While teacher educators should prioritize an understanding of their 

studentsô beliefs and knowledge of societal inequities in developing coursework, they should 

also take into account that preservice teachers feel they learn best from hands-on experiences, 

such as developing Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) and working directly with students 

(Lombardi & Hunka, 2001; Van Laarhoven et al., 2007; Zagona et al., 2017). Just as positive 

beliefs are limited if they cannot be translated into practice (Cochran-Smith et al., 2015), 

coursework that makes central connections to the field has been found to foster inclusive 

attitudes and beliefs for both general and special educators (Van Laarhoven et al., 2007).  

A second importantðand often insufficiently addressed inclusive skill in teacher 

preparation (Van Laarhoven et al., 2007)ðis successful collaboration and/or co-teaching 

between general and special educators. Even as more general education programs are offering 

extended coursework on inclusive practices, researchers are continuing to find that special 

educators have more focus on collaboration in their coursework and recommend that general 

educators also need these opportunities (Harvey et al., 2010; Zagona et al., 2017). Addressing 

collaboration as an inclusive skill in coursework is important because preservice teachers feel 

less prepared to work with educators who hold different philosophies on co-teaching, disability, 

and/or inclusion (Zagona et al., 2017). Furthermore, while inclusion is becoming more widely 

accepted, the specific roles that general and special educators are supposed to assume are less 

clear (Allday et al., 2013; Cooper et al., 2008). One way to address co-teaching that has received 

positive attention in the literatureðdespite inherent institutional challenges to its implementation 
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(Cooper et al., 2008; Harvey et al., 2010; Voltz, 2003)ðis for faculty across departments to 

model co-teaching in courses for preservice teachers (Cooper et al., 2008; Voltz, 2003).  

The dominant approach that general education programs use to teach about disability 

and/or inclusion is through a separate, focused course (e.g., Harvey et al., 2010). Yet, Gehrke 

and Cocchiarella (2013) stated the importance of presenting inclusion as a ñcomplex, contextual 

concept that may be implemented in varying degrees across schools and classroomsò (p. 215), 

rather than ñfragmented,éódisjointed experiencesôò (p. 215) partially addressed across their 

coursework. The latter reinforces the technicist notion that teaching is a discrete set of skills that 

can be easily transferred from one school context to another, which does little to privilege the 

skills that teachers may bring outside of this set that can also foster inclusive classrooms 

(Brantlinger, 2006a; Florian & Linklater, 2010; Silverman, 2007). Thus, a third strategy for 

developing inclusive educators could be infusing disability throughout the entire curriculum, 

rather than leaving it the subject of a separate special education course (e.g., Voltz, 2003). This 

strategy helps preservice teachers understand disability as something integral to all aspects of 

their teaching, rather than as an add-on to already established instructional strategies (Voltz, 

2003). Yet, some students in elementary and secondary general education programs that are 

infusing disability throughout the curriculum have reported ñfeeling neither competent nor 

confident to teachéstudents [with disabilities] in inclusive settingsò (Lombardi & Hunka, 2011, 

p. 192). This finding led the authors of the study to suggest ñthat a new course designed 

specifically for general educators be developed rather than attempting to use current special 

education coursesò (p. 194) in addressing inclusive education. Taken together, these somewhat 

divergent views in the literature might suggest that general educators need both a separate special 

education and/or course on disability, as well as disability infused throughout the entire 
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curriculum, to address the complexity of inclusion and to understand disability as 

diversity/identity, in addition to the specific practices and strategies for teaching in inclusive 

classrooms. This suggestion aligns with the conversation on whether ñdiversityò should be 

threaded throughout the curriculum or addressed in a separate course, as I discuss later. 

A fourth important skill for inclusive educators is positioning disability as a form of 

diversity and agency (Baines, 2014), or another ñculture-bound, physically justified differenceò 

(Thomson, 1997, p. 5), rather than as a deficit (Oyler, 2011). This can include more accurate, 

humanizing ñsimulationò exercises, such as boycotting inaccessible places rather than 

ñpretendingò to be disabled for a finite amount of time (Valle & Connor, 2011). Relatedly, 

course assignments and activities should be informed by the voices and experiences of people 

with disabilities (Brantlinger, 2006a; Florian & Linklater, 2010). Finally, while students report 

that lecture and class discussion are the most frequently used modalities to teach about disability, 

special education, and/or inclusive education (Lombardi & Hunka, 2001), some literature 

suggests that preservice candidates enjoy multiple modalities for engaging with the material, 

such as group work, project presentations, and hearing teacher educatorsô stories and experiences 

as practical examples (Gehrke & Cocchiarella, 2013). Thus, while some scholars believe 

preservice teachers are not prepared for inclusive classrooms because they are not taking enough 

coursework related to students with disabilities and/or inclusive education (Allday et al., 2013), it 

seems what is even more significant is the way all courses, taken together, address inclusion.  

Teacher Preparation for Diversity, Equity, and Social Justice 

In using DisCrit and inclusive education to review the empirical and theoretical literature 

on preparing teachers for diversity, I work to show how the assumption of a white preservice 

candidate attending a PwI and forefronting race and racism results in particular content and 
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pedagogy for teaching preservice teachers about diverse student populations. Here, I focus on 

how/if the strategies researchers have suggested intersected with the previously mentioned 

strategies for preparing inclusive educators. I also focus on the accessibility of these strategies.  

The Assumed Preservice Candidate and Institution 

The majority of the studies that explicitly address teaching diverse student populations 

reinscribed the normalized assumption that preservice teachers are white women attending PwIs 

in one of a few ways. Significantly, the analysis I provide aligns with Cochran-Smith et al.ôs 

(2015) literature review on teacher preparation for equity and social justice: 

     [T]eacher candidates from dominant groupséheld deficit views of students who 

differed from the mainstream, an assumption supported by numerous studiesé. These 

studies framed helping future teachers examine and alter their views about diversity as a 

fundamental problem of teacher preparation. (p. 114) 

 

First, many studies explicitly described their participants as majority white women. Many 

researchers legitimized this focus by saying that their sample was representative of the national 

teacher population and could therefore be more informative when conceptualizing the 

preparation of teachers of diverse student populations (e.g., Kahn et al., 2014; Waddell, 2011). 

Yet, a CRT lens might conceptualize the abundance of research on white women preservice 

teachers as interest convergence, or how the needs of diverse K-12 students only seem to be 

relevant when they converge with the interests of a predominantly white teaching force that is 

becoming increasingly aware that they cannot meet their studentsô needs (Milner, 2008). 

Relatedly, if the authors did not explicitly state that their participants were white, they 

nonetheless conducted their inquiry at PwIs (e.g., Juarez et al., 2008). Some mentioned this 

explicitly in the description of their research sites. If they did not include this, CRT theoristsô 

work demonstrates that even if unstated, a ñracelessò participant and/or university is most likely 
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white, as white people often do not see themselves as racial and/or ethnic (McIntosh, 1989; 

Tatum, 1997/2017). (See the earlier discussion on normality and the ñhair careò aisle example.)  

Researchers also reinscribed this assumption when they discussed that the goal of 

diversity education is to help (white women) preservice teachers understand the systems of 

oppression that impact their prospective students (e.g., Ellerbrock et al., 2016; Gay, 2010; Miller 

& Mikulec, 2014). In fact, Juarez et al. (2008) explicitly tied the goals of diversity education to 

white preservice teachers: ñteacher education for diversityéiséjust for white peopleò (p. 21). 

Relatedly, researchers also discussed how teacher educators can be prepared for their studentsô 

resistance and defensiveness when teaching about social justice, diversity, and/or equity issues, 

since this might be the first time studentsô core beliefs are questioned (McHatton et al., 2009; 

Pohan & Mathison, 1998; Ukpokodu, 2003). While one could argue that not all people of color 

think deeply about their beliefs regarding racial diversity, CRT theorists remind us that economic 

and social systems in the United States are designed so that people of color have to develop 

ñracial awarenessò (Bell, 1992, p. 123), or a ñdouble consciousnessò (Du Bois, 1903), of how 

white peopleôs perceptions of them shape their realities. Thus, it might be less likely that 

preservice teachers of color will be defensive or resistant to social justice topics if they already 

had to develop even an implicit awareness of unequal systems that continue to be confirmed in 

the literature (Kochhar & Fry, 2014/2016; Lipsitz, 1998). While white people are becoming more 

aware of the ways in which racism puts people of color at a disadvantage, there is less 

acknowledgment of the ways in which they benefit from those advantages (McIntosh, 1989). It 

would make more sense to assume that the preservice teachers resisting curriculum that exposes 

this inherently, unequal de facto system would be white. Preparing teacher educators for this 

resistance, then, means preparing them to respond to their white preservice teachers.  
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Both Wiedeman (2002) and Trent et al. (2008) discussed the gap in the literature on how 

teachers of color came to understand diversity in their teacher preparation programs. A few of 

the studies I reviewed did focus on preservice teachers of color and/or MSIs; however, none 

seemed to focus on preservice teachers of color attending MSIs. The studies that focused on 

preservice teachers of color were those attending PwIs and how their voices were silenced and 

marginalized (e.g., Jackson, 2015; Knight, 2002). Additionally, some of the studies that 

examined racially diverse institutions did not seem to take this into account in the way they 

reported the findings. For example, while King and Butler (2015) examined the exposure to 

diversity curricula at nine majority white teaching programs and five majority Black teaching 

programs, there did not seem to be a significant relationship between the racial make-up of the 

university and whether/how they offered diversity content. This was evidenced both in the 

quantitative data the authors presented as well as a lack of focus on this possible relationship in 

their discussion on the inconsistent delivery of diversity/multicultural curricula across all teacher 

preparation programs they examined. Similarly, while Enumah (2021) mentioned that three of 

the 16 teacher educators in her study on how teacher educators balance pedagogical tensions 

when teaching about race taught at an HSI, she did not account for this institutional context in 

the presentation and discussion of her findings. Taken together, this evidence suggests the 

overwhelming presence of whiteness, in both teacher education and research (Sleeter, 2017). 

First, the lack of discussion on the part of the authors is also an effect of whiteness and/or 

interest convergence, as focusing on racially diverse institutions might be absent because it does 

not benefit white students and teacher educators. Second, the reported insufficiency of diversity 

curricula at teacher preparation programs serving racially diverse students suggests that even 

MSIs can be influenced by the ideology of whiteness, especially if their status as an MSI came 
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after years of being considered a PwI. This might be even more likely for HSIs. Unlike HBCUs 

and TCUs which were developed for the explicit purpose of meeting the academic and social 

needs of African and Native American students, respectively, HSIs developed circumstantially 

due to a large number of Hispanic students living in the area and attending the college (Gasman 

et al., 2015; Merisotis & McCarthy, 2005).  

Conceptualizing Diversity, Equity, and/or Social Justice 

When reviewing the literature for how diversity, equity, and/or social justice pedagogy 

are conceptualized, I decided not to tease apart these terms in my search and review. Most of the 

studies, either explicitly or implicitly, addressed one or two of these terms when talking about 

the other. Put differently, the majority conceptualized the importance of successfully teaching 

diverse K-12 populations as a social justice and/or equity issue. Here, I use DS/E, CRT/in 

Education, and DisCrit to discuss the following in relation to teaching diverse K-12 students: the 

importance of a caring stance, relating diversity to equity and justice, the identities and 

experiences that are centered in current diversity curriculum, and the kinds of teachers that the 

field conceptualizes as most equipped to address diversity, equity, and/or social justice. 

Caring Stance/Relation. There is an abundance of literature on the importance of an 

ethic of caring that recognizes the wholeness of the child (Knight, 2004) and students (and 

people) as both individuals and as members of larger groups in the context of schools (Collins, 

1990/2003; Noddings, 1998, 2005). An ethic of caring is relational, rather than an individual or 

collective virtue or behavior (Knight, 2004; Noddings, 2005, 2012a, 2012b), and is integral to 

the success of all students, but particularly multiply marginalized students (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 

2002; Valenzuela, 1999). Students in urban middle school classrooms reported that care is an 

important aspect of teacher quality, even if they never felt they had a caring teacher (Alder, 
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2002). In her work with immigrant and U.S.-born Mexican high school students, Valenzuela 

(1999) similarly found that ñstudents view caring, or reciprocal relations, as the basis for all 

learningò (p. 79). Relational caring moves beyond passive empathy through mere exposure to 

othersô stories (Boler, 1999) and instead argues for empathy forged through shared experiences 

(Collins, 1990/2003); attentive, respectful listening (Boler, 1999; Collier, 2005; Noddings, 

2012b); and motivational displacement, or seeking to understand what the ñotherò is going 

through (Noddings, 2005, 2012a, 2012b; Zembylas, 2015) or how they formed their ideas 

(Collins, 1990/2003), rather than how we might feel in the same situation (Boler, 1999; 

Noddings, 2012b). Put simply, treat others as they wanted to be treated, not how you want to be 

treated (Noddings, 2012a). An ethic of caring also emphasizes reciprocity (Noddings, 2012b; 

Piepzna-Samarasinha, 2018). The cared-for must perceive the caregiverôs act as caring in order 

to complete the caring relation (Noddings, 2010, 2012a, 2012b; Valenzuela, 1999).  

While teachers have the responsibility to both create and maintain caring relations with 

their students and to model to their students how to develop the capacity to care (Knight, 2004; 

Noddings, 2005), the situation and context of particular schools and schooling impact whether 

relational caring can happen (Noddings, 2005; Valenzuela, 1999). Thus, when students 

demonstrate resistance, it is often to these schooling processes rather than to education 

(Valenzuela, 1999). From a culturally relevant, Black humanist perspective, Knight (2004) 

further refers to this as ñdegrees of caring,ò when considering whether caring can look different 

depending on the context of the school, teachers, and students. Caring ethics emphasizes the 

importance of respecting studentsô differences (Collins, 1990/2003; Noddings, 2005) and parents 

and students determining their own needs (Collier, 2005; Noddings, 1997, 2005, 2012a; 

Noddings & Brooks, 2017), in dialogue with their teachers (Philip et al., 2019), including 
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whether they want traditional or progressive practices (Noddings, 2005). Within an Afrocentric 

feminist epistemological perspective that pushes against the ñEurocentrist, masculinist 

knowledge validation processò (Collins, 1990/2003, p. 49) often valued in both K-12 and higher 

education and in which ñconcrete,ò lived experience is a ñcriterion of meaningò (p. 54), Collins 

(1990/2003) articulated an ethic of caring in which ñpersonal expressivenessò or ñindividual 

uniquenessò (p. 62), ñthe appropriateness of emotions in dialogueò (p. 62), and ñdeveloping the 

capacity for empathyò (p. 63) are ñcentral to the knowledge validation processò (p. 62). 

While coercing students to engage in any kind of pedagogical activity ñfor their own 

goodò may be incompatible with a caring stance (Noddings, 1997; Noddings & Brooks, 2017; 

Valenzuela, 1999), it is also important that the teacher not neglect aspects of education to which 

all children should be exposed (Collier, 2005; Noddings, 1997, 2005; Noddings & Brooks, 2017) 

and which connect with studentsô identities, experiences, and interests (Noddings & Brooks, 

2017; Valenzuela, 1999) and target instruction accordingly (Alder, 2002). Put differently, caring 

does not neglect academic achievement (Alder, 2002; Noddings, 2012a; Roberts, 2010; 

Valenzuela, 1999). Rather, a caring stance questions the curriculum on which such achievement 

is premised (Noddings, 2005; Valenzuela, 1999). Valenzuela (1999) made a distinction in her 

work between an aesthetic form of caring, ñpremised on commitment to ideas or practices that 

purportedly lead to achievementò (p. 61) and an authentic form of caring that emphasizes a 

reciprocal, caring relation between teacher and student. When teachers insist on the former, or 

ñcaring about school in the absence of relationò (p. 79), the result is often a ñsubtractiveò form of 

schooling that emphasizes ñcultural and linguistic eradicationò (Bartolomé, 1994, as cited in 

Valenzuela, 1999, p. 62) via a ñcurriculum [that] [students] perceive as uninteresting, irrelevant, 

and test-drivenò (p. 62). 



72 

Thus, within the current structures of schooling that often work against this relational 

type of care (Fisher & Tronto, 1990, as cited in Valenzuela, 1999; Noddings, 2005), many 

students feel their teachers do not care (Alder, 2002; Valenzuela, 1999), thereby severing the 

caring relation. Alder (2002) thus recommended that teachers and students talk together about 

what care means in their classrooms. Relatedly, a disability justice perspective on care further 

affirms care as a collective responsibility, access as a process, and the need for the cared-for to 

consent to the caring relation; moreover, disability justice does not often fit into many traditional 

structures and movements toward justice (Piepzna-Samarasinha, 2018). 

Relating Diversity to Equity and Justice. DS/E, CRT, and DisCrit are critical theories 

that assert the importance of addressing issues of equity and social justice in relation to diversity 

(as discussed earlier). In other words, difference is significant because it is inherently tied to 

unequal power relations in both school and society. From this critical perspective, teacher 

education requires a focusðrooted in the knowledge of local school communities (Zeichner, 

2019)ðon the larger sociopolitical context and systems of equity and justice that form the 

backbone of education and schools (Meyer & Leonardi, 2018; Valenzuela, 1999; Zembylas & 

Papamichael, 2017). Commitments to equity from a critical perspective can be idealistðor focus 

on use of language and beliefs in bringing about change; realist/economic deterministsðor focus 

on structural change and material conditions in relation to larger systems of inequity; and/or 

middle groundðor consider both cultural and structural forces in social justice work (Bennett et 

al., 2019; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). For example, researchers in the idealist or middle ground 

camps may push back against ñpractice-basedò pedagogies that have a history of seeing 

culturally sustaining pedagogies as only relevant to certain aspects of instruction (Brown & 

Brown, 2019) and are often ñrooted in classical liberalisméand ultimately serve the status quo 



73 

because they distract us from specifying and addressing continued structural violenceò (Philip et 

al., 2019, p. 8). Realists/economic determinists might argue that straying too far from practice 

and advocating for equity and justice through (academic) language alone runs the risk of 

ignoring immediate ways of responding to studentsô and familiesô material needs (Bell, 1996; 

Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). 

In their narrative literature review on how white privilege is addressed in teacher 

education, Bennett et al. (2019) found that the majority of studies were idealist, focusing on 

changing beliefs of white preservice teachers in relation to privilege in order to combat racism, 

ñwith no explicit goals provided to motivate and provide students with tools to create social and 

structural changeò (p. 900). Similarly, in their systematic review of how ñinitial teacher 

education research frame[s] the challenge of preparing future teachers for student diversityò  

(p. 112), Rowan et al. (2021) utilized an idealist stance in examining specifically whether and 

how diversity is linked to equity and/or social justice. Of the 209 studies that met the criteria for 

the review, they claimed that only 40 specifically addressed equity and/or social justice. They 

characterized these studies as ñteaching for diversity,ò which ñrelates to the affordances of 

teacher education as a political project in the identification, contestation, and/or denaturalization 

of narrow, reductive, essentialist beliefsò (p. 146) about diversity, working against diversity as 

something to simply be acknowledged and celebrated. Studies within this strand emphasized the 

importance of intersectionality, challenging the construction of identities, and  

requirin[g] teachers to develop very particular combinations of theoretically informed 

knowledge and skills, all of which rest upon supported and structured opportunities to 

learn how to recognize, make visible, critique, and work against traditional operations of 

power. (p. 141)  

 

Rowan et al. (2021) suggested critical theories should inform teaching for diversity, such as  
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anti-essentialisté[analyses] of gender that draw upon feminist or profeminist theory, 

analyses of race that draw onépostcolonial theory or critical race theoryé[and] 

[analyses] of disability that acknowledge the differences between medical or social 

models. (p. 139)  

 

They classified 190 of the studies in their review as teaching about diversity, as they addressed 

the ñneed to provide preservice teachers with a knowledge base about diversityò (p. 136), and 

187 of the 190 as catering to diversity, as they emphasized ñprinciples, pedagogies, and practices 

catering to diverse learnersò (p. 136). Studies in these two groups tended to ñname a group of 

learners with consistently evidenced educational problems that preservice teachers need to know 

about in order to be effective teachers into the futureò (p. 137) and then suggested pedagogical 

approaches in order to meet their needs. Thus, without an emphasis on (critical) theory and 

language, Rowan et al. (2021) did not conceptualize these 190 studies as emphasizing equity 

and/or social justice.  

Care can/should also be a vehicle for equity and social justice in K-12 schools, as it 

ñshould transform schools and, eventually the society in which we liveò (Noddings, 2005, p. 25). 

Put differently, a caring relation must also ñadvance moral endsò (Noddings & Brooks, 2017,  

p. 182) in teachersô ñaiméto produce better peopleðcitizens adequately prepared for a place in 

participatory democracyò (pp. 162-163) and people who, in reflecting upon their own lives 

(Mintz, 2013), both ñcare for those they encounter andécare about the suffering of people at a 

distanceò (Noddings, 2010, p. 394). This necessitates a reckoning with the tension around the 

fact that there exist varied understandings around the purposes of education (e.g., academic, 

moral, social, political, spiritual, etc.) (Noddings, 1997, 2018) and the fact that some students, 

teachers, and/or educators may not agree with this relationship between school and a democratic 

society. 
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From Black feminist, womanist, and culturally responsive perspectives, care must be 

related to an intentional, collective effort in working toward social justice and dismantling racial 

inequities (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2002; Knight, 2004; Roberts, 2010) that works against the 

ideology of capitalismôs emphasis on the individual, constructed apart from the social (Knight, 

2004; Noddings & Brooks, 2017). Anchored in the experience of an African American 

preservice teacher, Knight (2004) specified five themes from which teachers can draw 

connections between culturally diverse theories of care and being change agents: engaging in 

culturally affirming practices of multiple cultures, emphasizing fortitude to persevere in the 

midst of adversity, having the ability to recognize and willingness to address difference and 

inequities, emphasizing the importance of the whole child, and being able to see oneself as a 

teacher engaging as part of a collective in challenging inequities. Roberts (2010) found that 

African American teachersô definitions and perceptions of culturally relevant critical care 

intersected with CRT. In particular, two themes emerged: political clarity/color talk with 

studentsðaround their beliefs that Black students need Black teachers to help them understand 

academics as a pathway to equity and to advise them on the increased challenges they are likely 

to face as members of marginalized groupsðand rooting their practices in concern for studentsô 

futures beyond school as they contend with ñthe prevalence of racism and hegemonic influences 

in American societyò (p. 462). Valenzuela (1999) similarly argued that authentic caring 

(mentioned earlier) is ñnecessary but not sufficientò (p. 109) in ñmak[ing] schools truly caring 

institutions for members of historically oppressed subordinate groups like Mexican Americansò 

(p. 109) and must be ñinfused with political clarityò (p. 110). More specifically, teachers, 

administrators, and school staff must ñbring issues of race, difference, and power into central 

focusò (p. 109); ñabandon the notion of a color-blind curriculum and neutral assimilation 
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processò (p. 109); and fully engage in understanding the ñsocioeconomic, linguistic, 

sociocultural, and structural barriers that obstruct the mobility of Mexican youthò (p. 109), rather 

than holding individual students and families solely responsible for changing their 

circumstances. In examining the pedagogy of exemplary Black women teachers, Beauboeuf-

Lafontant (2002) used a womanist perspective to frame care as political activism. Working 

toward social justice and change, these Black women teachersô commitments to ñcontest the 

societal stereotypes imposed on childrenò (p. 77) and to believe in and expect greatness from 

Black children is, in and of itself, a political act.  

Identities and Experiences Currently Centered in Diversity Curriculum.  In assuming 

preservice candidates were white women attending PwIs, the majority of studies centered race, 

ethnicity, and/or racism when talking about preparing teachers for diversity, equity, and/or social 

justice. Some studies stated this explicitly. For example, Juarez et al. (2008) emphasized the 

importance of preservice teachers responding appropriately to ñissues of diversity, racism, and 

social justiceò (p. 21). Other studies did this implicitly by linking social justice and/or equity 

education to that which is integral to teaching students in ñurbanò areas (Bales & Saffold, 2011; 

Waddell, 2011; Whipp, 2013). Sometimes race and class came as a joint issue when preparing 

teachers to address diversity successfully in their classrooms (e.g., Amatea et al., 2012; Morrell, 

2010), which makes sense given the continued overrepresentation of people of color in lower-

income brackets (Lipsitz, 1998) (discussed earlier). For example, when Cochran-Smith et al. 

(2009) analyzed interviews with preservice candidates for social justice themes, they had a code 

for ñrecognizing inequities,ò which included ñideas about racial and economic inequitiesò and 

ñbreaking down racial or class barriersò (p. 356). Even if race and racism were not the focus, 

they were still mentioned. Authors who wrote about other social locations of difference did so 
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only with the acknowledgment that race has generally dominated conversations of diversity and, 

for that reason, they were going to discuss a social location that was not receiving as much 

attention in literature (Hughes, 2010; OôHara, 2006; Stevens & Miretzky, 2014).  

Some researchers, however, expanded their definitions of diversity to include other social 

locations, such as gender and sexuality (e.g., Ellerbrock et al., 2016; King & Butler, 2015). Yet, 

even when offering an expansive list, race, ethnicity, and/or combatting racism as a goal of 

diversity education were often listed first (e.g., Spalding et al., 2010; Whipp, 2013). 

Furthermore, many times these expanded conceptualizations did not include disability (Leonard 

& Leonard, 2006; Miller & Mikulec, 2014; Waddell, 2011). If disability was included, it was 

often not explicitly stated. Rather than referring to disability as a form of diversity, researchers 

used descriptors such as ñdiverse learnersò (e.g., King & Butler, 2015, p. 48) and 

ñexceptionalitiesò (e.g., Gutierrez-Gomez, 2002). The fact that scholars in the academy have 

stayed somewhat silent on considering dis/ability a form of diversity in curriculum (Biklen & 

Kliewer, 2006; Erevelles, 2005) is likely because it threatens their ñown claims to smartnessò 

(Biklen & Kliewer, 2006, p. 177), or an ñideological system at the heart of the normative center 

of schoolingò (Leonardo & Broderick, 2011, p. 2215) and higher education that legitimizes the 

knowledge they produce. Smartness, however, ñintersects both race and abilityò (p. 2207). For 

example, tracking students by ability also ends up tracking students by race and class (Oakes, 

2005). Thus, including a nonracialized conception of dis/ability in the curriculum might not be 

enough to combat the social, economic, and material advantages of being labeled ñwhite/smart.ò 

Some scholars, however, did include disability in their expanded notion of diversity (e.g., 

Cochran-Smith et al., 2015). Yet, Kahn et al. (2014) limited their discussion of disability as 

diversity to focus on the development of ñculturally competent special education teachersò 
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(emphasis added, p. 61). Relatedly, Gao and Mager (2011) forefronted disability in their 

definition of diversity; however, they were purposely examining an inclusive education program. 

Thus, dis/ability, even as a form of diversity, remains the domain of special and/or inclusive 

education (Baglieri et al., 2011). When diversity was, in fact, infused in special education 

programs, race and ethnicity were still forefronted (Trent et al., 2008).  

The Kinds of Teachers Most Equipped to Address Diversity, Equity, and/or Social 

Justice. Outside of the literature that explicitly discusses preparing teachers for diversity, equity, 

and/or social justice, the literature on the preparation of teachers of color is also relevant to this 

discussion. The preparation of teachers of color in and of itself is often conceptualized as an 

issue of diversity, equity, and/or social justice (Kohli, 2009). Race is also forefronted, then, in 

conceptualizing the types of teachers that are more equipped to teach for social justice and 

dismantle inequities. While inclusive education of students with disabilities is also 

conceptualized as an issue of social justice, the preparation of disabled teachers is an area of 

scholarship that has yet to even be realized. There are hardly, if any, studies that call for disabled 

teachers (whether they have a school-based or non-school-based disability), discuss the 

preparation of disabled teachers, and/or position disabled teachers as necessary for combatting 

inequities and promoting social justice in K-12 schools. Put differently, the literature seems to 

suggest that students of color (and white students) need teachers of color and that disabled 

students need inclusive, but nondisabled, teachers. This speculation is also supported by the 

taken-for-granted assumption that we have official designationsðgeneral vs. special educatorð

that segregate students by ability; yet there remains no official distinction between teachers of 

white students and teachers of students of color.  
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This is especially problematic, given that people with disabilities are, statistically, the 

largest minority group facing social and economic oppression in the United States (Belt, 2016; 

Erevelles, 2005; Siebers, 2008). The economic sphere/pool of eligible teachers became 

increasingly inaccessible to people with disabilities after the Industrial Revolution ushered in an 

ideology of capacityðalongside the ideology of capitalism (mentioned earlier)ðthat normalized 

the assumption that the ñbestò workers are those who are completely autonomous (Garland-

Thomson, 2013; Hahn, 1998; Linton, 1998; Thomson, 1997). By this logic, people with 

disabilities and/or people who need supports to work are conceptualized as burdens. 

Unsurprisingly, because the independent, autonomous subject is deemed best suited for work, 

employment is the biggest area in which the Americans with Disabilities Act has not succeeded 

(Davis, 2015; Valle & Connor, 2011). An ideology of capacity, then, masks the inherent ableism 

in not recruiting disabled teachers and/or not implementing supports for disabled people who 

would like to become teachers. The current case law makes it difficult to change this. In schools, 

the ideology of capacity similarly normalizes the logic that including students with disabilities 

will somehow put a drain on the system, due to their ñdiminishedò capacity, and will deprive 

ñnormal,ò nondisabled students of the resources they need (Naraian, 2016).  

Content and Pedagogy of Preparation Courses 

Like the literature on preparing inclusive educators, the literature on preparing teachers 

for diverse populations emphasizes the importance of field experiences; however, I purposely 

focused on strategies developed during coursework, given the scope of my research questions. 

Similar to the discussion of whether/how to infuse disability throughout teacher education 

curricula, there is considerable discussion in the literature on the importance of purposefully 

infusing diversity (e.g., McHatton et al., 2009). Even though many teacher education programs 
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proclaim a commitment to social justice, equity, and/or diversity in their mission and/or vision 

statements, there is still considerable variation in the delivery and content of diversity curricula 

and implementation of social justice strategies across teacher education (King & Butler, 2015; 

McDonald, 2005). This might be because teacher educators may not know how to enact social 

justice pedagogy themselves and/or teach it (Galman et al., 2010, as cited in Spalding et al., 

2010).  

Similar to the discussion on how to address disability and/or inclusive education in 

coursework, many researchers have demonstrated that a stand-alone, separate course is 

ineffective, and that diversity, equity, and social justice need to be threaded throughout the entire 

teacher education curriculum in order for students to link these ideas more purposely to their 

practice (e.g., Leonard & Leonard, 2006; Miller & Mikulec, 2014; Milner, 2010; Wiedeman, 

2002). Threading diversity throughout the entire curriculum can help preservice teachers 

understand that social justice is not just an ñadd-onò to academic content areas (Jackson, 2015; 

Lazar, 2016; Spalding et al., 2010) in a similar way that disability and/or differentiation is not 

something to add on after planning a lesson. For this threading to be successful, faculty need to 

have a shared, clear commitment to social justice (Jackson, 2015; Lazar, 2016) and an 

understanding of how, as a department, they are going to spiral the diversity curriculum in a 

coherent way throughout teacher education programs (Gutierrez-Gomez, 2002; Whipp, 2013). 

This shared commitment and understanding can be cultivated in cross-departmental meetings, 

working together to design rubrics, and discussing and designing ways of assessing the explicit 

diversity dispositions they expect students to develop upon graduation (e.g., Lazar, 2016). 

Without this purposeful infusion, students have reported that the discussion of diversity topics 

have felt redundant in their programs (Whipp, 2013).  
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Some researchers, however, have noted that preservice teachersô understandings of 

diversity are incomplete without a separate, stand-alone course (e.g., Stevens-Smith et al., 2014). 

For example, McDonald (2005) found that without a separate course, students had a hard time 

pinpointing exactly what they had learned about various systems of oppression. Thus, many 

schools of education are working to weave diversity throughout the teacher education curricula 

while also offering a separate course (Gay, 2010). In developing a separate diversity course, 

teacher educators need to make sure the objectives are aligned with the needs and current 

knowledge of their students (Morrell, 2010).  

Within the context of still figuring out the best way to deliver diversity content, scholars 

have documented several strategies for preparing teachers for diverse populations. Many of these 

strategies are similar to those recommended for preparing inclusive educators and incorporate 

aspects of a caring stance/ethic, mentioned earlier. I discuss here the following strategies: the 

importance of developing positive beliefs about students, how to link theory to practice, 

modelling culturally responsive practices, and emphasizing critical thinking in difficult 

conversations about equity and social justice. I conclude with barriers and challenges teacher 

educators may face when employing these strategies. 

Developing Positive Beliefs about Students. Many studies have discussed the 

importance of developing preservice teachersô positive beliefs and/or attitudes about diverse 

populations, as well as the importance of removing barriers to studentsô learning and/or not 

positioning them in deficit ways (e.g., Baldwin et al., 2007; McHatton et al., 2009). One strategy 

teacher educators use to foster positive beliefs is assigning reading and/or research about 

multiple categories of diversity, power, and privilege. In order to foster more inclusive class 

discussions, OôHara (2006) worked to make this research more accessible by providing explicit 
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strategies that students were to use in their written homework to better understand the reading: 

ñUnderline and/or highlight the text. Respond in the margins to the text with commentséin your 

own words, discuss two or more critical concepts from each readingò (p. 44). Another strategy 

was by centering class conversations on various topics, sometimes by inviting diverse faculty 

members and/or guest speakers who could share their personal experiences (e.g., Waddell, 

2011). It is important to note, however, that incorporating disability into these conversations has 

been more difficult. For example, McDonald (2005) found that while preservice teachers 

recognized larger systems of inequity regarding race and class, conversations around disabled 

students ended at individualizing instruction for their individual needs rather than broader 

conversations about mainstreaming and inclusion. A third strategy, also similar to preparing 

inclusive educators, was building time into class to reflect on course content and field 

experiences. Relatedly, engaging students in self-study of their own diverse heritage and beliefs 

has also been shown to help preservice teachers develop into social justice educators. A studentôs 

experience as an ñinsiderò of a marginalized group can be used as a strength in helping them 

develop positive diversity dispositions (Jackson, 2015; Kohli, 2009; Leonard & Leonard, 2006).  

Positive beliefs were found to help preservice teachers develop ñtransferableò skills for 

teaching diverse student populations across different social locations. Specifically, Stevens and 

Miretzky (2014) found that teacher educators believed that focusing on broader skills for any 

student marginalized as ñotheròðe.g., being self-reflective and treating students fairly and with 

respectðversus focusing on skills for specific marginalized groupsðe.g., strategies for racial 

minorities, strategies for gender minorities, etc.ðwas more beneficial. Reflecting an 

intersectional approach to difference, some of the reasons they gave for this included: diversity is 

dynamic and evolves (i.e., Rothenberg, 2016); there is diversity within groups and individuals 
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(i.e., Crenshaw, 1991; Lorde, 1984/2007/2016); there are commonalities across groups 

marginalized along different social locations (i.e., Annamma et al., 2013); and it is more 

practical. This finding further supports the case for how preparing teachers for inclusive 

classrooms and for diverse populations intersects.  

Guided by positive diversity dispositions/beliefs, these transferable skills mirror the 

earlier described definitions of an inclusive stance and an ethic of care and include: 

individualizing lessons to meet studentsô needs; having high expectations for all students and 

believing they can all learn; emphasizing critical thinking in lessons; treating students fairly and 

with respect; caring for all students and wanting to help them succeed; and being an activist 

and/or advocating for diverse students (e.g., Cochran-Smith et al., 2009; Gay, 2010; Lazar, 2016; 

Leonard & Leonard, 2006). Despite the overlap in inclusive strategies and strategies for 

(racially) diverse student populations, which makes sense given the overrepresentation of 

racial/ethnic minorities in special education, many teacher educators still believed focusing on a 

single group was ñbeneficial when teaching about the special needs of certain groups, most 

commonly ELLs and students with disabilitiesò (Stevens & Miretzky, 2014, p. 45). Even though 

many teacher educators have challenged teaching as a set of discrete skills that can be easily 

packaged and delivered successfully to any student population (e.g., Bales & Saffold, 2011; 

Philip et al., 2019), disability has yet to be considered outside of this techno-rational 

conceptualization of teaching. Put differently, teacher educators might believe that teaching 

diverse populations is dynamic and complex, unless those students have a disability. Jacksonôs 

(2015) analysis of the experiences of preservice teachers of color might legitimize this 

speculation when she wrote of a need for preservice teachers to ñunderstand the structural 

differences between [culturally responsive pedagogy] and concepts like ódifferentiating 
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instructionô or uncritical methods of teaching about diversityò (p. 233). Not only was Jackson 

(2015) excluding disability from culturally responsive teaching (which has generally been an 

espoused social justice method), but her analysis neglected the fact that differentiating 

instruction can be critical if enacted from a DS/E and/or inclusive stance.  

Linking Theory to Practice. Even though there is not as much research on the specific 

strategies teacher educators use to prepare teachers for diverse populations (Ellerbrock et al., 

2016), the literature has highlighted some strategies that teacher educators have used to help 

students link the theory they are learning in their courses (that affects the development of their 

beliefs) to practice (Ellerbrock et al., 2016; Mensah, 2013; Milner, 2010; Spalding et al., 2010). 

These strategies generally addressed culturally responsive instructional techniques or 

family/community practices. Teacher educators have also built in time for students to practice 

teaching strategies and get feedback (Mensah, 2013; Whipp, 2013). Furthermore, many teacher 

educators required that students develop lesson and/or unit plans that purposely incorporate 

diversity and/or social justice (e.g., Gay, 2010; Mensah, 2013; OôHara, 2006; Ukpokodu, 2003). 

Yet, even as they described the necessity of this, teacher educators continued to isolate disability 

as something that requires a different consideration. For example, McHatton et al. (2009) wrote, 

ñstudents were expected to develop lesson plans or instructional units that clearly demonstrate 

culturally responsive methods, including accommodations for students with disabilitiesò (p. 130). 

Here, considering disability is positioned as an add-on when incorporating diversity and/or social 

justice. This is further mirrored in the literature by the lack of studies on how special education 

programs infuse diversity (Trent et al., 2008). This gap warrants attention, as special education 

majors have reported less comfort with racially/ethnically diverse students (Dee & Henkin, 2002, 

as cited in Flores & Smith, 2009). This gap and lack of comfort are problematic given the 
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overrepresentation of students of color in special education. Thus, when general and special 

education remain separated, so too do ñdiversityò and ñdisability.ò As mentioned earlier, 

diversity remains in the domain of general education, and disability remains in the domain of 

special education. Fusing these conversations could provide deeper tools for researchers to 

analyze their findings (Blanchett et al., 2009). For example, in their study on attitudes and beliefs 

toward different types of disabilities, Gao and Mager (2011) found that preservice teachers had 

the most negative attitudes toward students with behavioral disabilities. Yet, they did not analyze 

the inherent racism in that label, as children of color are more likely to receive this diagnosis 

(Blanchett et al., 2009).  

Some of the strategies used to develop culturally responsive family/community practices 

include: using activities that help students practice collaborative problem solving with families; 

tutoring ñat-riskò students and other service learning projects in the community; helping students 

practice how to introduce themselves to families; and unpacking family, student, and/or 

classroom case studies and strategizing solutions to potential challenges (e.g., Bales & Saffold, 

2011; Ellerbrock et al., 2016; Juarez et al., 2008; Lazar, 2016). A DS/E, CRT, and DisCrit lens 

on some of these family/community strategies exposes the ways in which they could be 

problematic or exclusionary. For example, several researchers have suggested simulations that 

help them understand being poor and/or from a minority group (McHatton et al., 2009; Waddell, 

2011), such as a ñfood stamp challengeò in which students have to live on that budget for a week 

(Amatea et al., 2012). Given the relationship between race and class (e.g., Kendi, 2019) 

discussed earlier, a CRT perspective might problematize the inherent whiteness in this challenge 

that seems to assume there are no low-income students in the class who might already live on 

food stamps. Additionally, DS/E scholars have problematized disability simulations for 
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positioning disability as something additive that can be easily removed (Valle & Connor, 2011). 

For example, having nondisabled people use wheelchairs temporarily cannot give them a true 

sense of what it means to be disabled, as they cannot fully grasp ñthe sense of embodied 

knowledge contained in disability identitiesò (Siebers, 2013, p. 327). If dis/ability were 

considered a form of diversity in these courses, perhaps the problematics of these diversity 

simulationsðthat might suggest one can understand what it means to be poor by living on food 

stamps for a weekð would be revealed sooner. One study even suggested using ñscripts 

representative of a cultural communication styleò (Amatea et al., 2012, p. 812) to practice 

communicating with families. A CRT lens might argue that this could essentialize certain groups 

and position alternate forms of communications as deficit.  

Modelling Culturally Responsive Practices. Similar to preparing inclusive educators,  

the literature has also emphasized the importance of teacher educators modelling culturally 

responsive practice with preservice teachers (e.g., Ellerbrock et al., 2016; Gutierrez-Gomez, 

2002; Whipp, 2013), as well as sharing stories of real-life scenarios from their own teaching 

experience (Mensah, 2013; Pohan & Mathison, 1998). Despite a current scarcity in the literature 

regarding how teacher educators themselves use the culturally responsive pedagogy about which 

they teach preservice teachers (Cochran-Smith et al., 2015), some strategies have been discussed. 

In particular, it is the responsibility of teacher educators to provide a safe space to have difficult 

conversations regarding diversity, equity, power, and privilege. In line with UDL, this can be 

done by: providing online environments/multiple platforms to continue class conversations 

(McHatton et al., 2009); utilizing a cohort model so students feel comfortable with each other 

(Waddell, 2011); establishing guidelines and ground rules with students for respectful class 

conversations (e.g., Gutierrez-Gomez, 2002; Leonard & Leonard, 2006); promoting cooperation 
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and collaborative learning activities to help students build relationships with each other 

(Ellerbrock et al., 2016); and not forcing (outward) participation during open discussion 

(Noddings, 2018).  

It should be important to note here, however, that the concept of ñsafe spaceò in teaching 

and learning has been critiqued by critical race feminists of color. Challenging the status quo of 

current inequities is not supposed to be safe or comfortable/will not happen if students (and 

people) are comfortable (Davis & Steyn, 2012; Kumashiro, 2015; Mintz, 2013; Ng, 1997, as 

cited in Knight-Diop & Oesterreich, 2009; Zembylas, 2015). Additionally, not all students have 

the privilege of feeling safe both in and out of school. For example, in their feminist critical 

classroom, Knight-Diop and Oesterreich (2009) theorized the role of emotion as necessary for 

social change and found that studentsô engagement with their emotions shifted, depending on 

their intersecting identities and understandings of power and privilege.  

The concept of ñsafe spaceò has also been critiqued from the field of teaching and 

learning in higher education. Some faculty are perplexed by studentsô requests for safe spacesð

or ñplaces on campus where they can be sure that certain topics of words will not be usedò 

(Noddings, 2018, p. 335)ðgiven that, ñ[w]ithout controversial issues, critical thinking is 

nonexistent or, at best, weakò (Noddings, 2006, p. 1). Moreover, the need to keep students happy 

reinscribes the logic of the student as a consumer of education (Amsler, 2011). 

Emphasizing Critical Thinking about Equity and Social Justice. Preservice teachersô 

critical thinking about diversity ñmust be guided by a moral commitmentò (Noddings & Brooks, 

2017, p. 7) made possible by an authentic, relational, interpersonal ethic of caring (Beauboeuf-

Lafontant, 2002; Collier, 2005; Noddings, 2010, 2012b; Valenzuela, 1999) between 

professor/teacher educator and student/preservice teacher. From this moral perspective, rather 
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than affirmatively resolving equity and social justice issues, students should learn how to think 

through all sides of politically contentious issues from both historical and current perspectives in 

ways that catalyze ñmorally justified endsò (Noddings & Brooks, 2017, p. 182). This perspective 

necessitates an understanding that critical thinking in and of itself cannot ñprevent evil actsò 

(Noddings, 1998, p. 483). However, it works against externally imposing (critical) beliefs about 

social justice onto students (Amsler, 2011; Noddings, 1998; Rodgers, 2013; Zembylas, 2015) or 

structuring classes in ways that the goals become about ñwin[ning] argumentsò (Noddings & 

Brooks, 2017) or ñbe[ing] on the right sideò (Noddings, 2018, p. 334). Such external imposition 

cuts of communication in classrooms (Noddings & Brooks, 2017), runs the risk of reducing 

studentsô individual experiences to the larger structures in which their identities are situated 

(Giroux, 1997), ñsometimes displaces the just ends ostensibly soughtò (Noddings, 2018, p. 334), 

and works against a democratic education (Giroux, 1997; Noddings, 2005). As such, professors/ 

teacher educators have a responsibility to emphasize dialogue across different perspectives; 

present all sides of politically contentious issues (Noddings, 2005, 2006, 2010; Zembylas, 2012); 

and respond sensitively, positively, and empathetically to all students, including those who 

express unacceptable, immoral, or offensive views that seem to be working against justice 

(Noddings, 2005, 2010; Zembylas, 2012). By assuming the best of all students (Noddings, 2010) 

and responding in ways that maintain the caring relation (Noddings, 2012a), students are 

encouraged to come to their own conclusions about diversity, equity, and social justice (Davis & 

Steyn, 2012; Rodgers, 2013; Tejeda, 2008) rather than pressured to agree outwardly with certain 

(critical) perspectives (Noddings, 2018). 

A caring stance toward critical thinking should not be confused with endorsing 

problematic views (Noddings, 2010; Noddings & Brooks, 2017; Zembylas, 2012). Rather, it 
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encourages professors to fully engage with students ñtroubled knowledgeò (Zembylas, 2012)ð

through in-class questioning and encouraging students to continue to unpack the roots of their 

beliefs (Amsler, 2011; Rodgers, 2013; Zembylas, 2012; Zembylas & Papamichael, 2017)ð

rather than simply write off certain students as bad people (Noddings & Brooks, 2017; 

Zembylas, 2012). This engagement also teaches students that perspectives ñneed not be accepted 

or rejected whollyò (Noddings, 2005, p. 54), thereby prompting students to engage with more 

complex and nuanced views on diversity, equity, and social justice. 

Barriers and Challenges. The literature also cautions against potential barriers to 

student learning in diversity courses. Similar to teacher educators addressing inclusion, teacher 

educators have also noted lack of planning time and professional development as a barrier to 

teaching about diversity (McHatton et al., 2009). New faculty without tenure may feel worried 

about how the content will affect studentsô evaluations of them (McHatton et al., 2009); faculty 

of color may worry that students will perceive their teaching as racially and/or politically 

motivated (Ukpokodu, 2003); and white faculty may not have enough experience to speak to 

issues of marginalization and/or inequality (Gutierrez-Gomez, 2002; Noddings, 2006). 

Additionally, faculty must contend with how to engage student resistance (mentioned 

earlier). In recognizing that students of different races have different needs, the teacher educators 

in Enumahôs (2021) study who taught about race and racism grappled with the tension of 

ñknowing ówhen to pushô against white studentsô resistanceò (p. 10). They recognized there was 

a fine line between providing the context for resistant students to learn something new and 

pushing them too hard that they shut down, while at the same time maintaining a ñsafe spaceò for 

students who might be the target of resistant studentsô problematic views. Not pushing students 

in the moment demonstrates a possible pedagogical stance toward diversity, equity, and social 
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justice as topics around which learning cannot and/or should not happen within the short 

temporal confines of one college semester (Meyer & Leonardi, 2018; Rodgers, 2013), but is 

possible in the longer term (Zembylas, 2012; Zembylas & Papamichael, 2017) if students 

continue to reflect on what they learned once the semester is over. Importantly, ñresistance is not 

ónot engagingô; in fact, resistance is often how white students engageò (Davis & Steyn, 2012,  

p. 31). Yet, if professors respond to this resistance with empathy, positivity, and sensitivity in 

order to maintain the caring relation with the student (mentioned earlier), they run the inherent 

risk of having students leave their classrooms with problematic and deficit perspectives toward 

historically marginalized students and communities still intact (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2002; 

Tejeda, 2008; Zembylas, 2012; Zembylas & Papamichael, 2017) and unequipped to work toward 

social justice (Knight, 2004; Noddings, 1998; Noddings & Brooks, 2017; Roberts, 2010).  

Finally, teacher educators have reported that it is difficult to assess cultural sensitivity 

and how beliefs change practice (e.g., Leonard & Leonard, 2006). Given the inherent power 

dynamics between students and professor (Giroux, 1997; Rodgers, 2013; Zembylas, 2015), 

students may write course reflections and assignments based on what they think faculty want to 

read (Tejeda, 2008; Zembylas, 2015), which gives little indication of how they will apply what 

they have learned to their teaching (McHatton et al., 2009). Relatedly, ñsuccessò and other data 

in this literature are often self-reported by preservice teachers and/or teacher educators, not the 

families or the students themselves, so it is hard to know if they ñworkò (e.g., Bales & Saffold, 

2011; Cochran-Smith et al., 2009; Flores & Smith, 2009). Finally, addressing diversity, equity, 

and social justice without sensitivity and care runs the risk of inducing what Noddings and 

Brooks (2017) referred to as ñóeducated despairô with respect to the history of our countryôs or 
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groupôs various transgressionsò (p. 7). This despair and hopelessness may not motivate teachers 

toward socially justice teaching. 

The literature also suggests (unintended) consequences when strategies for preparing 

teachers for diverse populations are likely developed for white preservice teachers at PwIs and 

center race and/or ethnicity. If strategies are developed with white preservice teachers in mind, it 

comes as little surprise that teachers of color tend to report that diversity is not addressed 

sufficiently in their programs at PwIs (Jackson, 2015). For example, African American students 

in Jones et al.ôs (2002) study ñreported that óthe institution administrators spoke a lot about 

diversity but acted minimally toward creating a culturally diverse, tolerant and sensitive 

environmentôò (p. 28). Similarly, students of color in Jacksonôs (2015) study reported that  

ñthe faculty seems to have little actual experience dealing with cultural issuesò (p. 231) and 

professors ñwere dismissiveò (p. 232) when students brought up culturally responsive teaching. 

Thus, as aligned with the inclusive education literature, researchers have suggested co-teaching 

across content areas in order to address some of these barriers and more purposefully spiral the 

diversity curricula (Ellerbrock et al., 2016; King & Butler, 2015). Additionally, the parallels 

previously demonstrated might suggest that the literature on inclusive education also assumes 

white women attending PwIs and could therefore benefit from a DisCrit approach. 

Preparing and Teaching Preservice Teachers (of Color) at MSIs 

 

There seems to be a gap in the literature on what constitutes relevant diversity curricula 

for preservice teachers of color at MSIs, as well as inclusive ways of teaching that can make the 

curricula more accessible for multiply marginalized students. The latter is important to consider, 

given not only the previously mentioned likelihood that students attending 4-year HSIs have 

been academically underserved as K-12 students (Núñez & Bowers, 2011), but also that an 
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increasing percentage of college students have a disability (Valle & Connor, 2011). Yet, 

ñ[college] graduation rates for [college students with disabilities] remain lowò (Lombardi & 

Lalor, 2017, p. 107). Still, I found a small body of work that does report on the content and 

instruction of teacher education programs at MSIs.  

Teacher Education Programs at MSIs 

Ginsberg et al. (2017) wrote that MSIs recognize the kinds of supports and curricular 

opportunities that need to be ñembedded into coursework and across degree programsò (p. 24) to 

prepare diverse preservice teachers, yet there seems to be little in the scant literature that 

supports this claim. For example, one college in their review provided a seminar series for 

faculty on pedagogical strategies for diverse students, yet there was little indication whether this 

seminar was effective and/or required. The literature continues to highlight programmatic inputs 

to increase the recruitment and retention of teachers of color at MSIs, such as mentoring, greater 

access to financial aid, flexible class schedules, cohort models, and other strategies to help them 

overcome the likelihood of being a nontraditional student (Ginsberg et al., 2017; Goings et al., 

2018). The literature also emphasizes the various community engagement opportunities for 

preservice teachers at MSIs, such as multiple opportunities for clinical/field practice, due to close 

relationships with local school districts; creating ñlab schoolsò on campus; holding courses at  

the same school site where preservice teachers teach; and incorporating service-learning 

opportunities (Ginsberg et al., 2017; Goings et al., 2018). Paradoxically, the literature also calls 

for more resources to support preparing for the state licensure exams (Ginsberg et al., 2017; 

Irvine & Fenwick, 2011; Will, 2017), the preparation for which is likely not connected to the 

field experiences that may attract students to MSIs. Relatedly, Irvine and Fenwick (2011) 

recommended that the evaluation of teacher education programs at HBCUs should take into 
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account if the ways they address ñcontent knowledge, pedagogy, and pedagogical content 

knowledgeò (Shulman, 1987, as cited in Irvine & Fenwick, 2011, p. 202) and implement support 

programs for students are being informed by the ñbest research on teacher preparationò (p. 202). 

Yet, a CRT lens highlights that most educational research, including the ñbest,ò often assumes 

and centers the needs of white women teachers attending PwIs, as demonstrated earlier. A 

DisCrit lens further problematizes their recommendation in two ways. First, Irvine and Fenwick 

(2011) cited Lee Shulman, a white man, as an example of a scholar who has produced the best 

research, rather than a scholar of color. This aligns with the current landscape of teacher 

preparation, as discussed in Chapter 1, in which white people define high quality and ñeffectiveò 

teaching. Second, Irvine and Fenwick did not consider professorsô implementation of inclusive 

and/or culturally responsive/sustaining pedagogies in their recommendations for teacher 

preparation programs at HBCUs, which might make the content of teacher education programs 

more accessible. 

Thus, the examples the literature provides to demonstrate the ways in which MSIs are 

adequately preparing their teachers highlight community and classroom/teaching opportunities in 

culturally diverse schools (Ginsberg et al., 2017) rather than coursework. Some work has 

suggested that coursework might actually hinder teacher preparation at HSIs. For example, Nieto 

(1999) found that few faculty at an HSI infused diversity and culturally responsive pedagogy into 

their curricula, had very little knowledge of the cultures of their students, and considered these 

secondary aspects of planning (as cited in Brooks et al., 2012). Conversely, and more recently, in 

their literature review on ñservingnessò at HSIs, Garcia et al. (2019) did find some (22) examples 

of culturally relevant curricula or pedagogical practices at HSIs. Thus, while MSIs are important 
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and promising sites to prepare teachers of color robustly, early research on their potential is ñstill 

speculativeò (Ginsberg et al., 2017, p. 25).  

Pedagogical Strategies for Teaching Diverse Students at MSIs 

Given the increased need for faculty to develop their teaching at MSIs (Will, 2017) and 

the importance of understanding the diversity across MSI designations (Hubbard & Stage, 2009), 

I focused my review on pedagogical strategies used at HSIs because this was the context of my 

research sites. The lack of a historical root across HSIs as compared to HBCUs and TCUs 

(discussed earlier) for meeting the needs of their students might explain why there is less 

research and/or consensus on what constitutes appropriate, successful instructional pedagogy 

(Garcia & Okhidoi, 2015; Hubbard & Stage, 2009). This is important because without explicit 

attention to race, even educational practices and teacher education programs with a commitment 

to equity and social justice can perpetuate racism by reaffirming existing institutional structures 

that privilege whiteness and grant advantages to white people (Tolbert & Eichelberger, 2016). 

Answering Hubbard and Stageôs (2009) call for more qualitative research that can help 

unpack and explore how faculty attitudes influence their instructional practice, Nuñez et al. 

(2010) conducted a study on ñthe connections between faculty identity and pedagogyò (p. 178). 

As a group of three female professors with ñties to South Americaò (p. 180) at an HSI, they 

found that reflecting on their own biographies helped them challenge assumptions about their 

students. Positioning their studentsô backgrounds ñas resources rather than liabilitiesò (p. 183), 

they also developed instructional activities to help students consider how their own identities 

relate to their communities and the broader society along the social locations of gender, 

race/ethnicity, class, national origin, and sexuality, as well as ñforms of privilege that tend to be 

less recognized, such as native language, status, and nationalityò (p. 184). While students have 
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reported that these activities are helpful, disability is not mentioned at all in their work. Their 

activities that positioned students as ñagents and co-creators of knowledgeò (Collins, 1993, as 

cited in Nuñez et al., 2010, p. 184) and overlapped with tenets of UDL included: exploring 

understudied communities, helping students make salient connections to the lessons by utilizing 

course readings that relate to studentsô personal lives and experiences, speaking with students in 

Spanish, utilizing multiple types of assessments, and facilitating conversations that address both 

the power dynamics and available agentic opportunities embedded within the institutional 

structure of schooling. Along with Goings et al. (2018), Nuñez et al. (2010) also worked to show 

care and concern for their students by checking in with them. They recognized that they served 

as role models for their students, given the lack of Latinx representation in higher education. 

They discussed how coming together as members of a marginalized faculty community helped 

them share pedagogical strategies and combat the often-reported isolation of academia. 

Moreover, they mentioned the importance of faculty coming together ñon the basis of any 

relevant shared affiliationò (p. 187), of which disability was not included in their list.  

Garcia and Okhidoi (2015) gave two recommendations for better serving the needs of 

diverse populations at HSIs. First, they suggested embedding Chicano/a and ethnic studies into 

the fabric of the university by making it a full-fledged department that also houses general 

education courses for students across all majors. Yet, students agreed with faculty perceptions 

that this was the only department offering culturally responsive curricula, thereby aligning with 

Jacksonôs (2015) observation that programs rarely demonstrate culturally relevant pedagogy in 

content areas other than English/Language Arts and/or social studies. Second, they embedded 

their Educational Opportunity Program (EOP)ðwhich was originally created to support ñat riskò 

students with financial, social, and academic advisementðwithin the institution and now use it 
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as a model to advise all students. This is similar to an inclusive stance that prioritizes making 

supports available for all students, even the ones who do not ñneedò them. Furthermore, and 

possibly as a way of not separating culturally responsive pedagogy (diversity) and the needs of 

students (dis/ability), they suggested that HSIs privilege the often-neglected voice of 

underrepresented groups in higher education when evaluating both the course content and the 

ways students are evaluated to ensure studentsô diverse perspectives are informing instruction.  

Both studies also commented on not making deficit assumptions about white students, 

faculty, and/or administrators. One of the authors in Nuñez et al.ôs (2010) study commented how 

her own biography surfaced assumptions about a white male student when she was surprised that 

he made thoughtful comments about nontraditional research methodologies. Garcia and Okhidoi 

(2015) also commented that while administrators of color ñwould be idealò (p. 353), they found 

that the provost, a white man, was ñdeeply committed to serving underrepresented studentsò  

(p. 354). Given the overwhelming focus on white students, faculty, and administrators in teacher 

education research, I hesitate to include this commonality. Yet, it suggests that these researchers 

are either not making deficit assumptions about students of color, or they might feel that 

reporting these deficits would reinscribe the binary between ñhighly qualifiedò teachers and 

teachers of color discussed in Chapter 1. Both possibilities demonstrate the need for research that 

focuses on curriculum at MSIs (Hubbard & Stage, 2009; Irvine & Fenwick, 2011).  
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Chapter 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Ginsberg et al. (2017) asserted that ñvery little rigorous, qualitative, and cross-

institutional research exists on the impact, or potential impact, of MSIs onéexpand[ing] the pool 

of qualified and committed [teachers of color]ò (p. 5). This qualitative study responded to this 

gap by exploring the potential of HSIs to serve college students of color and racially diversify the 

K-12 teaching force, and by examining pedagogy and curriculum in education coursework about 

K-12 student diversity. The following questions guided this study: 

1. How are teacher preparation programs at two 4-year public HSIs working toward 

racially diversifying the K-12 teaching force? 

a. How do teacher preparation programs at two 4-year public HSIs account for, and 

respond to, barriers that have traditionally excluded preservice candidates of color 

from the profession? 

b. How do two professors at two 4-year public HSIs consider the marginalization 

and/or essentialization of students of color in coursework related to diversity? 

2. When teaching preservice teachers of color, how do two teacher educators at two  

4-year public HSIs address the diversity of student abilities in their teacher education 

courses? 

3. When teaching about diversity, how do two teacher educators at two 4-year public 

HSIs engage with the concept of dis/ability as it intersects with race and other 

categories of difference? 

Informed by the epistemological and ontological commitments of intersectionality (Crenshaw, 

1991) and DisCrit (Annamma et al., 2013) (see Chapter 2) and a ñtransformative research and 



98 

practice paradigmé[that] seek[s] a social justice agenda for HSIsò (Núñez et al., 2015, pp. 10-

11), I discuss the following in this chapter: the research design, research context, and data 

collection methods; my pilot study that utilized the data collection methods; methods of data 

analysis; limitations of the study; and the organization of the remainder of the dissertation. 

Overall Research Design 

As the current literature on HSIs, and MSIs more broadly, has utilized mostly 

quantitative and/or mixed-methods studies, this study utilized qualitative methods. As ñoneôs 

theory is embedded in the formulation of oneôs research questionò (Luttrell, 2009, p. 3), my 

design was also grounded in how Disability Studies/in Education (DS/E), Critical Race 

Theory/in Education (CRT/in Education), and DisCrit conceptualize identity as it relates to the 

production of knowledge. Put differently, DS/E, CRT/in Education, and DisCrit have not only 

made possible the research questions I chose to ask, but also the methodologies and methods that 

are most appropriate in answering those questions (Annamma, 2018). Thus, the discussion of my 

overall research design begins by explicating a DS/E methodology, a CRT/in Education 

methodology, and a DisCrit methodology as it relates to my research questions, research design, 

and the ñunique assumptions regardingéaxiology,éontology,éepistemology, andé 

methodologyò (Mertens, 2009, as cited in Núñez et al., 2015, p. 10) that characterize a 

ñtransformative research and practice paradigm for studying HSIsò (p. 10). In line with DS/E, 

CRT, and DisCrit methodologies, I also include a positionality statement that explains how I was 

embedded in this study and how that affected the types of data I collected and the knowledge I 

produced (Annamma, 2018; Saldaña, 2015). 

DS/E Methodology 
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While DS/E welcomes a variety of approaches to research (Connor et al., 2008), the field 

works to challenge methodology that has historically and presently marginalized people with 

disabilities and has left unquestioned the societal practices that construct disability categories as 

fixed and/or deviant (Connor et al., 2008; Dudley-Marling & Gurn, 2010; Garland-Thomson, 

2013). By questioning the foundations of educational practices that marginalize people across 

multiple social locations (Connor, 2013), a DS/E methodology is rooted in both the rights of 

disabled people and the affordances of a dis/ability analysis in furthering our understandings of 

teaching and scholarship (Garland-Thomson, 2013). A DS/E methodology informed my research 

design by providing the conceptual tools to problematize pathologizing identities, to utilize a 

standpoint approach to better understand the experiences of others, and to conceptualize 

knowledge as socially situated and identity as socially constructed (Siebers, 2008). These 

conceptual tools also align with ñunique assumptions regardingéthe nature of reality 

(ontology)ò (Núñez et al., 2015, p. 10) within a transformative research and practice paradigm 

for studying HSIs. Given the history of research that has worked on, rather than with, people 

with disabilities, my research was designed by a DS/E methodological stance that positions all 

the people in my study as ñinformed participantsé, not ósubjectsôò (Connor et al., 2008, p. 448).  

CRT/in Education Methodology 

It is my hope that explicating a CRT/in Education methodology reflects that, as a white 

scholar, I am continuously working to read broadly about how issues of race and racism affect 

educational research, especially work conducted by white scholars (Roegman, 2018). The legacy 

of biological sciences includes methods that have worked to maintain racist structures in society 

and methodologies that discount the experiences of people of color by relying on standards of 

objectivity, rationality, and generalizability (Harding, 2006; Solórzano & Yosso, 2001, 2002b). 
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In order to work against this legacy, I utilized CRT as an ñimportant intellectual and social tool 

foréthe deconstruction of oppressive structures and discourses, reconstruction of human agency, 

and construction of equitable and socially just relations of powerò (Ladson-Billings, 1998, p. 9). 

While CRT scholars encourage multiple theoretical and methodological stances (Crenshaw et al., 

1995), in designing my study, I drew on the tenets of a CRT/in Education methodology, as 

articulated by Solórzano and Yosso (2002b) who defined it as 

a theoretically grounded approach to research that (a) foregrounds race and racism in all 

aspects of the research processé[and] also challenges the separate discourses on race, 

gender, and class by showing how these three elements intersect to affect the experiences 

of students of color; (b) challenges the traditional research paradigms, texts, and theories 

used to explain the experiences of students of color; (c) offers a liberatory or 

transformative solution to racial, gender, and class subordination; and (d) focuses on the 

racialized, gendered, and classed experiences of students of color. Furthermore, it views 

these experiences as sources of strength and (e) uses the interdisciplinary knowledge base 

of ethnic studies, womenôs studies, sociology, history, humanities, and the law to better 

understand the experiences of students of color. (p. 24) 

 

CRT/in Education theorists have focused on activism and social change (DeCuir & Dixson, 

2004; Ladson-Billings, 1998) and have asserted the importance of marginalized people naming 

their realities and lived experiences through the process of storytelling (Bell, 1992; Rankine, 

2014; Solórzano & Yosso, 2001, 2002a, 2002b). In working toward social justice by responding 

to oppressive societal structures (Solórzano & Yosso, 2001), a CRT methodology utilizes the 

counter-story as ña method of telling the stories of these people whose experiences are not often 

toldò (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002b, p. 32). Similar to how the exclusion of some (disabled) bodies 

can ñdisplay the workings of ideology and expose it to critique and the demand for political 

changeò (Siebers, 2008, p. 33), the counter-story is also ña tool for exposing, analyzing, and 

challenging the majoritarian stories of racial privilegeò (Sol·rzano & Yosso, 2002b, p. 32). 

Importantly, counter-stories ñneed not be created only as a direct response to majoritarian 

storiesò (p. 32), for this would position their existence as possible only in relation to mainstream 
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discourses. These simultaneous emphases of centering the voices of people (of color), as well as 

political change and challenging inequities, aligns with the ñunique assumptions regarding ethics 

and values (axiology)ò (Núñez et al., 2015, p. 10) of a transformative research and practice 

paradigm for studying HSIs, in which ñresearchers assume respect for the cultural norms of 

diverse communities in connection with a social justice agendaéand assume rigorous forms of 

research that advocate for improving the conditions of marginalized communitiesò (p. 11).  

DisCrit Methodology 

Intersectionality does not suggest that being subordinated along multiple lines of 

difference in and of itself is a singular, universal experience, since ñdifferences in the 

hierarchical organization of race, gender, sexuality, class, and disability do existò (Collins, 2003, 

p. 212). Put differently, Black women and white disabled women do not experience oppression 

in the same way, even though both occupy subordinate positions within the category ñwoman.ò 

Intersectionality gives us a frame for understanding how Black women can participate in ableism 

and how white disabled women can participate in racism. It also advocates for placing another 

system at the center of unpacking our experiences so that we can understand our participations in 

other systems of oppression, even as we are oppressed along another social location (DiAngelo, 

2006/2016). As referenced in Chapter 2, white disabled women can benefit from using race to 

analyze their experiences of being disabled women and to better understand how they participate 

in racism. Similarly, Black women can benefit from using dis/ability to analyze their experiences 

of being Black women and to better understand how they participate in ableism. 

My research design moved beyond a ñlimited application of intersectionalityò (Crenshaw, 

1989, as cited in Annamma et al., 2017, p. 152) by placing both race and dis/ability 

simultaneously at the center of my analysis (Annamma et al., 2018). Even though mainstream 
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discourses of disability remain in the field of special education and diversity in the field of 

general education, I demonstrated in Chapter 2 how the ways in which race and dis/ability 

mutually construct each other result in several overlaps in the literature on preparing teachers for 

inclusion and preparing teachers for diversity, equity, and social justice. A DisCrit methodology 

provided a conceptual framing that made visible how focusing on the preparation for inclusion or 

multiculturalism/diversity, in isolation, can ñprotect or forward white and abled privilegeò 

(Baglieri, 2016, p. 175). Thus, I understood the mutual construction of ableism and racism as 

central to the production of knowledge for preparing teachers for diverse populations. 

Additionally, a focus on how ñways of knowing are linked to multiple social contexts and 

positionalitiesò (Núñez et al., 2015, p. 11) and ñrecogniz[ing] power relations and dynamics in 

broader historical, economic, and social contextsò aligns with the assumptions around the ñnature 

of knowledge and the relationship of the researcher to study participants (epistemology)ò (p. 10) 

inherent in transformative research and practice paradigm for studying HSIs.  

Like DS/E and CRT, a DisCrit methodology asserts the ñimportance of attending to the 

direct testimony of the lived realities of individuals who are multiply oppressed in terms of race 

and dis/ability, along with other markersò (Annamma et al., 2018, p. 59). Utilizing multiple 

methods for data collection and analysis (which are further outlined later in this chapter) to 

understand those direct testimonies aligns with the ñunique assumptions regardingéappropriate 

methods of systematic inquiry (methodology)ò (Núñez et al., 2015, p. 10) inherent in a 

transformative research and practice paradigm for studying HSIs. Attending to the direct 

testimonies of my participants through multiple methods is also a form of intellectual activism 

because it presumes competence of people on the margins to tell their stories (Annamma et al., 

2018). Thus, I worked to engage a ñpolitics of solidarityò (Mohanty, 2003, p. 4) with my 
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participants, or ñmutuality, accountability, and the recognition of common interests as the basis 

for relationships among diverse communitiesò (p. 7), even if their perspectives pushed against 

tenets of DS/E, CRT, and DisCrit. 

Positionality 

As a researcher, I ñ[did] not stand metaphorically outside the inquiryò (Clandinin, 2013, 

p. 24). Rather, I was built into the very fabric of the research phenomenon (Annamma, 2018; 

Emerson et al., 2011). The research questions I asked and the methods I utilized influenced my 

relationships with my participants, which in turn affected the knowledge that resulted from my 

data collection and analysis (Annamma, 2018; Luttrell, 2009). Nuñez et al. (2010) framed the 

importance of their self-study on pedagogy at an HSI around the fact that throughout history, the 

majority of claims about MSIs have been authored by people outside of these colleges and 

universities. While technically I was not a complete outsider because I have worked at an HSI 

(that was also one of the research sites), I was still an outsider in the sense that my position as a 

white, nondisabled woman grants me privileges that students and faculty of color may not be 

granted.  

Understanding subjectivity as embedded throughout the entire research process (Bogdan 

& Biklen, 2007; Peshkin, 1988), I articulate my positionality here as part of the ongoing 

reflexivity (Dyson & Genishi, 2005; Emerson et al., 2011; Erickson, 1986) that I needed to adopt 

in utilizing DisCrit methodology, as my experiencesðlikely shaped by dominant narratives of 

whiteness and smartnessðinfluenced the philosophical, epistemological, and ontological 

assumptions I made about my research phenomenon. For example, I am separated from students 

(of color) at HSIs who did not have the privileges of whiteness and smartness as bolsters in their 

education and who might have been constructed as unintelligent in their previous school contexts 
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(Annamma et al., 2013; Milner, 2007). My class positionðanother strong predictor of academic 

achievement (Kendi, 2019)ðalso separated me from students (of color) at HSIs, as many come 

from lower socioeconomic homes (Garcia et al., 2019). This meant I needed to work even harder 

to ñactivelyéunderstand participant perspectivesò (Roegman, 2018, p. 848), especially those 

that did not initially make sense to me due to my positionality. For example, when I reviewed 

writing submitted to the online portion of one of the courses I observed, I worked against using 

my own writing as an undergraduate or masterôs student as a comparison. A DisCrit 

methodology helped remind me that my writing was not inherently ñbetter.ò Rather, whiteness 

and smartness worked together to deem my work potentially more rigorous and/or advanced to 

people in positions of authority in higher education. Additionally, my writing was also a 

reflection of the fact that attending K-12 school in a wealthier neighborhood provided me with 

more educational resources/property (Ladson-Billings, 1998).  

Utilizing Milnerôs (2007) framework for researcher positionality, I understand 

ñresearching the self, researching the self in relation to others, engaged reflection and 

representation, and shifting from self to systemò (p. 395) as integral to conducting ethical 

qualitative research that works against framing my participants in deficit terms and other 

ñdangers seen, unseen, and unforeseenò (p. 388). I acknowledge the limitations of my position as 

a nondisabled, white/Jewish, middle-class, cisgender, nonqueer woman born in the United States 

(second generation) in relation to my research participants, especially those who are people of 

color, disabled, and/or hold other marginalized identities. My positionality affects what I see and 

foresee and, in turn, what I do not see, as well as how I interpret these dangers (Roegman, 2018). 

The more privileged I am in relation to my participants, the more likely I may misinterpret their 

perspectives. Thus, as I write my researcher positionality statement, I understand that ñanswers 
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to the questions [I ask of myself about myself] may change, but the charge to question...remains 

the sameò (p. 395). Identity work is ongoing rather than a finite achievement (Villenas, 1996). 

Thus, I engaged in ongoing reflection on my positionality throughout this study and not just in 

this section of the dissertation (Roegman, 2018). I worked to consider how the ways in which I 

situated myself both shape and are shaped by others (Delgado-Gaitan, 1993, as cited in Villenas, 

1996) in the context of my research. 

In conceptualizing ñpositionality as complex and intersectionalò (Roegman, 2018,  

p. 837), I position myself/am positioned as a nondisabled, white/Jewish, middle-class, cisgender, 

nonqueer woman born in the United States (second generation). There is no linear relationship 

among these positions. Whichever is dominant at a given point in space or time is dependent on 

the context. Audre Lorde (1984/2007/2016, specifically called attention to the fact that those 

outside of the ñmythical normò ñidentify one way in which we are differentò (p. 610) and 

ñassume that to be the primary cause of all oppression, forgetting other distortions around 

difference, some of which we ourselves may be practicingò (p. 610). Being raised by a white 

woman who came to understand her gender identity during the height of the second wave of 

(non-intersectional) feminism, I was consistently taught throughout my childhood how to 

identify and understand sexism on both a personal and systemic level. I was told I was ñsmartò 

and could do anything that a man could do. I was encouraged to work, to vote, and to fight for 

gender equality, the latter two of these encouragements reflecting a top-down belief in politics 

and policy as levers for change. When my mother had my sister and me attend multiple protests 

of the Iraq war in 2003, she utilized the slogan: ñSEND THE BUSH DAUGHTERS TO IRAQ!ò 

on her protest sign. While this might have implicitly called attention to the fact that the frontlines 

of our military industrial complex are often poor people of color, it explicitly utilized gender 



106 

equalityðthat the young Bush women were just as capable as young menðto denounce the 

presidential administration at the time.  

I must actively work, then, to use other lenses outside of my marginalized social locations 

of ñwomanò and ñJew.ò I did not learn I was white until I started teaching in North Philadelphia 

in 2009, in an all-Black school, when I was only 22 years old. Given my lack of cultural and 

racial awareness and understanding, I fear to this day that the person who learned the most when 

I was a K-8 teacher was myself and what it means to be white in the United States. As being 

dominant in one social location can ñmediate the oppression experienced in those other social 

locationsò (DiAngelo, 2006/2016, p. 183), I understand that my whiteness mediates my 

oppressive experiences as a woman and as a Jew. For example, if I experience violence at the 

hands of cisgender men (or anyone for that matter) of any racial/ethnic background, I am more 

likely to have my case heard in court and receive support services and resources (Crenshaw, 

1991). Similarly, as the granddaughter of Holocaust survivors, I am hyperconscious that my 

relatives could not pass as white in the way I do now, especially since I hesitate to take up 

Judaism in my religious beliefs and reject it almost completely in my outward appearance: I wear 

pants, have multiple tattoos, and underwent rhinoplasty when I was 21. Moreover, I do not 

experience racism in the way that Jews of color do today. 

Aligned with critical race feminist scholars who have argued that intersectional work is 

political (Crenshaw, 1991), disability studies scholar Linton (1998) wrote that ñ[s]tating oneôs 

position relative to the subject matter is of theoretical importance, and it is also of political 

importanceò (p. 153). For example, explicitly stating that I am nondisabled and white calls 

attention to the ñabsent voice of disabled people [and people of color] in scholarship and 

illustrates that the reader mayémake the [normalized] assumptionéthat the writer is 
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nondisabled [and white]ò (p. 153). It also calls attention, implicitly, to (racist and ableist) 

political structures and practices that keep this norm intact, such as the standardized test scores 

and licensure exams that exclude students of color from college and/or teaching (see Chapter 1). 

My positionality also has political affordances and consequences. The majority of 

educational problems are researched by white people, including problems specific to people of 

color (Talbert-Johnson & Tillman, 1999). This could reflect one of the ñrules of racial standing,ò 

that white people feel they are more equipped to talk about race and racism (Bell, 1992). It also 

could reflect that white people tend to be overrepresented as faculty members in schools of 

education across the country that are conducting this research (Jones et al., 2002; Sleeter, 2017). 

Where they are represented, professors of color are more likely to have higher service loads on 

and off campus as compared to white professors, especially in advising/mentoring college 

students of color (Talbert-Johnson & Tillman, 1999). This inherently limits their time to devote 

to research. It is possible that people/scholars of color are researching/talking about educational 

inequities that are facing students of color as much as white people. Yet, perhaps they are more 

likely to use nondominant methodologies (Collins, 1990/2003) outside ñthe majority of research 

epistemologies in the U.S. [that have] come from white social historyò (Roegman, 2018, p. 837), 

which are less likely to be recognized as legitimate in academia (Collins, 1990/2003). Finally, 

scholars of color may not want to research race and racism, as they may want to work against the 

notion that the only thing they are equipped to research is race (Malcolm X & Haley, 1965). 

Thus, my positionality as a white person in academia and higher education runs counter 

to the ideals of representation in teaching and higher education. For this reason, I only tentatively 

position myself as a critical scholar and teacher/educator. (I use teacher/educator to indicate that 

I understand my prior experience as a K-8 teacher in North Philadelphia as embedded and 
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inseparable from my identity as a teacher educator and educator both within and outside the 

formal spaces of schooling.) Villenas (1996) echoed Ellsworthôs (1989) critique of critical 

pedagogyôs emphasis on dialogue that ñassumes that we could all engage in dialogue equally as 

if we were not raced, gendered, [abled], and class personsò (p. 718). Given my multiple layers of 

privilege, I hesitate to claim a critical position as a teacher/educator and/or scholar, given the 

social capital it affords me in some (usually ñliberalò or ñprogressiveò) spaces (Schwitzman, 

2018). For example, being perceived as ñwokeò about race in my context might liken me to 

being ñsmart,ò while Black bodies are still dying at the hands of the police. Still, I understand the 

ñtensions that emergeò (Milner, 2007, p. 396) from ñacknowledging the multiple roles, identities, 

and positions that researchers and research participants bring to the research processò (p. 396) as 

productive and powerful tools for social change. 

Research Context 

HSIs are the most recent, fastest growing classification of MSI and make up the majority 

of MSIs in the country (John & Stage, 2014; Wolanin, 1998). The majority of HSIs are 

community colleges; however, 4-year degree-granting institutionsðsuch as the research sites in 

this studyðdo exist (Benitez, 1998; Merisotis & McCarthy, 2005; Núñez et al., 2016). 

Historically, students have chosen to attend HSIs due to lower financial costs, the ñcultural 

supportò (Conrad, 2015, p. 29), and the closeness of the university to their homes and families 

(Gasman et al., 2015; Núñez & Bowers, 2011). They have often attended a high school with a 

higher percentage of Hispanic or students of color (Benitez, 1998; Flores & Park, 2014; Gasman 

et al., 2015) and/or a high school that is less oriented toward a college-going culture, rendering 

them less academically prepared (Núñez & Bowers, 2011). HSIs enroll almost 50% of all 

Hispanic undergraduates and 25% of all undergraduates of color (Benitez, 1998; Conrad, 2015; 



109 

Flores & Park, 2013; OôBrien & Zudak, 1998). Yet, there is also tension between HSIs and other 

MSIs for funding, with some saying HSIs might be on the frontline of federal budget cuts (Flores 

& Park, 2014; Gasman et al., 2015). This tension may have been exacerbated in the Fall 2019 

semester (during data collection), as mandatory federal funding for MSIs lapsed during this time 

(ñBooker urges Senateò, 2019; Schwarber, 2019). 

While many MSIs have a commitment to serving their local communities and have 

produced many teachers (Ginsberg et al., 2017), each type of MSI has a unique history, purpose, 

and set of common goals. As discussed in Chapter 2, unlike HBCUs and TCUs, HSIs developed 

circumstantially in areas with increasing Latinx populations asserting their civil right to a college 

education, rather than for the explicit purpose of educating a specific racial group or righting a 

historical wrong of educational exclusion (Benitez, 1998; Flores & Park, 2013, 2014; Merisotis 

& McCarthy, 2005; OôBrien & Zudak, 1998). Given this development, federal funding 

requirements for HSI status specify a full-time undergraduate Hispanic population of (only) 25% 

and a low-income undergraduate population of 50% (John & Stage, 2014; Wolanin, 1998). HSIs, 

then, vary in their degree of racial diversity and percentage of students of color across campuses 

(Liu & Liu, 2012). In fact, HSIs are considered some of the most diverse schools in the country 

(Conrad, 2015; Gasman et al., 2015). To better understand the diversity across HSIs, Núñez et 

al., 2016 ñidentified six types of [HSIs]: (1) Urban Enclave Community Colleges, (2) Rural 

Dispersed Community Colleges, (3) Big Systems 4-Year Institutions, (4) Small Communities 4-

Year Institutions, (5) Puerto Rican Institutions, and (6) Health Science Schoolsò (p. 57). As 

explained further below, both research sitesðwhile still noticeably different from each other 

(Núñez & Elizondo, 2015)ðfell into the third category, ñBig Systems 4-Year Institutions.ò  
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As HSIs were not developed explicitly to meet the needs of a specific racial or ethnic 

group, an HSI designation in and of itself is not enough evidence to indicate how welcoming the 

university environment is for students who have historically been underserved in higher 

education (Hubbard & Stage, 2009). Some HSIs have even been shown to be more similar to 

PwIs than other MSIs, in terms of meeting diverse studentsô academic and social needs (Hubbard 

& Stage, 2009). In this case, some scholars believe these HSIs might be more appropriately 

thought of as Hispanic-enrolling (versus -serving) institutions (Gasman et al., 2015). However, 

more recent research has argued against utilizing a Hispanic-serving and Hispanic-enrolling 

binary, as an ñHSIôs organizational culture can be more nuancedò (Garcia et al., 2019, p. 6) and 

can serve their students in a variety of ways. 

Research Sites 

The HSI designation signals that an institution of higher education might be working 

differently than traditional PwIs to meet the social and academic needs of historically and 

multiply marginalized students (see Chapter 1). Yet, some data have suggested that ñthere is no 

consistent negative (or positive) effect on college completion and the HSI designation alone after 

taking into account student characteristics and institutional capacityò (Flores & Park, 2014,  

p. 261). As such, I utilized two research sites to garner a more robust analysis when discussing 

the affordances and limitations of the HSI context in serving and preparing preservice teachers 

(of color) and whether/how the HSI influenced teacher educatorsô practices. Two was a small 

enough number to permit a deeper examination of the characteristics of these two institutions, 

beyond those that simply designated them HSIs.  

Within the state in which the study took place, around 35% (or 5/14) of 4-year public 

universities were HSIs in 2019 (when data collection took place). In 2019, all 17 of the MSIs in 
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this state were HSIs, with two also being labeled Predominantly Black Institutions (PBIs) and 

one also being labeled an Asian American Native American Pacific Islander-Serving Institution 

(AANAPISI) (Rutgers Center for Minority Serving Institutions, 2020). Thus, I utilized the 

affordances of purposeful sampling (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Maxwell, 2005) and convenience 

sampling (Marshall, 1996) to select two 4-year public HSIs in the same state in the northeastern 

United States. In addition to institutional characteristics of each research site, here I also detail 

how I gained initial access, even as I understand access as a complex negotiation that happens 

throughout the entire research process (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Erickson, 1986). 

Eastern City University (ECU) 

I used purposeful sampling (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Maxwell, 2005) to select ECU, as I 

am also an adjunct professor who teaches a diversity course offered in a department outside of 

the College of Education (COE). As indicated in Chapter 1, it was in this context that I started 

exploring diversity curriculum and pedagogy in the HSI context. I utilized the affordances of 

being in this position to gain access to the site, as I was able to recruit eligible participants via 

my ECU email account. I was also able to apply for ECU Institutional Review Board (IRB) 

approval as an adjunct faculty member.  

Based on available data from the Hispanic Association of Colleges and Universities 

(HACU), ECU is a public 4-year institution that has been designated an HSI for at least the last 

12 years. As such, it works to ñprovide a diverse population of learners with an excellent 

educationò (ECU website). Located in an urban area, during the 2019-2020 school year, the 

university served just under 8,000 students, about 75% of whom were undergraduates. The 

majority (81%) of undergraduates were full-time students. The undergraduate racial 

demographics during the 2019-2020 school yearð39% Hispanic/Latino, 19% white, 8% Asian, 
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24% Black or African American, 0% Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islanders, 0% American 

Indian or Alaska Native, 3% Two or more races, 5% race/ethnicity unknown, and 2% non-

resident alien (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2021)ðmade ECU a ñmajority 

HSIò (MA-HSI) at the time of the study, or an ñinstitution where Hispanic students are the 

majority among all race groups on campusò (Liu & Liu, 2012, p. 78). While full-time faculty 

made up only a small percentage of the instructional staff (approximately 30%), as of the 2018-

2019 school year, they were mostly white: 57% white, 11% Black, 9% Hispanic, and 17% Asian. 

Voted the best public school in the state for ethnic diversity (U.S. News and World Report, 2015, 

2016, as cited in ECU website) and the 7th ñbest bang for your buckò (Washington Monthly, 

2015, as cited in ECU website) because its tuition is the lowest offered by a 4-year public 

university in the state, ECU was established in the 1920s initially as a training school for 

teachers. Today, the school is composed of four accredited colleges and offers multiple 

undergraduate and graduate degree programs.  

Northern State University (NSU) 

In order to find another 4-year public HSI in the same state, I used convenience sampling 

(Marshall, 1996). To gain access to NSU, I emailed two professors who were editors of a book in 

which I had co-authored a chapter. They put me in touch with the chair of one of the education 

departments and an administrator in charge of Hispanic-serving initiatives, who helped me 

recruit eligible professors. The administrator was also able to secure permission for me to 

conduct the study at NSU.  

Like ECU, NSU is also a 4-year public institution; however, the campus is significantly 

larger, both in terms of geography and student enrollment. During the 2019-2020 school year, 

the university served approximately 21,000 students, 80% of whom were undergraduates. 
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Almost 90% of undergraduate students were full-time. Slightly more of NSUôs graduate student 

population was full-time (36%), compared to ECU (21%). The undergraduate racial 

demographics during the 2019-2020 school yearð30% Hispanic/Latino, 40% white, 6% Asian, 

14% Black or African American, 3% Two or more races, 4% race/ethnicity unknown, 2% non-

resident alien, 0% American Indian or Alaska Native, and 0% Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific 

Islandersðcharacterized NSU as a ñminority-majority Hispanic Serving Institution (MIMA-

HSI)ò at the time of the study, or a school that ñhas a Hispanic population of 25 percent which is 

also the largest minority group on campusò (Liu & Liu, 2012, p. 78). Like ECU, full-time faculty 

at NSU made up a small percentage of the instructional staff (34%) and taught approximately 

half of the courses; just under 60% were white, as of Fall 2018. Seven percent of full-time 

faculty were Hispanic, 12% were Asian, and 6% were African American (NSU Institutional 

Report, 2019).  

Also originally a training school for teachers, NSU today offers over 300 majors, minors, 

concentrations, and certifications across eight colleges/schools, and as such, NSU ranks as one of 

the ñbestò universities in the state (NSU website). Additional awards and recognitions include 

being ranked in the top 200 national universities in the country in 2020, #23 in Top Performers 

on Social Mobility, and #79 in Top Public Schools (U.S. News & World Report, as cited in NSU 

website). In 2019, three separate publications included NSU in its list of colleges that offered the 

best value in terms of tuition. 

Side-by-Side Comparison 

Both ECU and NSU, like many HSIs, were working with limited financial resources to 

support their students (Hispanic Association of Colleges and Universities, 2012, as cited in 

Núñez et al., 2015) and had similar in-state and out-of-state tuition during the 2019-2020 school 
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year,1 when the data were collected (NCES, 2020). However, they differed in terms of 

demographics and other institutional factors, reflecting the diversity of HSIs as a whole (Núñez 

et al., 2016) and the diversity within 4-year HSIs, in particular (Núñez & Elizondo, 2015), as 

shown in Table 1. 

Table 1 

Research Site Data 
 

Eastern City University (ECU) Northern State University (NSU) 

HSI status Has been an HSI for at least 12 

years 

Became an HSI in 2016, after no 

longer requiring the SAT/ACT 

for admissions 

Location Urban  Suburban  

Total Enrollment, 

2019-2020 school year 

Approximately 8,000 students, 

75% undergraduates 

Approximately 21,000, 80% 

undergraduates 

Undergraduate Racial 

Demographics, 2019-

2020 school year 

ñMajority HSIò (Liu & Liu, 

2012): 39% Hispanic, 19% 

white, 8% Asian, 24% Black, 3% 

Two or more races, 5% 

race/ethnicity unknown, 2% non-

resident alien 

ñMinority-Majority HSIò (Liu & 

Liu, 2012): 30% Hispanic, 40% 

white, 6% Asian, 14% Black, 3% 

Two or more races, 4% 

race/ethnicity unknown, 2% non-

resident alien 

Pell Grant Recipients, 

2017-2018 school year 

65% 44% 

Acceptance Rate, 2019-

2020 school year 

95% 76% 

Retention Rate, 2018-

2019 school year 

73% for full-time, 11% for part-

time 

80% for full-time, 42% for part-

time 

Overall graduation rate 

within 6 years, 2018-

2019 school year 

41% 67% 

Students formally 

registered with office of 

disability services,2 

2019-2020 school year 

4% (which was reported at 3 out 

of the 13 4-year public 

universities in the state) 

3% or less (which was reported 

at 7 out of the 13 4-year public 

universities in the state) 

Sources: National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), U.S. News & World Report, and each 

institutionôs website. 

 
1 If institutional information on an aspect of the university was not yet available during the 2019-2020 

school year, I utilized the most recent publicly available information in the tables throughout this chapter. 
2 I recognize that institutions may differentially name the office on campus that works with students around 

disability accommodations (e.g., Office of Specialized Services). I decided to keep the language uniform throughout 

the dissertation for (a) clarity and (b) making sure I did not compromise the identities of the participating 

institutions. 
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At each research site, both undergraduate students who applied to the COE and graduate 

students who received their bachelorôs degrees in another field and returned to school for their 

teaching certification are included in the overall group of students admitted to and graduating 

from each institutionôs COE. (Throughout the dissertation, I refer to this combined group of 

undergraduate and graduate students seeking certification as ñpreservice teachers.ò) Using 

information from Data USA and Title II reports, Tables 2 and 3 compare the racial demographics 

of the undergraduate and graduate populations on campus with those of preservice teachers. 

Table 2 

Comparison of Racial Demographics at ECU Between Preservice Teachers and Institution 

During the 2017-2018 School Year 

Race/Ethnicity 

Combined Undergraduate and 

Graduate Population on 

Campus 

Population of (Undergraduate 

and Graduate) Preservice 

Teachers 

white 25.3% 32.0% 

Asian 7.62% 7.5% 

Two or more races 1.77% 1.7% 

Hispanic of any race 

(including white) 
36.4% 32.0% 

American Indian or Alaska 

Native 
0.338% 0% 

Black 21.4% 19.0% 

 

Table 3 

 

Comparison of Racial Demographics at NSU Between Preservice Teachers and Institution 

During the 2018-2019 School Year 

Race/Ethnicity 

Combined Undergraduate and 

Graduate Population on 

Campus 

Population of (Undergraduate 

and Graduate) Preservice 

Teachers 

white 46.0% 64.0% 

Asian 6.0% 5.4% 

Two or more races 3.0% 2.7% 

Hispanic of any race 

(including white) 
28.0% 15.0% 

American Indian or Alaska 

Native 
0.0% 0.0% 

Black 14.0% 5.0% 
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The combined undergraduate and graduate population figures in Tables 2 and 3, 

compared to the undergraduate demographics of each institution in Table 1, demonstrate that the 

majority of graduate students at both institutions are white, even as both institutions are 

designated HSIs via their undergraduate demographics. Additionally, white students are 

overrepresented in the group of ñpreservice teachersò at each campus, relative to the overall 

population, and Hispanic and Black students are underrepresented. These demographics are 

further described in Chapter 4.  

Participants 

As access is built on trust, I worked to be as explicit as possible with my participants 

about the purpose of my research and what I was doing in the setting (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; 

Erickson, 1986) before, during, and after data collection. I selected two professors as focal 

participants at each research siteða decision also grounded in the possibilities presented in the 

literature reviewed in Chapter 2 on pedagogical strategies for teaching diverse students at HSIs. 

Of the two relevant studies, the aims of Nuñez et al.ôs (2010) study were similar to mine in 

focusing on professorsô pedagogy. They studied three teacher educators at one HSI. Choosing 

two research sites for this study thus extends Nuñez et al.ôs work. Additionally, limiting focal 

participants to a total of four professors allowed more in-depth data collection and analysis, as it 

was only one more focal participant than in Nuñez et al. This addressed the scarcity of literature 

on in-depth explorations of diversity curricula and pedagogy at HSIs and MSIs more broadly.  

Professors were invited to participate if they were teaching a course that had an overt 

commitment to addressing diversity. This commitment to diversity could be expressed either in 

the course catalog description, the course syllabus, and/or any other medium used to describe the 

aims of the courseôs objectives, activities, and/or assignments. The course could be an 
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introductory, foundational course focused on educational theory or historyðopen to any 

undergraduate student, in any major, who might have an interest in teachingðor a methods 

courseðopen only to admitted preservice teachers (graduate and undergraduate students seeking 

certification). The course could be in any elementary or secondary program. 

At the beginning of the 2019-2020 school year, I used my ECU email account as an 

adjunct in another department to send individual invitation letters to professors who were 

teaching courses that were eligible, based on descriptions in the university catalog. Of the four 

who responded, two were available and agreed to participate in the study after an introductory 

meeting. One was teaching an introductory course and one a methods course. As such, I sought 

an introductory and methods course at NSU. At NSU, the chair with whom I was put in contact 

was teaching an introductory course and agreed to participate in the study after an introductory 

meeting. The administrator in charge of Hispanic-serving initiatives put me in touch with the 

chair of another education department, who recruited a fourth faculty member teaching a 

methods course on my behalf. This fourth faculty member agreed after an introductory phone 

call. The relevant demographic details of each focal professor (as described to me) and the 

courses they taught in Fall 2019 as part of the study, are shown in Table 4. As indicated in  

Table 4, three of the four professor participants were people of color, and all four were from 

multiply marginalized backgrounds. Annamma (2018) wrote: 

   Methods also signify the relationship we strive to have, and what actually occurs, with 

our participants and others at the sites where we do research. Erickson (2006) noted we 

can study down, up, or side by side and each of these choices affects our deeper 

commitments. (p. 167) 
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Table 4 

Focal Professor Participants and the Courses They Taught as Part of the Study 
 

ECU NSU 

Introductory 

Course 

Professor Anderson 

African American male 

Age: Late 60s/Early 70s 

 

ñChallenges in Urban Educationò 

25-30 students enrolled  

Professor Ruben 

Latino, Jewish male  

Age: Late 60s 

 

ñHistorical Foundations of American 

Educationò (section reserved for first-

semester freshmen only) 

25-30 students enrolled 

Methods 

Course 

Professor Ocampo 

Hispanic male 

Age: Late 40s 

 

ñClassroom Management and 

Assessmentò (hybrid course) 

12 students enrolled 

Professor Abbott 

Black female 

Age: Mid 50s 

 

ñSocial Studies and the Arts in the 

Elementary Classroomò 

9 students enrolled 

 

While I strove to study my participants side-by-side, in some ways I felt I was 

simultaneously studying downðas a white woman born in the United States, in relation to my 

participantsô racial, ethnic, and/or national identitiesðand studying up, as a doctoral student  

25-35 years younger than my participants. I feel it is important to note this here, as these 

dynamics inherently impacted this studyôs findings. 

I used convenience sampling (Marshall, 1996) and invited every student to participate in 

an individual interview, with the goal of interviewing 2-3 students in each course (8-12 total), via 

an announcement during class and a recruitment letter. Participation did not affect studentsô 

grades, as professors did not know which students volunteered. Table 5 shows the student 

participants and the identities that surfaced in their interviews. 
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Table 5 

Student Participant Information 

Name Identities 
Year/Status in 

School 
Institution Course 

Ameerah white appearing*, 

Muslim female 

Undergraduate, 

senior 
ECU 

Dr. Ocampo/methods 

Roberto Hispanic male Undergraduate, 

senior 
ECU 

Dr. Ocampo/methods 

Adam white appearing, 

Hispanic male who 

had an IEP in high 

school 

Undergraduate, 

transfer student 
ECU 

Dr. 

Anderson/introductory 

Allison white female from 

suburbs 

Undergraduate, 

transfer student 
ECU 

Dr. 

Anderson/introductory 

Ben Hispanic male Undergraduate, 

transfer student 
ECU 

Dr. 

Anderson/introductory 

Amanda white appearing 

female 

Graduate student 

seeking certification 
NSU 

Dr. Abbott/methods 

Cara white female Graduate student 

seeking certification 
NSU 

Dr. Abbott/methods 

Amy white appearing 

female 

Undergraduate, 

first- semester 

freshman 

NSU 

Dr. Ruben/introductory 

Liana Hispanic female with 

a learning disability 

Undergraduate, 

first- semester 

freshman 

NSU 

Dr. Ruben/introductory 

*If they did state their race, I noted it as ñappearing.ò 

 

 

I did not need to apply further selection criteria for student participants, as only two 

students volunteered in Dr. Ocampoôs, Dr. Rubenôs, and Dr. Abbottôs courses, and only three 

students volunteered in Dr. Andersonôs. As further detailed, the student interviews were used to 

contextualize the observations and interviews of the focal teacher educators.  

Data Collection Methods: Instruments and Procedures 

As a qualitative researcher, I took the stance that there are no ñpure,ò ñrawò data 

(Charmaz, 2006; Emerson et al., 2011; Erickson, 1986; Marshall & Rossman, 2011) waiting for 
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me in the field, ñuncontaminated by human thought and actionò (Freeman et al., 2007, p. 27). 

Rather, the significance of what I ñfoundò depended on how I interpreted the way it fit with other 

data within the context of my study (Freeman et al., 2007). However, to the extent that I could, I 

engaged the field as if I knew very little about my participants and diversity curricula at HSIs 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). Additionally, I understood what my participants shared as not only 

potential data but as a gift (Saldaña, 2015).  

In line with that understanding, I ñcollectedò the following: interviews with professor and 

student participants; observations of the courses taught by the professor participants; public 

profile and scholarship data about the professor participants; curricular documents/artifacts 

related to the courses; institutional and programmatic documents; state documents regarding 

teacher employment/licensure and information on institutions of higher education in the state; 

and a trail of virtual and physical materials that helped me understand the impact of campus-

wide incidents/events and the current sociopolitical climate on the work of professors and their 

students. Collecting multiple types of data at different levels (individual, classroom, institutional, 

state, federal) (a) helped steer me away from privileging a certain way of producing knowledge 

and instead kept me grounded in working to understand my participantsô perspectives (Fontana 

& Frey, 2005; (b) ñreflect[ed] a commitment to understanding the different layers of activity that 

affect each otherò (Annamma, 2018, p. 184), in relation to the research questions; and (c) helped 

me ñfocus on how actors in [these two] HSIs [made] sense of their roles, responsibilities, 

organizational challenges, and contributionsò (Núñez et al., 2015, p. 12) in a way that did not 

position these two institutions in deficit ways (Garcia et al., 2019; Núñez et al., 2015). Taken 

together, these three groundings and commitments helped me engage in data collection (and 

subsequent analysis) that honors ñthe complexity of HSIsò (Núñez et al., 2015, p. 12). 
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Additionally, my chosen data collection instruments and procedures aligned with the literature 

on what constitutes credible qualitative research (Brantlinger et al., 2005). 

Interviews 

The interview method aligns with qualitative research, as the goal is to better understand 

peopleôs stories and the sense they are making of their lived experiences (Bogdan & Biklen, 

2007; Seidman, 2013). I conducted semi-structured interviews (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007) that 

were ñconversational and narrative in styleò (Dyson & Genishi, 2005, p. 76). Thus, while I 

prepared an interview protocol, I treated my participants as experts and let their responses shape 

the direction of the interview (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). Even as I collected multiple types of 

data, I gave the most weight to the interviews because the professors were the main focus of my 

research questions. Observations, curricular documents/artifacts, public profile and scholarship 

information about the professors, institutional and state-level data, and materials generated in 

response to the sociopolitical climate were used to inform the interviews and help me 

contextualize stories that, from my perspective, seemed to either diverge away from each other 

or from my own understandings of diversity and/or curriculum. Additionally, I audio recorded 

and transcribed all of the interviews myself (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Seidman, 2013). This 

allowed me to re-visit the interview data, especially the nonverbal aspects of the interviews  

(e.g., sighs, pauses) and important contextual information (e.g., if someone interrupted us). I 

transcribed the entire interview and not only sections that I deemed important in order to avoid, 

to the extent that it is possible, imposing my own frame of understanding onto the data before 

undertaking in-depth analysis.  

In conducting interviews with my participants, I adopted an empathetic stance to 

interviewing (Fontana & Frey, 2005; Saldaña, 2015). Understanding that it is impossible to be 
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neutral when interviewing someone, this ñmethod of moralityò (Fontana & Frey, 2005, p. 118) 

asserts the importance of taking an ñethical stanceò (p. 117) that aligns with a DisCrit 

methodology in several ways. First, it prioritizes, through a non-deficit lens, the lived 

experiences of my participants over ñany theoretical or methodological concernsò (p. 118). 

Second, it emphasizes that both my participants and I are involved in the interview exchange, 

and the material conditions that shape our understandings of the world collectively create the 

interview. This meant understanding that my positionalityðespecially along the social locations 

in which I hold a different position than my participantðmight affect how my participants 

interpret this stance. For example, if my participant is a person of color, then perceiving me as 

authentically invested in a conversation about race might have been more difficult, given the 

ways in which racismða system that benefits white peopleðworks to make inaccessible the 

stories of people who oppose it (Tatum, 1997/2017) and to keep people of color in subordinate 

positions in society (Alexander, 2010; Bell, 1992). Third, this stance encourages the researcher 

to work as an advocate and a partner with participants from marginalized groups and to use 

research to create more socially just policies often advocated by DisCrit scholars and those 

working from a ñtransformative research and practice paradigm for studying HSIsò (Núñez et al., 

2015, p. 10). This meant being open to changing my understanding of what is even considered 

social justice, as this understanding has been developed from my various subjective positions in 

society and, therefore, might be different than what my participants understand as equitable 

higher education praxis (Roegman, 2018). 

Professor/Teacher Educator Interviews 

As professors were the main focus of my study, I used Seidmanôs (2013) ñin-depth, 

phenomenologically based interviewingò (p. 15) to conduct three separate interviews. Utilizing 
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Seidmanôs notion of interviewing also provided a stronger sense of validity, as internal 

consistency across all three interviews suggests that participants have been honest in telling their 

stories. The first interview protocol focused on their life histories and teaching philosophies. The 

second interview protocol focused on their instruction and was guided by the literature on 

preparing teachers for K-12 diversity (Cochran-Smith et al., 2015), the literature on preparing 

teachers of color (e.g., Kohli, 2009), and the literature on inclusive pedagogy (Valle & Connor, 

2011) (outlined in Chapters 1 and 2). In other words, I asked them questions about both the 

curricular content and accessibility of their courses. The final interview asked them to reflect on 

the semester and was also guided by the literature on HSIs, where I asked them questions about 

how they felt the institution was serving its students (Garcia et al., 2019). The protocols for the 

three professor interviews can be found in Appendix A. I also left time during the second and 

third interviews to ask any follow-up questions about prior interviews and what I observed in 

their classes and/or at the institution. In this way, I worked to engage data collection and 

preliminary analysis that was ñongoing and iterativeéwherein [I] collected data, analyzed the 

data, considered a range of possibilities, collected more data, and then discussed the data with the 

[professor]ò (Annamma, 2018, p. 185). 

Seidman (2013) suggested that each interview be 90 minutes. However, in practice, each 

professor interview lasted between 45-90 minutes, as some professors were more available 

and/or talkative than others. While Seidman also suggested that spacing interviews 3 days to one 

week apart is ideal, this structure can be adjusted as long as participants feel they can both 

reconstruct and reflect on their experiences. Given that my study was firmly bound by the 

temporality of one semester (as the courses were all one-semester long) and I wanted to 

incorporate questions based on what I was observing in their classes throughout that time period, 
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I adjusted this structure and interviewed them at the beginning, middle, and end of the Fall 2019 

semester. All of the interviews took place in each professorôs office, with the exception of  

Dr. Andersonôs third interview, which took place over the phone due to scheduling/logistical 

constraints. Table 6 provides more details on the professor/teacher educator interviews. 

Table 6 

Professor Interview Details 

Professor Participant Interview Date and Time 

Length of 

Interview  

(in hours) 

Dr. Ocampo (ECU) Interview #1: Monday 9/16/19 at 12:00 pm 0.65 

Interview #2: Monday 9/30/19 at 12:00 pm 1.0 

Interview #3: Monday 11/18/19 at 12:00 pm 1.0 

Dr. Anderson (ECU) Interview #1: Tuesday 9/17/19 at 2:15 pm 0.75 

Interview #2: Tuesday 10/22/19 at 2:30 pm 1.0 

Interview #3: Wednesday 11/13/19 at 9:00 am 0.75 

Dr. Ruben (NSU) Interview #1: Thursday 10/10/19 at 1:00 pm 1.5 

Interview #2: Thursday 11/7/19 at 1:00 pm 1.1 

Interview #3: Thursday 12/12/19 at 1:00 pm 1.35 

Dr. Abbott (NSU) Interview #1: Wednesday 10/23/19 at 4:00 pm 1.0 

Interview #2: Wednesday 11/13/19 at 3:00 pm 1.0 

Interview #3: Wednesday 12/11/19 at 2:30 pm 1.0 

  Total = 12.1 hours 

 

Student Interviews 

As student interviews were used to contextualize the professor interviews, I drew on 

Spradley (1979) to conduct one 30-45-minute interview with the student participants, toward the 

end of the semester after I had gained their trust (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). Aligned with the 

literature in Chapters 1 and 2, I started with ñgrand tourò questions that were broad and open-

ended about their experiences in their preparation programs as whole (or education courses, for 

those students who had not yet been admitted) as well as about what they were learning in the 

course I was observing. I then followed these questions with ñmini tourò questions that dealt with 
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smaller units of experience. Here, I asked them questions about specific assignments and 

activities utilized in their courses. Finally, I asked them ñexample questionsò on a single event 

that they described earlier in the interview. I also included questions that were specific to each 

instructorôs course and thus added in response to/to learn about other dataðprofessor interviews, 

observations, curricular documents, and so on. For example, Dr. Ocampo shared in his second 

interview that the students learning about the ñsix soft spots of student disciplineò was a 

highlight/moment of success. Thus, I asked the students in his class whom I interviewed ñHow 

useful did you find learning about the six soft spots?ò to help further contextualize and 

understand Dr. Ocampoôs interview response. The protocol for student interviews can be found 

in Appendix B.  

In total, I spent 4.4 hours interviewing the students. At ECU, interviews took place in my 

adjunct office. At NSU, interviews took place in the student café. I offered to buy students a 

snack and gave them my contact information in case they wanted to follow up with me about the 

study and/or their future teaching careers.  

Course Observations 

As student and professor experiences are an important aspect of ñservingnessò (Garcia et 

al., 2019) and given my awareness of how my positionality as a white, nondisabled researcher 

could impact the data in ways that decenter their voices (Roegman, 2018), observations were 

used to contextualize student and professor interview responses and thus were not considered 

main data sources. Observations took place over the duration of the Fall 2019 semester, which 

was the length of each course in the study. For each professor participant, I conducted 4-6 

observations of their course. At the beginning of the semester, I met with each professor 
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individually to decide together what course sessions would be best to observe, in terms of 

curricular objectives and activities planned for that session.  

In conducting observations of the teacher educatorsô courses, I worked to adopt the role 

of the ñsensitive ethnographerò (Emerson et al., 2011, p. 29) who prioritizes participantsô 

concerns and privileges ñóinsiderô descriptions and categories over [my] own óoutsiderô viewsò 

(p. 29). Understanding that fieldnotes create, rather than record, reality (Emerson et al., 2011), I 

took both descriptive and reflective fieldnotes (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). Using specific details 

and language, descriptive fieldnotes included: portraits of my participants, description of the 

physical setting (with accompanying photographs), accounts of events, reconstruction of 

dialogue, description of activities, and my own behavior as an observer and how I might have 

been influencing my data collection (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). As reflection improves fieldnote 

data, reflective fieldnotes included: reflections on analysis, or what I was learning and/or 

possible connections to other data/information; methodological reflections; reflections on ethical 

dilemmas or conflict in the field; reflections on how my own beliefs might have been influencing 

data collection; and any points of clarification (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). Reflective fieldnotes 

took the form of observer comments throughout the descriptive fieldnotes as well as longer 

memos at the end (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Emerson et al., 2011). I also wrote reflective 

fieldnotes before entering the setting to surface my own assumptions and expectations about the 

observations (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). 

While my note-taking strategies shaped and are shaped by the setting (Emerson et al., 

2011), in the beginning I took more notes because I was new to the setting (Bogdan & Biklen, 

2007) and had a broader understanding of what might be relevant data and/or information 

(Emerson et al., 2011). I started descriptive fieldnotes with ñjottingsò of my initial impression of 
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the setting, including specific sensory details as well as a general sense of feeling and emotion 

(Emerson et al., 2011). Then, I focused on what seemed to be significant, unexpected, or 

exceptions to people in the field, as well as everyday aspects of the teacher education classroom 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Emerson et al., 2011). After leaving the field, and as soon as possible, I 

turned my ñjottingsò into more detailed field notes and memos (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; 

Emerson et al., 2011). Each set of fieldnotes concluded with a summary commentary on a 

separate page (Emerson et al., 2011).  

As I conducted observations of the courses, the professor/teacher educator was the ñmain 

characterò of my observations (Emerson et al., 2011), as they were the main focus of the study. 

Thus, I was minimally focused on the students. Dr. Abbott put it well during our first observation 

when she told the students, ñShe is here to watch me, not so much you.ò Yet, there were 

moments where I felt I had to take more detailed notes on the students, given how they were 

impacting the classroom dynamics and, subsequently, the professorôs pedagogy. These extra 

details were evident in my fieldnotes in two ways. First, in addition to the students I interviewed, 

there were some students who I named (and then gave pseudonyms) because they spent a lot of 

time outwardly participating and/or the professor and I spoke about their participation in our 

interviews. Two students in Dr. Andersonôs introductory class at ECU (Oliver and Hillary) who 

are referenced in Chapter 5 met these criteria. Second, I noted (what I perceived to be) studentsô 

race, gender, dis/ability status, age, and/or other identities if I felt this was relevant to what I was 

witnessing. (This applied to both named and unnamed students in the fieldnotes.) For example, I 

included Hillaryôs race (white), gender (female), class (from the suburbs), and nationality 

(Australian) in my fieldnotes as I felt it was important to note these aspects alongside observing 

her views on the hijab as oppressive (see Chapter 5).  
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Toward the end of the Fall 2019 semester, I reflected in my researcher journal on when in 

the semester I conducted each professorôs observations and how that might have impacted data 

analysis. Different time periods in the semester tend to elicit different responses from students 

and faculty. It is possible that had I observed professors at a different point in the semester, I 

might have noticed different things. I do not suspect that the professors would be radically 

different, but I do think the students might have been in significantly different mental spaces at a 

different point in time. Table 7 shows when in the semester I observed each focal professorôs 

course. Taken from my researcher journal, Appendix C details how that might have impacted 

what I observed, and how what I observed might have been different if I visited these classrooms 

at different points in the semester.  

Table 7 

Course Observation Details 

Professor Participant Observation Dates and Time Length of Observation (in hours) 

Dr. Ocampo (ECU)ð

Beginning of semester 

Thursday 9/3/19 at 9:55 am 4.0 

Monday 10/28/19 at 12:00 pm 2.0 

*Dr. Anderson 

(ECU)ï Mostly 

beginning of the 

semester 

Thursday 9/17/19 at 4:25 pm 2.0 

Thursday 10/3/19 at 4:25 pm 2.25 

Thursday 10/10/19 at 4:25 pm 2.25 

Thursday 11/21/19 at 4:25 pm 1.0 

Dr. Ruben (NSU) ï 

Throughout the 

Semester 

Thursday 9/26/19 at 11:30 am 1.25 

Tuesday 10/15/19 at 11:30 am 1.25 

Tuesday 10/22/19 at 11:30 am 1.25 

Tuesday 11/19/19 at 11:30 am 1.25 

Tuesday 12/3/19 at 11:30 am 1.25 

Thursday 12/5/19 at 11:30 am 1.25 

Dr. Abbott (NSU) ï 

End of the semester 

Thursday 10/24/19 at 8:30 am 2.5 

Thursday 11/7/19 at 8:30 am 2.5 

Thursday 11/14/19 at 8:30 am 2.5 

Thursday 12/5/19 at 8:30 am 2.5 

  Total = 31.0 hours 

 

*Dr. Anderson sometimes let the students out early, which is why his observations were not all 

the same length. 
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Curricular Documents and Artifacts 

 

I also collected curricular documents and artifacts (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007) from each 

professorôs course to help me better understand the professorsô pedagogical strategies and 

commitments. These documents and artifacts included: course syllabi, photographs and copies of 

PowerPoint slides used in class, readings assigned and/or referenced in class, worksheets 

accompanying classroom activities, in-class examinations (in the case of Dr. Ruben), project 

rubrics (in the case of Dr. Abbott), and photos of student work constructed both during class and 

at home. These documents and artifacts were used to contextualize interviews and observations 

and were positioned as ñtriggers for telling storiesò (Clandinin, 2013, p. 46), rather than a 

significant focus of the research. For example, in Dr. Abbottôs class, I noticed that there was an 

explicit commitment to inclusive education and disability throughout her syllabus (image of a 

wheelchair; inclusion of disability in her diversity, equity, and inclusion statement; and disability 

integrated into studentsô assignments). Thus, I used her syllabus as a prompt to ask her about her 

experience with students with disabilities and/or inclusive education. 

Professorsô Public Profile and Scholarship 

In the Spring 2020 semester, I collected additional, publicly available data about the 

professor participants as a way to supplement what I learned about them through the interviews, 

observations, and curricular documents/artifacts. I first gathered information to create a ñpublic 

profileò (to the extent that this was possible) of each professor, which included blog posts and/or 

videos they may have authored or in which they were featured, and I searched around for 

whether they had a strong social media presence. For example, I found a lot of videos and blogs 

in which Dr. Anderson was featured as a Vietnam veteran. This information was used to 

supplement what he shared in his first interview, which centered on how his experience in 
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Vietnam brought him to education (see Chapter 5). Similarly, when I first met Dr. Ruben, he 

shared a blog post in which he was featured around his role as a Latino professor in an HSI. This 

helped me better understand his views on ñservingnessò at NSU (see Chapter 4). 

I also reviewed and read the scholarship of each professor, even though at the time of the 

study, they had varying degrees of continuing to carry out writing and research. Given that I 

asked all four professors about their experiences as doctoral students, I started with their 

dissertations and then created an annotated bibliography of some of their work since graduating. 

This helped to further contextualize how research did (or did not) inform each professorôs 

teaching. While the direct findings from these data are not explicitly stated in Chapters 4 and 5, 

professorsô scholarship helped influence what data were important to include in these two 

findings chapters, given that I had deepened my knowledge about their practice. 

Institutional and Programmatic Documents  

As I sought to understand how students (of color) at HSIs who wish to be teachers were 

ñservedò (Garcia et al., 2019), during the Spring 2020 semester, I examined external documents 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 2007) about each institution as a whole, as well as documents about the 

teacher preparation programs at each institution. Institutional documents included: student and 

faculty demographics and other relevant statistics (graduation rates, acceptance rate, etc.); the 

mission and organization of the university; university-wide accomplishments and achievements; 

student testimonials; and the history of the institution. I also looked for whether and how the 

universityôs website shared/mentioned that the institution was an HSI. I then focused on the 

teacher preparation programs at each institution, with an eye toward requirements for admission 

to teacher preparation programs, supports for standardized licensure exams and other barriers to 

the profession more likely to be experienced by students of color, the number and types of 



131 

programs, the mission and philosophy of each institutionôs COE, and any public information on 

the success of the COEôs graduates.  

These institutional and programmatic documents helped contextualize student and 

professor interviews around what it was like to be a member of the institutional community. 

They also helped me better understand the different demographics of each professorôs course, in 

relation to those of the institution as a whole. (These points are further explained in Chapter 4.) 

State Documents Regarding Teacher Employment/Licensure and Higher Education 

During the Spring 2020 semester, I collected two types of state documents to further 

contextualize and understand the institutional and programmatic data. First, I reviewed the stateôs 

requirements for seeking certification and employment as a teacher. This helped me better 

understand the COE admissions requirements for each institution and how they integrated the 

stateôs requirements. (This will be further explained in Chapter 4.) 

Next, in order to understand the landscape of higher education more broadly in the state 

in which the study took place, I conducted an informal review of statistical data from a sample of 

15 colleges and universities (including ECU and NSU), using publicly available and institutional 

data from the 2017-2018 and 2018-2019 school yearsðthe most recent available data at the time 

of collection (Spring 2020). To conduct this informal review, I selected 15 colleges and 

universities that reflected the range of institutions in the state in which the study took place. 

Included in the sample were: four public 4-year HSIs, including ECU and NSU; two private  

4-year HSIs, one of which was also a PBI; two public 2-year HSIs, one of which was a 

community college; four public 4-year PwIs; two private 4-year PwIs, one of which was an Ivy 

League school; and one public 2-year PwI, which was a community college. For each school, I 

used the U.S. News and World Report to find its endowment in 2018. I then used data from the 
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NCES to gather the following for each school: fall admissions requirements, acceptance rates, 

graduation rates and outcomes for full-time and part-time students, and graduation rates and 

outcomes by race and ethnicity. The information used for this informal review can be found in 

Appendix D, and the findings from this informal review are presented in Chapter 4. 

Materials Generated in Response to Campus and Sociopolitical Climates 

How a university responds to the current sociopolitical climate might also have 

implications for how professors and students engage with the topic of diversity. If the university 

issues a campus-wide statement of solidarity and support in the wake of the announcement of a 

political policy that targets immigrant families, students may feel that, at least on campus, they 

can share their immigrant identities. The same goes for how the university responds to campus-

wide incidents and events. During my pilot study, I kept track of email announcements and 

statements to get a sense for how ECU responded to campus-wide and societal current events 

during the Fall 2016, Spring 2017, and Fall 2017 semesters. The President of ECU affirmed the 

universityôs commitment to diversity and inclusion both right after Donald Trump was elected 

and the Executive Order on DACA was first announced. Yet, I also received emails in response 

to campus robberies that were racialized (Kendi, 2019), alerting the campus to the ñBlackò and 

ñdark-skinnedò suspects. The juxtaposition of these emails might have presented conflicting 

messages regarding which racial/ethnic groups are welcome on campus. 

Thus, in my dissertation study, I kept a trail of physical and virtual responses from the 

university to both campus-wide current events and the sociopolitical climate. At ECU, this took 

the form of emails sent to my faculty account and/or flyers posted on campus. At NSU, I could 

only include the latter, as I did not have access to these email announcements. Additionally, I 

kept a running log/journal of current events that were happening in the United States (and 
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globally) during the Fall 2019 semester, when I was collecting interviews and observational data. 

At both ECU and NSU, I included questions about these events in my interview protocol with 

the professors. Furthermore, this running log/journal of current events that were happening off-

campus acted as a consistent, constant aspect of the setting across both research sites, thereby 

strengthening my research design. For example, after collecting media about the Global Climate 

Strike and United Nations Meeting in September 2019, I then kept an eye out for any on-campus 

initiatives around climate change. (I noted a Clean and Sustainable Energy summit at NSU in 

Chapter 4.) While the relationship between professor pedagogy and specific current events is not 

the focus of the findings in this study, the interview questions about the current sociopolitical 

climate, in relation to on-campus and classroom interactions, influenced the data presented in 

Chapters 4 and 5. 

Credibility of the Data 

Luttrell (2009) wrote, ñKnowing why we make the decisions we do is what lends our 

research validity and credibilityò (p. 4). Throughout the data collection process, reflective 

memos grounded my research decisions in prior research, DisCrit, and other data that I collected. 

Within these memos, the detailed description of the setting, participants, and complexities of the 

field lent credibility to the analysis I engaged after data collection (Emerson et al., 2011). 

Furthermore, my analysis process was both iterative (Annamma, 2018) and took into account the 

biases I brought to the data collection and why I may have disagreed with my participants 

(Saldaña, 2015). For example, in conducting my pilot study, I learned that one bias I brought  

was the understanding of the teacher/professor as an expert on both the content area and 

understanding their students. Prior to one of my student interviews, my professor participant 

described one student as ready for graduate-level content. In reviewing the memo, I wrote after 
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the interview, I feel now that my impressions were highly influenced by this assessment. I also 

realize that I likely held this bias because my whiteness and identity as nondisabled have allowed 

the institution of schooling to work for me, thereby instilling certain (positive) beliefs about 

teachers. Second, the professor was a white man, thereby holding dominant subjective positions 

that likened him to being knowledgeable and smart. 

I also used several credibility criteria for qualitative research. First, I was able to 

triangulate my data, as I collected multiple types and viewed them through three theoretical 

lenses (DS/E, CRT, and DisCrit) (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Brantlinger et al., 2005; Marshall & 

Rossman, 2011). Second, focusing my observations on both everyday aspects, as well as 

exceptional events, allowed me to collect disconfirming evidence (Brantlinger et al., 2005; 

Erickson, 1986). Third, focusing on writing memos helped me engage in researcher reflexivity 

(Brantlinger et al., 2005; Luttrell, 2009). Fourth, I engaged in member checks with my 

participants to get a better sense of how my understanding of diversity curricula aligned with 

theirs (Brantlinger et al., 2005; Freeman et al., 2007; Marshall & Rossman, 2011), as well as how 

the stories they told me about their life histories and teaching philosophies aligned with their 

experiences (Polkinghorne, 2007). Member checking occurred during the Fall 2019 semester, as 

I used the second and third interviews to ask clarifying questions about previous interviews and 

observations (mentioned earlier). These member checks also included talking about ñthe research 

process itselfò (Salda¶a, 2015, p. 177). During the Spring 2020 semester, I conducted another 

round of member checks, in which the professors shared feedback on narratives I had written 

about their courses, after I had engaged in more in-depth analysis. I worked to continue to ask 

questions and share any concerns throughout the research process in order to work against the 

ñunseen dangersò (Milner, 2007) that my positionality as a white researcher could have brought 
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to my understanding of the data (Roegman, 2018). Fifth, I engaged in peer debriefing with my 

sponsor, second reader, other knowledgeable colleagues, and a diverse group of ñcritical friendsò 

(Bambino, 2002; Dingus, 2008; Horvat, 2013) to see if my data collection and beginning 

interpretations seemed credible (Marshall & Rossman, 2011). These debriefing conversations 

helped me see things in the data that my positionality and prior experiences prevented me from 

initially noticing and/or understanding (Roegman, 2018) and allowed me to further refine my 

analysis and interpretation throughout the Fall 2020 and Spring 2021 semesters. Finally, in 

Chapter 6, I described how I worked through the ñethical and moral dilemmasò (Salda¶a, 2015, 

p. 61) in utilizing observational data in research with professors and in only conducting one 

interview with the students.  

Pilot Study on Data Collection Methods 

During the Fall 2017 semester, I conducted a pilot study utilizing some of the data 

collection methods I previously outlined to provide an example for conducting my dissertation 

study (Marshall & Rossman, 2011). This pilot was shaped by my work in Dr. Michelle Knight-

Manuelôs qualitative methods course. I observed two teacher educators at ECU and interviewed 

four students at ECU who were education majors. The data I collected included: fieldnotes from 

course observations, transcripts from the formal student interviews, curricular documents from 

both courses, reflective memos, and a trail of ECUôs responses to current events happening both 

on and off campus, as described earlier. Here, I reflect on what I learned from my observations 

and informal conversations with one professor and the student interviews and how this pilot 

study informed the design, data collection, and analysis of my dissertation study.  

Professor Observations 
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In my professor observations, I sat in the back row of the class and used my laptop to 

type my fieldnotes. While this practice could be critiqued for positioning me as even more of an 

outsider than I already was, I was sitting among students who were also taking notes on their 

laptops. Thus, I feel my observational data collection method did ñnot intrude excessively on the 

flow of daily eventsò (Marshall & Rossman, 2011, p. 205). Typing also helped me capture more 

word-for-word dialogue and observational comments. Given that my dissertation research 

context was similar, I wrote my fieldnotes in the same way.  

My observations and informal conversations showed me the importance of using multiple 

data sources (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007) and lenses to interpret participantsô perspectives. Had I 

viewed the professorôs class solely through the lens of inclusive pedagogy, I might have missed 

the complexity of what was happening in the classroom. For example, from an inclusive 

pedagogical stance, he might have been discriminating against students without the prerequisite 

reading skills and abilities when he told me, outside of class, that he was not interested in 

students participating if they had not done the reading. (Importantly, perhaps our shared position 

as white professors of students of color influenced his choice to share this opinion with me. It is 

possible he thought I could understand where he was coming from and/or that I held a similar 

belief.) Yet, he also told me that some of the reading he selected was planned with the intent of 

preparing his students for graduate school, which might not be a stance taken up by professors at 

a school serving traditionally underserved students. It seemed, then, that this professor was 

taking up the notion of holding ñhigh expectations,ò which the literature described as an 

important aspect of teaching diverse students (e.g., Cochran-Smith et al., 2009; Gay, 2010). 

Interviews with Four Preservice Teachers at ECU 
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One professor I observed paired me with three education majors in his course whom I 

could interview. Before meeting with them, I tested my interview protocol with one of my 

former students who was an education major. In my reflective methodological memo I wrote 

after our interview, I noted that our conversation seemed somewhat short. In addition to how a 

student of color might have responded to being interviewed by a white professor/person in a 

position of authority, I also wondered if the way I framed the questions made it difficult to ask 

follow-up questions. Additionally, I wondered if we were missing some sort of shared context 

around which we could center our conversation. After my interview with her, I updated my 

protocol to include questions that related more to things that happened during the course sessions 

I observed. Aligning the observation and interview in my new protocol helped me revise the 

questions in a way that allowed more robust conversations with the students in the course I 

observed. Thus, in my dissertation study, I worked to include our shared context of the course 

with the students I interviewed (see Appendix B) rather than solely asking them broad questions 

about diversity, equity, and/or social justice. Additionally, I found that audio recording and 

transcribing the interviews myself allowed me to feel close to the data and engage in a deeper 

analysis. Thus, as described earlier, I followed this procedure in my dissertation study. 

Aligned with my literature review in Chapter 2, all three student participants from the 

professorôs class I interviewed forefronted race when talking about diversity; however, the Black 

race specifically was central in our discussions. All three identified as (non-Black) racial/ethnic 

minorities; yet, when talking about the marginalization that people of color face, they all used 

examples of Black peopleôs experiences. They did not center and share their own experiences as 

a people of color. This could be attributed to the prevalent Black-white binary used to describe 

racial relations in the United States (Ancheta, 2010; Kohli, 2009). It is also possible that they did 
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not share painful experiences with me because they had just met me. Thus, my interviews with 

the three students from the professorôs class confirmed the need to conduct interviews with the 

students in my dissertation study toward the end of the semester, after I have become (a small) 

part of their classroom context and when they were more likely to trust me (mentioned earlier). 

Additionally, in reflecting on these pilot interviews, I feel my impressions of these students were 

influenced by comments from people outside of my pilot study. Thus, during my dissertation 

study, I heeded Bogdan and Biklenôs (2007) advice on not talking about what happened in the 

field before I could record it and kept thoughts on participants to myself before recording 

fieldnotes and memos. 

Methods of Data Analysis 

In line with a DisCrit methodology, I was interested in both the particular aspects of 

participantsô individual perspectives as well as the external, social conditions in which such 

perspectives were embedded. As such, I utilized both inductive and deductive approaches to 

analyzing the data (Annamma, 2018; Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). While I present here the distinct 

phases of analyses in which I engaged, I also conceptualize analysis as a non-linear, iterative, 

ongoing process that happens throughout all parts of the research, not just after the data are 

collected (Annamma, 2018; Emerson et al., 2011; Horvat, 2013; Marshall & Rossman, 2011; 

Miles & Huberman, 1994). With that conceptualization in mind, I discuss here the following 

phases, or tools, of my data analysis: memos, coding and categorizing, and playwriting.  

Memos 

I wrote memos and kept a researcher journal before, during, and after data collection as 

well as during the analysis and writing phases of my research (Bazeley, 2013; Charmaz, 2006). 

These memos included questions about what I was learning, points from discussions with 
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colleagues about the research phenomenon (after writing my fieldnotes and memos), and my 

daily feelings about how I was encountering the work (Bazeley, 2013; Saldaña, 2015). My initial 

memos were used to try to find general patterns in the data (Emerson et al., 2011). Subsequent 

memos were as follows: theoretical, and explored more deeply how my emerging analyses 

connected with my theoretical framework and literature review (Emerson et al., 2011; Marshall 

& Rossman, 2011); thematic, which helped me think about the patterns and narratives that were 

emerging from the data (Marshall & Rossman, 2011); and methodological, where I kept notes on 

my role as a researcher, any dilemmas that occurred during data collection, and reflections on 

analytic techniques (Marshall & Rossman, 2011). I brought my initial, theoretical, thematic, and 

methodological memos together by writing analytic, integrative memos (Emerson et al., 2011) 

that furthered these connections.  

Coding and Categorizing  

Coding and categorizing took into account different ñlayers of activityò (Annamma, 

2018)ðe.g., individual, classroom, institutional, state, federal contextsðin relation to answering 

the research questions. Codes and categories were generated from the interviews and utilized to 

analyze the observations. These codes and categories were then compared across institutional 

and programmatic documents, state documents regarding teacher employment/licensure and 

higher education, curricular documents and artifacts, professorsô public profile and scholarship 

information, and materials generated in response to campus and sociopolitical climates. In other 

words, institutional, programmatic, state, and federal-level documents were used to deepen my 

understandings of the interviews and observations. 

Interviews 
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As professor interviews were my primary data source and student interviews my 

secondary data source, and in line with Tenet 4 of DisCrit (see Chapter 2), I started with an 

inductive analysis (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007) of the interviews. Descriptive codes and subsequent 

categories were generated from each interview (Miles et al., 2013). In line with analytic coding 

techniques that ñ[open] up avenues of inquiryò (Emerson et al., 2011, p. 175), I first engaged in 

open coding of the interviews, in which I worked to generate as many codes as possible 

(Charmaz, 2006; Emerson et al., 2011; Marshall & Rossman, 2011) that reflected the concerns of 

my participants and how they negotiated their particular contexts and made sense of diversity 

curricula (Childers, 2014; Emerson et al., 2011; Saldaña, 2015). I paid particular attention to the 

topics that seemed significant to my participants and on which I had collected substantial data 

(Emerson et al., 2011). In line with an inductive analytic approach, when I went to categorizing 

the various codes, the categories that I constructed were from the data themselves (Saldaña, 

2015). Where I could, I used ideas explicitly stated by participants in creating categories. 

Importantly, I remained open to allow coding categories to change during this phase of analysis 

(Marshall & Rossman, 2011). Additionally, in utilizing a DisCrit methodology, I kept in mind 

that the distinctions I made between categories and the characteristics of the data I deemed to be 

significant were reflective of my positionality and prior experiences that I brought to the data 

(Freeman, 2017). Institutional, programmatic, state, and federal-level documents were used to 

supplement my understanding of the codes and categories generated from the interviews. For 

example, I kept the category of ñideological slant in social justiceò generated from Dr. Rubenôs 

interviews (see Chapters 4 and 5) in mind as I reviewed the institutional and programmatic 

documents from NSU that explained the social justice and diversity initiatives on campus.  

Observations 
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As the observations were a tertiary data source, I analyzed them deductively (Bogdan & 

Biklen, 2007) using the codes and categories from the interviews. This allowed me to see how 

topics that were important to participants (Emerson et al., 2011) were emerging in the 

observations. For example, after several codes fell into the category of ñemphasizing the 

practicalò in Dr. Ocampoôs interviews, I then reviewed the observations from his class for when 

he and/or the students wereðor were notðemphasizing ñpracticality.ò Institutional, 

programmatic, state, and federal-level documents were used to supplement my understanding of 

how the codes and categories generated from the interviews related to the observations. In 

keeping with the same example, I also noted ñpracticalityò in the curricular documents for Dr. 

Ocampoôs course, such as where practicality was or was not emphasized in the syllabus and 

PowerPoint slides he used in class. 

Institutional, Programmatic, State, and Federal Documents 

To better understand ñservingnessò (Garcia et al., 2019) in relation to Research Question 

1 (which guides the findings presented in Chapter 4), I then compared the analytic codes and 

categories generated from the interviews and substantiated by the observations to institutional, 

programmatic, state, and federal-level documents/data sources. For example, I compared the 

several codes in Dr. Ocampoôs and Ameerahôs (his student) interviews that led to the category 

ñdifficulty of the Praxis exam as a barrier for students being admitted to ECUôs COEò to the 

racial demographics of the students in Dr. Ocampoôs methods class that I observed (given the 

relationship between race and standardized licensure exam scores, stated in Chapter 1), 

programmatic documents on the COE admissions policies, and state documents regarding 

employment/licensure.  
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I then compared analytic categories between ECU and NSU and between course type 

(introductory or methods). This allowed broader, thematic categories to emerge from the data 

that demonstrated differences in practices and policies between institutions and course type. For 

example, the theme of ñdifferentiation as challengingò was unique to the data from introductory 

courses at both institutions (taught by Dr. Anderson at ECU and Dr. Ruben at NSU). I related 

these themes that emerged across research sites and course type to programmatic and 

institutional characteristics that relate to DisCrit. For example, I analyzed the theme of 

ñdifferentiation as challengingò in relation to the undergraduate racial demographics (Table 1) 

and noted that it did not come up in the less racially diverse (as indicated in Tables 2 and 3) 

methods classes. As will be shown in Chapter 4, I related this comparison to the higher education 

context, overall, at the state level. 

Playwriting  

While coding and categorizing generally prompt a researcher to focus on commonalities 

across pieces of data and how they can be grouped together (Freeman, 2017; Marshall & 

Rossman, 2011; Saldaña, 2015; Seidman, 2013), I still engaged, yet did not seek to resolve, 

participant narratives that told truths that seemed to be in conflict with each other (Emerson et 

al., 2011; Erickson, 1986). This was especially important in analyzing the professor interviews, 

student interviews, and observations across all participants, in relation to Research Questions 2 

and 3, which prompted a deeper look into the curriculum and pedagogy of each focal professorôs 

course (and guide the findings presented in Chapter 5). (Given this deeper look, data sources 

outside of the interviews and observations were not a substantial part of the analysis in relation to 

Research Questions 2 and 3.) Thus, I took up another mode of analysis to better understand both 

the human connections across four very different people and the curricular connections across 
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four very different courses and instructional techniques (Bazeley, 2013), without pitting 

professors with different philosophies against each other or positioning one of their perspectives 

as better than others. 

In line with critical race theorists who utilized allegory and storytelling (e.g., Bell, 1992, 

1996), I put the interview and observational data together in the form of (an imagined) 

conversation, or play/script, between me and the four focal professor participants, where I started 

by asking the professors how they teach about diversity in their respective courses. I answered 

this question using the data themselves, which are presented throughout the script as unitalicized 

text. This question allowed me to follow multiple avenues within the data; however, there were 

moments when I added interpretive text to ñfill in the blanks to uncover or construct the possible 

hidden meaningsò (Salda¶a, 2015, p. 52) and thus indicate how I was making sense of the 

connections across their different perspectives. I presented this interpretive text as italicized in 

the script to indicate these words did not occur in my actual conversations with the professors or 

in my observations of their teaching.  

The full script can be found in Appendix E. Similar to my approach with the interview 

data, I first coded and categorized the script. I then placed the categories into larger thematic 

buckets. This allowed three analytic themes to emerge, which formed the basis for the 

presentation of the findings in Chapter 5.  

Limitations  

Understanding that it is my responsibility as a researcher to identify and explain the 

limitations of my data collection and analysis (Freeman et al., 2007), I utilize DisCrit to think 

about how my study was constrained by its design and implementation. I believe my 

positionality as a nondisabled white person who has not attended an HSI was a vulnerability as a 
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researcher and a limitation in my study. As I expressed earlier, this might have been a limitation 

in my pilot study and a reason why the students may not have shared their vulnerabilities with 

me. While I was transparent with my participants, worked to build relationships with them, and 

included them in the data analysis, the lack of this important shared experience still influenced 

how I interpreted their stories (Roegman, 2018). Relatedly, there can be multiple interpretations 

of the data I present, and the reader may understand the professorsô stories differently than I do 

(Emerson et al., 2011). This can also be a limitation if the reader interprets these stories in ways 

that position my participants and/or members of marginalized groups in deficit ways (i.e., 

Roegman, 2018) and would work against the politics of solidarity (Mohanty, 2003) I tried to 

engage with a DisCrit methodology. 

Several limitations can also arise with qualitative research. While these limitations could 

not be fully resolved, I worked to keep them in mind as I selected which stories I presented in the 

findings of my study. First, there are likely aspects of my participantsô experiences that they did 

not share with me (Clandinin, 2013). Some stories may not be shared because people cannot, or 

do not, always provide an explanation for the events that happen in their lives (Saldaña, 2015). I 

worked to account for this limitation by leaning on the affordances of ethnographic observation 

in contextualizing the interview data. Second, there was the chance that I interrupted and/or 

disrupted the meaning of my participantsô stories from their perspectives with the way I chose to 

represent them, which is ultimately from my perspective as the researcher and not as someone 

who has lived them (Clandinin, 2013; Emerson et al., 2011). As Roegman (2018) learned in her 

work as a white research member of a racially diverse team of practitioners, it is important to 

combat against this unforeseen danger by asking participants for feedback on how I am 

interpreting their stories early and continuously in the research process and not at the very end, 
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right before the dissertation is submitted. Thus, as described earlier, I engaged in multiple forms 

of member checking to work against this limitation. 

Third, Freeman (2017) warned that ñthe stories that get circulated and accepted are more 

often those that reinforce, rather than resist, the status quoò (p. 43). Put differently, the same 

dominant norms that have framed people of color in deficit ways also influence the ways that 

narratives are told. To truly practice solidarity (Mohanty, 2003), researchers need to push against 

these norms and make sure they present participantsô stories ñin ways that maintain the inherent 

complexity of an individualôs or a groupôs understandingsò (p. 43). Thus, I used DisCrit to 

prioritize and (re)present counternarratives that can not only stand by themselvesði.e., not only 

in relation to the dominant narrative (mentioned earlier)ðbut also push against stock stories 

(Delgado, 1989) of historically marginalized people. However, utilizing critical theories like 

CRT and DisCrit run the risk of only reading the data in relation to the tenets of these theories 

and thus presenting findings that confirm what the field already knows about diversity, equity, 

and social justice in teacher education. In order to combat against this limitation of a critical 

inquiry, I engaged in multiple modes of analysisðin particular, playwrightingðthat sought to 

prioritize participantsô perspectives, independent of the theories that guided this study, and to 

present findings that complicate what the field knows about critical theories in teacher education.  

Organization of the Remainder of the Dissertation 

Neither ECU nor NSU had an explicit mission statement of serving Hispanic students, 

which is not uncommon for many HSIs, given their historical development (i.e., Gasman et al., 

2015) (discussed earlier). However, ñservingnessò has been defined in multiple ways by 

researchers in the literature on HSIs and is ñmore complicated than can be revealed in a mission 

statement or websiteò (Garcia et al., 2019, p. 26). To be ñintentionalò in ñconceptuali[izing] what 
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it means to be an HSIò (p. 1), Garcia et al. identified four themes in the current literature on 

HSIsðoutcomes, experiences, internal organizational dimensions, and external influencesðthat 

together comprise a ñmultidimensional conceptual framework for understanding óservingness.ôò 

Thus, I utilized Garcia et al.ôs framework, alongside DisCrit and a ñtransformative research and 

practice paradigm for studying HSIsò (Núñez et al., 2015, p. 10), to present the findings in 

Chapters 4 and 5. This ñrepresent[ation] [of the] data reflect[s] a decision I madeò (Annamma, 

2018, p. 188) to recognize (a) the importance and complexity of meeting the needs of multiply 

marginalized students within the HSI context specifically (Garcia et al., 2019; Núñez et al., 

2015), and (b) the fact that students of color are not a monolithic group and bring a variety of 

identities and experiences to their teacher education (Annamma et al., 2013). 

The findings presented in Chapter 4 are guided by Research Question 1, which is 

concerned with how HSIs are working against barriers to racially diversify the K-12 teaching 

force. As such, Chapter 4 utilizes all four themes of Garcia et al.ôs (2019) servingness framework 

to obtain a comprehensive understanding of how students who wish to be teachers are served at 

these two HSIs. Alongside the demographics of each institution, the description of the first theme 

of Garcia et al.ôs framework, ñoutcomesò (e.g., graduation rates, retention rates, etc.) is situated 

within the broader context of higher education in the state in which the study took place. Thus, I 

utilized the findings from the informal review of state documents and statistical data from a 

sample of 15 colleges and universities (mentioned earlier) to put these figures in context. In 

describing the second theme, ñexperiences,ò I focused on both student and faculty experiences, 

utilizing both interview data and institutional and programmatic documents.  

The third part of Chapter 4 focuses on part of the third theme of Garcia et al.ôs (2019) 

framework, ñinternal organizational dimensionsò of HSIs, which ñinclude institutional policies 
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and decision making as well as curricula, programs, and practices at the institutionò  

(p. 18) that are within the control of the university. Three subthemes within this theme include 

ñleadership and decision making, culturally relevant pedagogy and curriculum, and culturally 

relevant programsò (p. 18). Utilizing institutional and programmatic documents alongside 

professor and student interviews, I described the curricular foci within each COE more broadly. 

This description falls into the third subtheme ñculturally relevant programs.ò 

I conclude Chapter 4 by focusing on the fourth theme of Garcia et al.ôs (2019) 

framework, ñexternal influences,ò which refers to an examination of ñexternal factors that have 

affected the development and growth of HSIs including decisions and policies of the local, state, 

and federal governmentò (p. 14), as well as ñfactors beyond the control of the institutionò (p. 14). 

Thus far, literature within this theme has focused on such aspects as the development of the 

federal legislation that established HSIs (e.g., Valdez, 2015, as cited in Garcia et al., 2019); the 

advocacy work of the Hispanic Association for Colleges and Universities (HACU) (e.g., 

Calderon Galdeano et al., 2012, as cited in Garcia et al., 2019); and the analysis of financial 

investments and resources (e.g., Ortega et al., 2015, as cited in Garcia et al., 2019) at the federal 

(Mulnix et al., 2004, as cited in Garcia et al., 2019) and state (Martinez, 2015, as cited in Garcia 

et al., 2019) levels. In Chapter 4, for two reasons, I utilize state documents regarding 

employment/licensure, alongside professor and student interviews, to describe the impact of 

more stringent state licensure exam and employment requirements as an external influence that 

affected the enrollment of admitted students to each institutionôs COE. First, the theme of 

ñexternal influencesò was the least represented in Garcia et al.ôs review of the literature on 

ñservingnessò at HSIs, despite the great impact these policies have on the ability of faculty and 

staff to meet studentsô needs (Núñez & Bowers, 2011; Núñez & Elizondo, 2015). Second, given 
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that many students I interviewed attended ECU and NSU specifically for their teacher 

preparation programs, the state policies for becoming a teacher may impact the growth and 

development of HSIs. 

Chapter V utilizes mostly interview and observational data to present a more in-depth 

examination of the diversity curriculum and pedagogy in each focal professorôs class, guided by 

Research Questions 2 and 3. As such, this chapter continues the conversation of the third theme 

of ñinternal organizational dimensionsò (Garcia et al., 2019) started in Chapter 4 by focusing on 

the second subtheme ñculturally relevant pedagogy and curriculum,ò or ñthat [which] [takes] into 

consideration the racial and cultural ways of knowing and learning of students from minoritized 

backgroundsò (p. 19). By focusing on themes across four classrooms in two different institutions, 

this chapter contributes to the literature on the internal organizational dimension of culturally 

relevant curriculum and pedagogy, as the majority of studies within this subtheme in Garica et 

al.ôs review focused only on one classroom.  

Chapter 6 concludes the dissertation by discussing three larger analytic themes across the 

findings presented in Chapters 4 and 5 and presenting implications for practice and policy and 

suggestions for future research in both teacher education and higher education. In articulating my 

positionality, explaining my theoretical and ontological commitments, and being transparent 

about my data collection and analysis processes, I present and discuss my findings with the goal 

of helping the reader understand the roots of my inferences, as well as how I arrived at them. 

Given that my goal is neither generalizability nor representativity (Brantlinger et al., 2005; 

Emerson et al., 2011), I understand that my data and subsequent findings are one version of a 

truth (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Erickson, 1986; Mifsud, 2016) and do not contain ñfinalò answers 

(Salda¶a, 2015). Yet, by utilizing ñinferential generalizationò (Freeman et al., 2007, p. 29), in 
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which I worked to make ñcareful comparisons across [my two research sites]ò (p. 29) to present 

my findings, I dwelled in the tension of qualitative research that seeks to explain a larger context 

by examining individual cases (Erickson, 1986). Combined with utilizing detailed description in 

my data collection and analysis, this tension might have also afforded ñparticularizabilityò 

(Brantlinger et al., 2005, p. 201), or an opening through which ñreaders can determine the degree 

of transferability to their own situationsò (p. 201). 

Regarding the language of Hispanic and Latino/a/x throughout the dissertation, I worked 

to stay close to what the data revealed. For example, my source for enrollment data presented  

as Hispanic/Latino. Therefore, I kept this language in Chapter 4 when reporting those data. 

Similarly, Dr. Ruben specifically referred to himself as Latino, and we talked specifically about 

why he did not use the term Latinx; as such, I refer to him as Latino. When the data did not 

specify which term to use (Hispanic, Latino/a/x), I used Hispanic and Latinx to make sure I 

included students and people who may not identity with both categories, but for whom inclusion 

in one of the categories is an important indicator of their identity and experiences. I used Latinx 

instead of Latino/a, as Latinx can be read as more gender- and queer-inclusive, even amid the 

current sociopolitical and linguistic complexity in using this term (de Onís, 2017). Relatedly, I 

used the extended acronym LGBTQIA+ for gender and sexuality diversity unless a participant or 

a data source shortened the acronym to LGBTQ.  
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Chapter 4 

SERVING (HISPANIC) PRESERVICE TEACHERS (OF COLOR) IN THE HSI CONTEXT 

In this chapter, I utilize the four themes in Garcia et al.ôs (2019) ñmultidimensional 

conceptual framework for understanding óservingnessôò (discussed in Chapter 3)ðoutcomes, 

experiences, internal organizational dimensions, and external influencesðto describe how each 

institution ñservedò (Hispanic) students (of color) who wished to be teachers. The data I 

collectedðpublicly available institutional, programmatic, and state documents, and interviews 

with professors and students at both Eastern City University (ECU) and Northern State 

University (NSU)ðthat led to the findings I present in this chapter were guided by Research 

Question 1: How are teacher preparation programs at two 4-year public HSIs working toward 

racially diversifying the K-12 teaching force? 

I start by situating professor participantsô understandings of their institution as an HSI 

within an in-depth description of each research siteôs institutional characteristics. I then describe 

how each institution ñservedò students across majors and departments, in terms of the themes of 

outcomes and experiences (Garcia et al., 2019). Next, I narrow the description of ñservingnessò 

to how the College of Education (COE) within each institution ñservedò preservice teachers. 

Within this section, I focus on the theme of internal organizational dimensions (Garcia et al., 

2019) by describing the curricular foci within each institutionôs COE. This focus is guided by 

subquestion (b) of Research Question 1ðHow do two professors at two 4-year public HSIs 

consider the marginalization and/or essentialization of students of color in coursework related to 

diversity? I then focus on the theme of external influences (Garcia et al., 2019) by describing the 

impact of revised state policies regarding teacher employment and licensure on graduating 

teachers of color at each institution. This focus is guided by subquestion (a) of Research 
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Question 1ðHow do teacher preparation programs at two 4-year public HSIs account for, and 

respond to, barriers that have traditionally excluded preservice candidates of color from the 

profession? I conclude with a short summary of the findings in relation to Research Question 1. 

The ñHispanicò Aspect of the HSI Label: Student Demographics and Institutional 

Characteristics of ECU and NSU as They Intersect with Racial Diversity  

 

While both ECU and NSU are 4-year public HSIs, they differ in terms of student 

demographics (e.g., race, class, academic achievement) and location (urban vs. suburban), 

reflecting the diversity of HSIs as a whole (Núñez et al., 2016) as well as the institutional 

diversity within 4-year HSIs (Núñez & Elizondo, 2015) (see Chapter 3). In order to situate ECU 

and NSU within the context of higher education, more broadly, I conducted an informal review 

of statistical data from a sample of 15 colleges and universities in the state where the study took 

place using publicly available and institutional data from the 2017-2018 and 2018-2019 school 

years (see Chapter 3 and Appendix E). Including a range of institutions in the sample (i.e., PwIs, 

HSIs, public, private, 2-year, 4-year) in this review was not for the purpose of making claims 

about whether ECU and NSU are serving Hispanic and Latinx students. Such comparisons, 

especially to non-HSIs, often yield deficit narratives of HSIs that are ñdecontextualize[d] [from] 

the external political, economic, and social environments within which HSIs operateò (Garcia et 

al., 2019, pp. 6-7). Rather, this review, in combination with professor testimonials, demonstrates 

how the ñHispanicò aspect of both institutionsô HSI label may not have been the primary lenses 

through which some understood what it was like to be a student at these institutions.  

While ECU had been an HSI for at least 12 years, and the undergraduate student 

population was predominantly Hispanic/Latinx (39%) (see Table 1), Dr. Ocampo, one professor 

participant who was Hispanic and had worked at ECU for about 15 years at the time of the study, 

stated: 
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     I think the [HSI label] is representative of what we are to a large extenté. [However,] 

I think the demographics have shifted. I think it was more Hispanic 15 years ago, and 

weôre getting influxes of a lot of other ethnic minority groups, which I think is great. 

Generally speaking, the kids that come hereétheyôve assimilated for the most parté. I 

thought I would hear more Spanish being spoken, like in the hallwaysé. Once in a while 

[you hear that], but generally speaking you donôt. So, theyôre operating in English, and I 

donôt think they think too much about it, to be honest. 

 

A former school leader and superintendent, Dr. Anderson, a professor participant at ECU 

who was African American, had joined the faculty much more recently (the semester before the 

study began). He had not heard of the HSI label until I mentioned it to him, when approaching 

him about participating in the study, and shared: 

     I rarely think about [ECU] as a Hispanic Serving Institution. I think about it as an 

institution that serves economically disadvantaged studentsé. It seems like the majority 

of the students are in the low socioeconomic status, first-generation university attendees... 

many immigrants...so I never really thought of the university as a Hispanic Serving 

Institution. I just thought of it as an institution thatôs meeting the needs of economically 

disadvantaged families.  

 

In line with Dr. Andersonôs perspective, during the 2017-2018 school year, approximately 65% 

of undergraduate students at ECU received federal Pell Grants (U.S. News & World Report, 

2019). Compared to other colleges and universities in the sample, the only schools with a higher 

percentage of Pell Grant recipients were a PwI community college and another HSI that was also 

a PBI. Excluding 2-year public and community colleges in the informal review, which had open 

admissions policies, ECU had the highest acceptance rate (96% in 2018-2019 and 95% in 2019-

2020, as indicated in Table 1) (NCES, 2020). Thus, ECU facultyðapproximately 70% of whom 

are part-time (NCES, 2020)ðare teaching classrooms of students with a wide range of prior 

academic knowledge and skills. In terms of student demographics, the only area in which ECU 

was similar to most schools in the review, including NSU, was the percentage of undergraduate 

students formally registered with the Office of Disability Services: 3% or less. (That number 
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increased to 4% during the 2019-2020 school year, as indicated in Table 1.) Two of the three 

schools with 10% or higher were PwIs. The third was the HSI that was also a PBI. 

Excluding the two community colleges in the sample, ECU had the lowest endowment 

($12.5 million) in 2018 (U.S. News & World Report, 2019), even when only compared to other 

HSIs. This may partially explain why the university struggled to maintain adequate facilities and 

technology. For example, during the semester this study took place, one of the largest buildings 

for academic instruction did not have heat for over a week in November.  

At NSU, Dr. Ruben, one professor participant who identified as both Hispanic/Latino and 

Jewish, described NSU as ña Hispanic Serving Institution by chance, not by design.ò To him, 

NSU was ñmore of a Hispanic enrolling institutionò (i.e., Gasman et al., 2007, as cited in 

Gasman et al., 2015). Dr. Abbott, a professor participant who was Black, stated: 

     I know the people Iôve talked to; weôre trying to figure out what it means to be a 

Hispanic Serving Institutioné. I donôt know that Iôve ever...referenced that [label]. 

Certainly, in my classes I donôt talk about that. 

  

Additionally, both Dr. Ruben and Dr. Abbott reported disappointment that the HSI label did not 

describe and prompt a commitment to include other historically underrepresented and/or 

marginalized groups. While Dr. Ruben was ñhappy [with the HSI label]òð ñI am Hispanic, and 

itôs a Hispanic Serving Institution, right. Why not?òðhe also shared that the cafeteria did not 

accommodate Jewish students, which comprised a ñlarge contingentò of the graduate student 

population, on Passover with Kosher for Passover food. Dr. Abbott shared that some of the Black 

faculty interpreted the label as a sign that some students were (perhaps, unfairly) being 

prioritized over others:  

     Does [the HSI label] help to elevate us or garner particular programs and 

opportunities? Perhaps. If so, thatôs not a bad thingé[but] in one of the African 

American caucus meetingsésome folks are just very upset. You know, ñWhy are you 

going to call it that?ò and ñWe have Black folks here. Weôre not a Black serving 
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institution? Why couldnôt we get that label or identifier?ò And Iôm thinking why the riff? 

Whatôs the big dealéif itôs about just helping people to learn and to grow in that way? 

Labels arenôt always helpful in that sense. 

 

NSU (and ECU for that matter) would not have qualified for the label of Predominantly Black 

Institution (PBI). At least 40% of their student body would need to identify as Black, according 

to Title III, Part A, Section 318 of the Higher Education Act (20 U.S.C. § 1059, 2008). Yet, if the 

requirements were more similar to the requirements for HSI status (25%), both institutions would 

have been closer to being recognized as a PBI.  

Moreover, aligned with Dr. Abbottôs perspective that ñlabels arenôt always helpful in that 

senseò of guaranteeing support for certain students, both professors were hesitant to interpret the 

HSI label in and of itself as a commitment to Hispanic and Latinx students at NSU. For example, 

they both discussed how while there was a Hispanic Vice President of Hispanic Initiatives at the 

university, this administrator did not receive additional resources or funding, as part of the 

universityôs budget, to implement opportunities for Hispanic and Latinx students, or as she once 

told Dr. Abbott: ñIôll help you with anything, but I donôt have any money.ò Dr. Ruben similarly 

shared: ñWhen the President gaveéa one-hour speech last week, not even one word addressed 

recognizing that our institution is an HSI. This speaks volumes about the institutional priorities.ò 

Such recognition has been linked to ñservingnessò in the literature on HSIs (Garcia et al., 2019).  

As an institution whose student demographics are still predominantly white (40%), NSU 

only recently became an HSI in Spring 2016, after adopting an SAT/ACT test-optional policy for 

undergraduate admissions in Fall 2015. By Fall 2019 admissions, only 44% of students were 

submitting SAT scores (NCES, 2020). The newness of this label was also reflected in the 

percentage of students from low-income families. During the 2017-2018 school year, 

approximately 44% of undergraduate students received federal Pell Grants (NSU website). The 
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only schools in the sample with a lower percentage of Pell Grant recipients were PwIs, with the 

exception of one HSI that was a private 4-year institution. While significantly lower than ECU, 

NSUôs acceptance rate for the 2017-2018 school year (71%) (NCES, 2020) lay in the middle of the 

sample and increased slightly (76%) during the 2019-2020 school year, as indicated in Table 1. 

Excluding the previously mentioned HSI that was a private 4-year institution, NSUôs 

endowment ($43.9 million) in 2018 (U.S. News & World Report) was higher than the other HSIs 

in the informal sample as well as a public 4-year PwI. However, NSU had the largest student 

enrollment of any school in my informal review and was significantly larger than most of the 

schools, with the exception of one PwI with similar acceptance, retention, and graduation rates. 

The endowment of this PwI ($207.2 million) was almost five times higher in the same year. 

Thus, compared to other universities of the same size, financial resources at NSU are being 

spread more thinly across a larger student population, rendering it more similar to ECU in terms 

of finances. Thus, both institutions, like many HSIs, were ñdoing ómore with lessôò (Núñez & 

Bowers, 2011, p. 1307).  

The ñServingò Aspect of the HSI Label:  

Supporting Students on Campus and in the Classroom 

 

In describing how students across all majors and programs were ñservedò at ECU and 

NSU, I focus on the following themes from Garcia et al.ôs (2019) multidimensional conceptual 

framework: outcomes and experiences. Regarding the theme of outcomes, I focus on academic 

outcomes for two related reasons. First, in addition to being Hispanic, students who choose to 

enroll in 4-year HSIs tend to be less academically prepared and to come from high schools that 

are less oriented toward a college-going culture, thereby rendering them less likely to finish their 

degrees (Núñez & Bowers, 2011). Second, as described in Chapter 3, two of the four courses in 

this study were foundational-level courses and reflected the wide range of academic knowledge 
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and skills of students enrolled in the institution as a whole, compared to the two methods courses 

that were part of this study but were open only to students admitted to a teacher preparation 

program. Regarding the theme of experiences, Garcia et al.ôs framework considers both student 

and faculty experiences within this dimension. As such, I describe how students felt supported 

and how faculty responded to shifting priorities in research and teaching at each institution. 

Academic Outcomes 

ECUôs retention rate (73% for full-time students and 32% for part-time students) and, 

overall, 6-year graduation rate (39%) (NCES, 2020) for the 2017-2018 school year were lower 

than most schools in my informal review. (See Table 1 for updated figures during the 2019-200 

school year.) Generally, the schools in the state with lower rates in these areas were 2-year public 

and community colleges and the HSI that was also a PBI. Of the schools in the sample that 

reported a ñtransfer-out rate within 150% of ónormal timeô to completion for their programò 

during the 2017-2018 school year, ECUôs rate (31%) was the second highest, behind another 

private 4-year HSI. While the overall graduation rate at ECU seems to have steadily been 

increasing over the years, moving up to 41% during the 2018-2019 school year, the 6-year 

graduation rate for Black students in 2017-2018 (32%) trailed behind Asian (43%), 

Hispanic/Latino (42%), and white (43%) students (NCES, 2020). This difference was only 

exacerbated during the 2018-2019 school year: as the 6-year graduation rate for Asian (50%), 

Hispanic/Latino (43%), and white (44%) students increased, the 6-year graduation rate for Black 

students fell (29%).  

Contrasting with ECU, NSUôs transfer-out rate (19%) was both lower than ECUôs and 

higher only than three public 2-year colleges and two public 4-year PwIs that reported transfer-

out rates. NSUôs retention rate (79% for full-time students, 38% for part-time students) (NCES, 



157 

2020) was slightly higher than ECU and most schools in the sample, including one of the PwIs. 

However, there were still PwIs and HSIs with higher retention rates. NSUôs overall graduation 

rate (71%) (NCES, 2020; NSU Institutional Report) during the 2017-2018 school year was one 

of the highest graduation rates in the sample and the highest among HSIs in the sample. (See 

Table 1 for updated figures for retention and graduation rates during the 2019-2020 school year.) 

In other words, while NSU may be more academically competitive than both HSIs and PwIs in 

the state, students are graduating at higher rates than they are at both PwIs and HSIs. This 

reflects the relationship between college selectivity and completionðeven when controlling for 

other factors and demographics such as race, gender, academic performance, family 

backgroundðas documented in the literature (e.g., Shamsuddin, 2016). 

Like ECU, the 6-year graduation rate at NSU in 2017-2018 for Black students (63%) 

trailed behind Asian (75%), Hispanic/Latino (74%), and white (73%) students (NSU Institutional 

Report, 2019). Yet, emerging data showed that while the overall graduation dropped to 67% in 

2018-2019, not all racial groups with a significant proportion of enrollment on campus 

experienced a decline. In 2018-2019, the 6-year graduation rate for Black students (67%), Non-

resident alien students (63%), and students whose race/ethnicity was unknown (70%) increased, 

while the rate for Asian students (63%), Hispanic/Latino students (65%), white students (68%), 

and students identifying with Two or more races (63%) declined (NCES, 2020). Dr. Rubenôs 

description of his studentsô progress in his course, who were all first-semester freshmen, 

reflected this fluctuation in academic achievement, relative to race and ethnicity: ñIn terms of 

reading comprehensionéitôs very unbalancedé. I was trying to see if [there is] a patterné[but] 

thereôs no patternéwhatsoever. Itôs not ethnic, racial, [or] linguistic.ò  

Student Experiences: Supports in Diverse Environments 
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Like many MSIs, as discussed in Chapter 1, both ECU and NSU worked to provide a 

welcoming environment to support their diverse student bodies (Conrad, 2005; John & Stage, 

2004; Merisotis & McCarthy, 2005). At ECU, members of the institution worked to provide as 

many extracurricular and social opportunities for students as possible, including various clubs 

and speaking events. The campus may have been geographically small, but it never felt quiet.  

Dr. Anderson, who has taught at multiple college campuses, also commented on how great it was 

that there were so many social activities. Student testimonials on ECUôs websiteðe.g., 

ñ[student] felt welcomed at ECU, like it was her home away from homeò; ñExperiencing new 

people and the hustle of city life, ECU has been a friendly and welcoming atmosphere for 

[student] to learnò; ñWhen he came to ECU, the first thing [student] noticed was the sense of 

community and the diversity on campusòðsuggested that the institution provides a welcoming 

environment to students from diverse backgrounds. According to Dr. Ocampo, tolerance and 

inclusion were some of ECUôs strongest assets. He seemed surprised by the university putting 

together a diversity and tolerance committee because ñthis is one of the last places in the world 

where you would need [it].ò To him, it was ñalmost like a waste of resourcesébecause so many 

people are awareéthereôs so much diversity that itôs much less of an issue than it is at most 

other places.ò Dr. Anderson was similarly ñimpressed by the diversityò he noticed at ECU. 

While ECU was ranked 2nd for ñserving students in needò among colleges in the state 

(Washington Monthly, 2015), including veterans and international students, one support area that 

seemed to be a possible concern for faculty and students was advisement, particularly with transfer 

students. (I interviewed three transfer students at ECU, all enrolled in Dr. Andersonôs class, as 

indicated in Table 5 in Chapter 3.) Dr. Anderson noticed and shared with me that not every student 

was being adequately guided by their advisor. Ben, one of the students in his class whom I 
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interviewed, further substantiated this point. A first-year transfer student, he was rightly frustrated 

by the lengthy and confusing process he went through to find and secure an appointment with an 

advisor, only to end up enrolling in a course that his program no longer required. 

Some of the students I interviewed said they chose to attend ECU because of location/ 

commute (Gasman et al., 2015; Núñez & Bowers, 2011) as well as the low tuition and 

scholarship opportunities (Merisotis & McCarthy, 2005). Yet, in practice, the way scholarships 

were structured still may have disadvantaged students who historically have been excluded from 

higher education via traditional requirements for financial opportunities (e.g., GPA and 

standardized test scores). Although the university planned to implement a standardized test 

optional admissions policy in the year after the study took place (for students admitted in Fall 

2020), students would still need to submit SAT scores to be considered for merit-based 

scholarships, for the Honors Program, and for any combined bachelorôs and masterôs program.1 

Similarly, transfer student scholarships are contingent on GPA. Adam (another transfer student I 

interviewed), who is Hispanic, only received a partial transfer scholarship due to his GPA. 

Both of undergraduate students I interviewed at NSU reported that it was their top choice 

for college since middle school, with one reporting that it was her ñdream schoolò: 

Liana: I always knew this school was for meé. Not only [does] [NSU] give you 

experiences, it gives you opportunities to become someone that you thought 

maybe you wouldnôt become, and I guess, thatôs always something that Iôve 

wantedéwhen I waséin middle schoolé. Everybody [knew] me as the girl who 

had problems because I had epilepsy, so my learning was not working [like] other 

people in my class. But I always knewéI want to go to [here] because I want to 

make something out of myself to prove to people that even with learning 

disabilities, even with all of the situations that people have now in the world, you 

can still make it in life. 

TG:  Yeahéwhat about the schoolémakes it your dream school?...What are the 

opportunities that are available here? 

 
1 Data for this studyðincluding the review of this policyðwere collected mostly during the Fall 2019 

semester, prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, which cancelled many SAT/ACT tests. As such, it is possible this 

policy was revised for applicants to these programs in Fall 2020.  
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Liana: They have so many events in the school thatéI always try to look intoé because 

I want to be able to experience these things, and they even have [a] job fair 

hereéeven for the people that commute. I commute myself, and they always do 

something for the commuters to show their appreciationé. So, [NSU] doesnôt 

only make you feel like home. They make you feel like, this is not only the home 

for people that live here. Itôs a home also for the commuters. 

 

This feeling of home was significant, as the majority of students (just over 75%) were 

commuters (NSU website), which is similar to the percentage of students at ECU who commute 

(88%) (U.S. News & World Report). Additionally, in walking around NSUôs campus, I noticed 

multiple flyers for student opportunities, such as hosting a Clean and Sustainable Energy summit 

and various activities associated with the Holocaust, Genocide, and Human Education Project 

(e.g., Burkholder, 2018). Dr. Ruben also shared that the music, art, and drama departments at 

NSU did an excellent job providing opportunities for student engagement. 

NSU also has a wide variety of student services, such as a center for career services, as 

mentioned by the above student, and an LGBTQ Center. Nine years after the latter centerôs 

opening, NSU was named one of the Top 30 LGBTQ-Friendly Colleges (NSU website). The 

LGBTQ Center is housed in an office specifically for ñsocial justice and diversity,ò which also 

has a Multicultural Center, a Womenôs Center, and a Center for Faith and Spirituality. However, 

such initiatives may have been limited in fostering an inclusive campus environment, especially 

around politically charged diversity conversations. For example, while the Council for Faith and 

Spirituality (within the Center) was an ñan interfaith umbrella organization promoting tolerance, 

understanding, and education with an open mind,ò working to ñsupport all religious and spiritual 

traditionsò (NSU website), the Israel-Palestine conflict was often portrayed in campus media as 

one-sided. In 2014, the student government issued an order to the ñStudents for Justice in 

Palestineò to ñcease and desistò political speech and threatened them with a fine (Volokh, 2014). 

While the order was reversed on the grounds of free speech, in 2017, the student government 
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voted against supporting the Boycott, Divestment, Sanctions movement (Frommer, 2017; 

Ginsberg, 2017). 

Moreover, Dr. Ruben questioned the ñexaggerated growthò of student services and the 

ñgrowing involvement of non-academics in the academic life of the studentsò for two reasons. 

First, while he agreed that some student services were necessary to support students with ñneedsò 

and ñemotional situations,ò he was concerned about the growth of some aspects of student 

services that seemed more concerned with entertaining the students and ñsolving [their] problems 

at the most minuscule levelsò in ways that were too overprotective. Second, he felt these 

diversity priorities were guided by an ñideological slant.ò While the college was voted one of the 

best for U.S. veterans (U.S. News & World Report, as cited on NSUôs website), Dr. Ruben, a 

veteran himself, said veterans were marginalized on campus,  

But if itôs another type of groupéIôm not saying thatéwe shouldnôt take care oféfor 

instance, the LGBTQ groupébut had that [marginalization] happened to the LGBTQ 

group, things would have been approached differently.  

 

Dr. Rubenôs perspective that there is ña lot of investment in someéideological 

projections that are not necessarily even with everyoneôs needsò was substantiated by Liana, a 

student I interviewed. An 18-year-old Hispanic single mother from a low-income family, Liana 

was working part-time to support her full-time enrollment. She had made the decision to move 

out of her parentsô home, even though this meant losing access to childcare. NSUôs daycare 

would cost her $1,300/month. (The website indicated there is a discount for faculty, staff, and 

students; however, the amount was not publicized, and members of the NSU community need to 

call to find out more information.) ECUôs daycare by comparison was roughly $400-$500/month 

for the same number of days/hours, even though both institutions had similar tuition. Liana only 
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made $1,000/month when I interviewed her. Even if she continued to live at home, her income 

would not be enough to support this.  

Faculty Experiences: Shifting Priorities in Research and Teaching  

Even though both ECU and NSU were originally founded as schools for teachers, 

professors at both institutions had to manage conflicting and/or shifting priorities around 

research, which affected the ways in which they could prioritize teaching. At ECU, Dr. Ocampo 

described the students as ñwhatever the opposite of spoiled iséthey really want a better lifeé. 

They work hard, and theyôre willing to make sacrifices.ò Thus, while Dr. Ocampo said that he 

would like the students to have stronger academic credentials, ñthereôs not a lot of other places 

[heôd] rather be.ò Dr. Ocampoôs preference for the ECU student community might have been due 

to his own familiarity and experience teaching in secondary schools, or as he put it: ñGenerally 

speakingéthose who have taught K-12 recently or extensively are better with our students.ò As 

someone who had the extensive K-12 experience and described his students as ñhungry to learn,ò 

Dr. Anderson still found differentiating the instruction at ECU a ñdifferent beastò and more 

difficult than at some of the other institutions of higher education in which he has taught. He felt 

that ñteaching at ECU is like teaching in an urban [K-12 school] districtéyou have to have a 

different skill set and a different passion.ò 

While Roberto, a student in Dr. Ocampoôs class, shared that ñthe professors here are 

really helpfuléyou get to learn a lot,ò it seems there were no uniform commitments to meeting 

studentsô (academic) needs across all the departments at ECU. This affected students at ECU 

preparing to be teachers, as they were also required to take courses outside of the COE. When I 

asked Ben, a transfer student in Dr. Andersonôs class, what knowledge and skills professors 

should have, he stated:  
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     Iôm trying to figure that out here [at ECU]. In the community college, they were 

clearly there, dedicated to make sure you went on to a four-year institution. It felt like 

they acted likeéat least the professors I had, it was their responsibility to get you 

somewhereéand be able to hang in a four-year [institution]. ECU seems to be a bit in 

flux depending on what department you go to. There are some departments that are 

cutting back standards because either theyôre not having enough people complete it or 

theyôre too hardé. 

 

Benôs perception that ECU was ñin fluxò across departments might be partially explained by 

what the university prioritized in attaining tenure. Dr. Ocampo shared that attaining tenure at 

ECU is mostly about research production, rather than service or teaching, despite ECUôs history 

as a teaching institution that ñisnôt research heavy.ò Still, the majority of full-time faculty at the 

time of the study were tenured (ECU Institutional Profile), in part because, as Dr. Ocampo 

shared, ñother institutions are much more competitiveémuch more discriminating in terms of 

who gets promoted and who gets tenure.ò However, Dr. Ocampo recognized that ñitôs starting to 

change nowéwith the new administration, thereôs been more of a focus on research.ò   

Thus, despite the university providing professional development opportunities for faculty 

around strengthening their pedagogy to meet the needs of the diverse student body, Dr. Ocampo 

expressed that he thought the university should not be investing its limited resources in these 

opportunities, not because they are not useful but because he saw ñso fewéprofessorsétake it 

seriously and implement what theyôve learned.ò He felt that the faculty who needed professional 

development the mostðsenior faculty outside of the COE, who had ñnever been taught how to 

teach,ò and have already been tenured and promoted to full professorðwere the least likely to 

attend. In fact, he admitted that while tenure was good for him, it was not necessarily what was 

good for the students. 

The year after receiving the HSI label, NSU was also designated a state public research 

institution, and 2 years after that, it was recognized as a doctoral university with high research 
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activity. Aligned with these research labels, Dr. Ruben and Dr. Abbott communicated that the 

institutionôs main priority when it came to faculty performance was publishing research. 

However, it seemed that NSU was more discriminating than ECU in terms of who received 

tenure and was promoted. The transition into a research categoryðthat is premised on ideologies 

of meritocracy, individualism, and objectivity/neutrality (Bell, 1992; Crenshaw, 1991; Ladson-

Billings & Tate, 1995)ðhas sometimes been used as a color-evasive tactic to deny the 

promotions of faculty of color at NSU. While Dr. Abbott received tenure, NSUôs transition into a 

research category legitimized blocking her promotion. Her Dean did not give Dr. Abbott a 

favorable review, claiming ñsomething to the effect ofénot feeling that [she] was doing the 

volume of work that [she] needed to do,ò even though the requirements for promotion at the time 

were not specific in terms of what type of publications she needed: 

     Nowhere did it say I needed to have tier one. It said I needed to have peer-reviewed 

published stuff, and thatôs what I had. It didnôt say that I needed to do research. It said I 

needed to do scholarship. 

 

The devaluation of Dr. Abbottôs scholarship is not unlike what happens to many African 

American women professors at PwIs (Jones et al., 2015; Reddick et al., 2021) and to Black 

women scholars utilizing Black feminist thought in their work (Collins, 1990/2003). 

While Dr. Abbott was eventually promoted to associate professor, she shared:  

     Iôve heard, part of the experience of brown and Black people here [is].... Weôll bring 

you in. Weôll give you tenure, but...I have colleagues here whoôve been here longer than I 

have, and they are assistant professors.  

 

An informal review of NSUôs institutional reports from the last 3 years corroborated Dr. 

Abbottôs testimony. While a greater percentage of Asian faculty (85%) and African American 

faculty were tenured (80%)ðcompared to white (73%) and Hispanic/Latinx (71%) facultyð

there might have been anti-Black bias in terms of promotion, as rates were slightly slower for 
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African Americans, while Asian and white professors were more likely to be promoted without 

tenure. Moreover, these trends at NSU reflect a national pattern at research universities. While 

the representation of Black faculty with earned doctoral degrees has increased, they are 

disproportionately represented in the rank of assistant professor, compared to white faculty who 

are more likely to be tenured and at the rank of full professor for a longer period of time (Modica 

& Mamiseishvili, 2010). 

While Dr. Abbottôs experience happened prior to the institution becoming an HSI, Dr. 

Ruben also shared that race and gender discrimination has continued to occur on campus, even 

with the HSI label:  

     The other day, just informally, we were sitting here with three [younger Latina 

faculty] éeveryone has encountered, in one way or another, microaggressionséfrom 

faculty to faculty, from [academic] administration to faculty.  

 

He also shared that supporting these faculty members was a priority even before NSU was an 

HSI, especially because in some ways he could understand how they felt, as an immigrant who 

had been a target of ethnic discrimination himself: ñYou get those things constantly, right, or 

these comments.ò In other words, while he recognized that ña label of an institution brings a 

leveléof legitimacy to that particularéidentityòðwhich, in the case of NSU, was both the 

identities included in the HSI label and the identity of researcherðthe faculty were still trying to 

figure out ñwhat that [discrimination] means here,ò especially in the contexts of supporting 

historically marginalized students in the classroom and increasing pressure to produce high-

quality research. 

Dr. Ruben explained in a member-checking conversation that the ñassociated prestigeò 

with the research label ñenables the obtention of a significant number of grants, which otherwise 

cannot be accessed, as most other universities also share such interest.ò To him, this explained 
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why junior colleagues have been under increasing pressure to apply for external funding, even if 

the funds are used to support ñprojects that seldom are academic.ò Dr. Abbott also expressed 

disappointment that some junior faculty  

seem to feel as though they need to kind of be a certain way or that there are certain 

expectations coming on theméthat they have to attend meetings just because people are 

watching them or that they canôt say no to certain asks.  

 

When the university was still a ñresearch in the makingò institution, teaching was taken 

more seriously, both in terms of evaluation, as well as among individual faculty membersô 

priorities. Yet even though the university ñpay[s] attention supposedlyò to teaching, as Dr. Ruben 

shared, and has a dedicated position in the provostôs office to the ñscholarship of teaching,ò  

Dr. Ruben felt: 

     When the university shiftedémany started to feel that they were penalized because 

they were dedicating so much time to teachingénot penalized, but they were asked to 

teach more because they are not producing scholarship. Itôs not a big deal if you love 

teachingébut it creates a difference betweené[someone] teaching one or two classes a 

semester with someone who teaches four in the same departmenté. That dedication to 

teaching has been lost somehow. 

 

As such, he felt that the Boyer model of scholarship would be a good option for NSU because  

it enables different faculty to choose under which category of scholarship they prefer to 

be evaluated. Therefore, it eliminates tensions and honors the variety of strengths that 

faculty bring to the table. In consequence, teaching is equally valued to other forms of 

scholarship.  

 

The diminishing importance of teaching might have implications for teacher preparation 

specifically, especially when, as Dr. Ruben suggested, the university hired teacher educators 

whose ñdisciplinary identity goes through the primary role of maybe researching teacher 

educationò: 

     Itôs not that [the preparation of teachers] is abandoned, but itôs maybe not as central to 

the task as it could beé. I would like this institution to haveéa retake on the tradition of 

people dedicated to teaching without having to distract the dedication [with research]. 

Iôm not saying that the researcher cannot be an excellent teacher educatoré. What I am 
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trying to say is that the culture of the institution has shifted in such a way in which itôs 

almost forcing people to prioritize their publications, their research, their scholarship in a 

way that I am scared that it might neglect the preparation aspects of practitioners. 

 

While all four students I interviewed at NSU spoke highly of their professors, it was not 

surprising, then, that Amy, one of Dr. Rubenôs students who was enrolled in introductory courses 

both in and outside the COE, felt that her professorsô teaching styles, across all her classes, were 

more ñtraditionalò and less ñhands-onò than her K-12 teachers, ñwhich is okay,ò even though she 

felt she learned best by doing. When I asked her what skills and knowledge professors of 

education need to have, she stated: 

Amy: They have to know what theyôre teaching. They have to know about their subject. 

They have to love that subject and show their passion for what theyôre teachingé 

so then maybe [the students, also] can get that sort oféspark into the subject. 

TG: Okay, and do you feel like your professors here have that? 

Amy: Yeah, all my professors have that spark. 

 

In other words, Amy recognized that professors are passionate about the topics they teach, even 

if they are not teaching in the most accessible ways. Liana, another first-semester freshman in 

Dr. Rubenôs class, expressed that, across all of her classes, she felt like the professor treated all 

students as ñequal in a sort of wayò: ñIt was never really a professor saying [that what] éthe 

student [said was] wrong.ò Still, she felt that, in general, ñprofessors are different. They donôt 

really care as much as [K-12] teachers wouldò when it came to student learning. 

Amanda, a graduate student in Dr. Abbottôs class, stated that while ña lot of [her] 

professors are really greatéreally knowledgeable, and they know a lot about teaching and are 

really passionate,ò she also felt that ña lot of professors really arenôt that understandingò with 

graduate students: ñYou have fieldwork hours, you have this, andéIôm trying to work full-time, 

too.ò Cara similarly shared: ñItôs a lot of work, and itôs stressfulétrying to figure out how Iôm 

going to work full-time and then also work another job and fit everything in.ò Dr. Ruben also 
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said he has ñheardéfrom some students, at the graduate levelécomplaints about 

facultyémistreat[ing] them.ò In other words, even if an HSI is a welcoming and supportive 

environment for students, it is possible that this support is constrained by an institutionôs cultures 

of research and teaching. 

Serving Preservice Teachers  

Three of the five students I interviewed at ECU and three of the four students I 

interviewed at NSU shared that they chose to attend their respective universities specifically for 

their teacher preparation programs, rather than for reasons more commonly given for enrolling at 

an MSI, as documented in the literature (i.e., low tuition, location) (Conrad, 2015; OôBrien & 

Zudak, 1998; Raines, 1998), or for HSIs specifically (i.e., being Hispanic, location of the 

institution) (Núñez & Bowers, 2011). The graduate programs in education at NSU ñwere ranked 

among the nationôs best in U.S. News & World Reportôs 2020 Best Education Schoolsò (NSU 

website). At ECU, Ameerah reported: ñWhen we were doing all these college fairs, ECU was the 

only one who really went in depth for me when I would ask about the teacher program.ò 

Within these programs, the teaching of students with disabilities, in particular, was 

popular at both institutions. In 2019, 15% of the graduate students at ECU were enrolled in a 

special education program, making it the graduate program with the highest enrollment. At NSU, 

one student, Cara, specifically commented on how  

a lot of places in the area donôt have a masterôs withéteaching students with disabilities 

[TSD] aséa joint program. So, I wanted to do the K-6 and the TSD, and this was one of 

the only places that offered what I wanted.  

 

This particular program is one of the largest programs at NSU and, like other programs in their 

COE, has a high public school hiring rate, compared to graduates from other colleges in the state. 

In describing the ways in which ECU and NSU served students who wished to be teachers, I 
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utilized the following aspects of Garcia et al.ôs (2019) ñmultidimensional conceptual 

frameworkò: internal organizational dimensions, which ñinclude institutional policies and 

decision making as well as curricula, programs, and practices at the institutionò (p. 18) that are 

within the control of the university, and external influences, or ñfactors beyond the control of the 

institutionò (p. 14). As discussed in Chapter 3, the internal organizational dimension I describe is 

the curricular emphasis within the COEs, and the external influence I describe is how each 

institution navigated stringent state licensure exams. 

Internal Organizational Dimensions: Curricular Foci Within the COEs  

 

The COEs at ECU emphasized the importance of education in building a more  

equitable, democratic society via an informed citizenry and the importance of education in 

ñaccomplish[ing] social justiceò (ECU website). At NSU, the COE worked to prepare educators 

ñto work toward a healthier, better educated, more just societyò (NSU website). As discussed in 

Chapters 1 and 2, the majority of the current literature on teacher preparation for social justice 

and/or equity links this goal to the importance of successfully addressing K-12 student diversity. 

However, the different student demographics and locations of ECU and NSU fueled different 

curricular foci and commitments within each institutionôs COE. ECU was located in an urban 

area, and many of the students had attended K-12 urban schools themselves. NSU was located in 

a suburban area and, as such, some students described their neighborhoods as ñnot (having) a lot 

of diversity.ò 

Preparing Urban Educators at ECU 

At ECU, Dr. Ocampo shared that ñour goal is to prepare them to not just enter the field 

but to stay long term, and thatôs one of the things our students do, compared to other colleges, is 

they stay, and they stay long term.ò Moreover, ECUôs location in an urban setting fuels the 
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COEôs commitment to prepare teachers who can ñaddress the needs of students in the 

contemporary urban, multicultural, and multilingual classroomò (ECU website). Student 

teaching, internship, and extracurricular opportunities offered to students are often in urban 

schools. In fact, it was this urban school focus that sometimes was the reason students chose to 

attend ECU. Benðwho felt he knew the suburban school system well through his daughter, who 

was a student, and his wife, who was a teacherðshared that part of why he chose ECU was ñto 

kind of gauge [whether I want to work in an urban school]. I thought I would get more of an 

urban perspective from here because this is an urban area.ò That the urban perspective was 

emphasized throughout courses within the COE was also substantiated by Allison, another 

transfer student commuting from a suburban area. Prior to enrolling at ECU, she ñjust never 

honestly thought Iôd be teaching in an urban school. It just never went on my radar.ò  

In Dr. Ocampoôs experience, many of the education students at ECU expressed that they 

wanted to teach in an urban school when they graduated. While Dr. Ocampo felt that some of 

these students ñjust think thatôs [teaching in an urban school] is their path,ò given their limited 

exposure to suburban cities and areas, he also acknowledged that some expressed wanting to 

give back to the communities in which they grew up (Ladson-Billings, 2009). Roberto, a 

Hispanic student (who went to an urban school), specifically mentioned wanting to ñmake that 

changeò for students ñfrom [the] loweréincome classò and for students of color who felt like 

they ñdid not receive the proper education from the system.ò With the proper support in his 

preparation program, this stance has the potential to inspire a long career as a teacher for social 

justice in an urban school (Lee et al., 2019). 

Additionally, students felt that diversity was more prominently addressed in their 

education courses than in courses they took in other departments. Ameerah, who was studying to 
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be a secondary English teacher, said: ñYou definitely learn about diversity through the education 

courses, more so than the English courses.ò Dr. Ocampo also agreed: 

     Given who we are, who our students are, and where theyôre teachingéI must say, itôs 

something we [as a department] do a good job of here is really, you know, not having 

diversity be, like James Banks talks about, the kind of add-on, bring a dish, or today 

weôre going to do Black history and then weôll get back to the regular curriculuméwhere 

it becomes integrated. 

 

Dr. Anderson incorporated the diversity of ñwho [the ECU] students areò in how he thought 

about goals for them: ñI want them to have confidence because I know that there are other 

professors who arenôt going to look at them the way I do.ò Yet, similar to PwIs, it seemed that 

not all faculty at ECU had the relevant urban school experience and/or preparation to address 

diversity and/or social justice fully (i.e., Tolbert & Eichelberger, 2016), as discussed in  

Chapter 1. Dr. Ocampo, who was the chair of one of the education departments, reported that ña 

lot of our people who are teaching students how to teach have either never taught or have very, 

very limited teaching experience.ò In recognizing that the reality of urban schools was 

ñcomplexò (Farmer-Hinton et al., 2013; Rivers et al., 2021) and not all urban schools were the 

same, he felt that these faculty members had ñoverly simplified views of whatôs wrong [in urban 

schools] and how to fix it.ò In other words, they may not have the ñskills and knowledge abouté 

situations that you canôt just read out of a textbook and how to handle those situations,ò which 

Ameerah felt all professors of education should have. Additionally, she reported that there was 

not as much deliberate focus across her classes on ñhow to connect [her prospective] studentsô 

cultures, traditions, and beliefs into [her] own lessons.ò  

The fact that many students came from urban schools themselves positioned them well to 

actualize the COEôs commitment to working in an urban school. Dr. Ocampo considered 

studentsô exposure to urban schools and life experiences when designing the curriculum for the 
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classroom management and assessment course that was observed as part of the study. When I 

asked him what, if anything, he would change about his teaching if working at a PwI, he stated: 

     They [the students] know more about that [urban school] environment than I do in a 

lot of ways. If it were a predominantly white group, and Iôm assuming it would be in 

more of a suburban area, then I would spend a lot of time on the cultures of schools, what 

the stereotypes are compared to the reality, the importance of staying away from deficit 

thinking, even if itôs subtle in terms of comments and attitudes, the importance of being 

proactive and getting to know the community and getting to know the strengths of the 

community, not just focusing on whatôs lacking and the negativesé. I would really work 

on them examining their belief systems, examining and reflecting on everything in terms 

of their assumptions. 

 

Dr. Ocampo recognized that the above focus was not solely for white, suburban students and was 

ñimportant for any student, but [with the] limited amount of time [you have in class], you pick 

and choose [what to focus on],ò especially since, as he shared, ñThatôs the really interesting thing 

about working here as opposed to a lot of other institutionsé. Thereôs not a lot of culture shock 

when they go into the schools.ò To him, this familiarity with the urban school context explained 

the high levels of engagement in the classroom management and assessment methods course he 

taught, which I observed as part of the study: 

     Theyôre not up late the night before worried about how theyôre going to grade a paper 

or how theyôre going to explain a concept. Theyôre worried aboutéhow is Jimmy going 

to be behaving and what is my response going to be and what if somebodyôs observing 

me and the kids arenôt behavingé. They come in [to the class], [and] [classroom 

management] is already a concern of theirsé. Itôs not a great analogy, but going to the 

doctor and you know what your ailment is as opposed to just going for a check-upé. 

They know that this is what their fear is, soéthatôs the class they take the most notes 

iné. Thereôs not even a test, really, and they take notesé. If I say this is a good strategy, 

they write it down specificallyé. Itôs that whole thing of ñIôm needing this very soon.ò 

é It would be great if we could create that kind of relevance in all coursework. 

 

Students certainly may have been worried about classroom management, as Roberto shared that 

ñclassroom management definitely was something that [he] considered [himself] to be weak inò 

upon enrolling in the course. Yet, the above quote also demonstrated that, as discussed in 

Chapter 1, Dr. Ocampo did not equate studentsô experiences in K-12 urban schools, in and of 
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themselves, with evidence that they would intuitively know, how to manage a classroom or 

assess students (i.e., Brown, 2014; Jackson, 2015; Kohli, 2009). He recognized that they were 

still young, relative to the education and life experiences he felt all urban teachers should have: 

ñIn an ideal world, I think all teachers would have Ph.D.s and be in their 30s and 40s, but I 

understand thatôs not realistic.ò Thus, it seems that while some faculty may have been limited 

with their experience in urban schools, other faculty at ECU similarly worked against assuming 

students were experts of diversity, even if they attended an urban school. For example, Roberto, 

who was from a ñHispanic-dominated cityò and attended a predominantly Hispanic secondary 

school, shared that:  

     I always assumed diversity just meantéethnic background, and then they [education 

professors] explained it here. No, [itôs not just ethnic background] éthereôs diversity of 

behavior, diversity in knowledgeédiversity in the languages people speak. 

 

Preparing Progressive Educators at NSU 

NSUôs teacher preparation ñconceptual framework,ò as stated on their website, aligns 

with tenets of being a progressive educator, emphasizing the importance of K-12 teachers 

recognizing students, families, communities, and the identities and experiences they bring to 

their education (e.g., Goldfarb et al., 2017), as well as the role of education in disrupting societal 

inequities (Kumashiro, 2015, as cited in French, 2019). According to NSUôs website, the 

universityôs standards for preservice teachersðof which NSU developed a university-wide 

system to assessðreflect components of culturally responsive pedagogy, universal design for 

learning, and inclusive education. While these components are important, regardless of the K-12 

schooling context (suburban, urban, or rural), Cara, a graduate student in Dr. Abbottôs class, who 

had experience working in a charter school in an urban area prior to starting her program, stated 

that the curriculum at NSU reinforced what she learned in the classroom, such as using 
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manipulatives and teaching through multidisciplinary lessons. At the same time, however, the 

graduates of the teacher preparation programs at NSU are likely to be rated as ñeffectiveò or 

ñhighly effectiveò teachers (NSU website). Yet, as discussed in Chapter 1, ñeffectiveò practices 

are often constructed by white practitioners and researchers (i.e., Cullingford, 1995; Marshall, 

2016; Stronge, 2018; Stronge et al., 2004). In other words, the analysis of NSUôs institutional 

documents suggested that students enrolled in a teacher preparation program may be exposed to 

a range of pedagogical practices (progressive, inclusive, culturally responsive, and/or 

ñeffectiveò). 

That the NSU website displayed student accomplishments in terms of their ratings as 

teachers reflected a frustration of Dr. Rubenôs. He was ñbitterò that some graduate programs in 

the COE were closed based on assumptions about prospective jobs, rather than on the type of 

education they could provide, even if these programs were the only ones offered at a public 

institution in the state and were nationally and internationally recognized. In other words, NSU 

was not remiss from what he called ñthis neoliberal business modelò of ñpublic universitiesò 

(Philip et al., 2019): ñI really resentéthe entrepreneurial natureéthat our college has taken, 

trying to sell credentialsé. The function of the university is not to make money. Itôs to educate.ò 

All four of the students I interviewed at NSU stated that diversity was emphasized in 

their education courses. Cara stated, ñI think in every class they focus on diversity. I think NSU 

is really big on diversity andéhow to educate through a lens of diversity.ò Amanda specifically 

discussed inclusive education when I asked her where and how she learns about diversity:  

     This program, I feel like actually exposes you toéa lot of things I didnôt even think 

about, especially withéUDL guidelines and preparing for people who have all different 

needs and accommodations. 

  



175 

Additionally, Amanda reported that UDL was included and emphasized in all her classes, 

including ones not specifically about teaching students with disabilities.  

Yet, diversity in coursework at NSU did not always produce intended outcomes. In 

reviewing comprehensive exams, where students are asked to give a description of their 

practicum classroom, Dr. Abbott reviewed the work of someone who wrote, ñThereôs no 

diversity in her classroom,ò despite there being students of different races, students who speak 

Spanish, and a male teacher. Dr. Abbott was disappointed that the student ñfell short with 

understanding diversity, all these years that [sheôs] been here [at NSU]ò (emphasis added). Yet, 

Dr. Abbott also felt it was important for professors to know that ñall the Black and brown people 

in front of you donôt have the same narrativeò and to ñthen find ways to incorporate that into 

your curriculum, into your conversations, and into the things you assign on your syllabus.ò In 

practice, however, this was sometimes difficult, even for Dr. Abbott herself. She recognized that 

the ñaffinity link and connection would possibly come inò between her and any of the few Black 

students who might be in her classes. However, given that Dr. Abbott was ñnot used toò having 

many students of color in her classes (the reasons are explained in the next section), she was still 

learning and being careful to include perspectives of students of color in authentic and culturally 

responsive ways:  

     I did haveéa time when I connected with [a Black student] in that way, and I didnôt 

like that because I felt like I was disconnecting other people and asking them [the Black 

student] to do something that is discounted in the research. To have one person speak on 

behalf of everybody. 

 

In fact, she shared that while she considered spending a semester or two teaching at an HBCU, 

she asked: 

     Whoôs to say they would want me? I think I have something to offer, but they may or 

may not [think I have something to offer]. In that sense I donôt knowéwhat I would do 

differently [than what I do here at NSU]. 
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Dr. Ruben certainly worked to encourage students ñto bring stories of their own into the 

discussion.ò This approach was somewhat different than what he would do if he were teaching 

the class at a PwI, where he ñwould do a few more things exposing themékind of forcing them 

to look closer at what diversityôs aboutò and ñwhat is it likeò to experience discrimination. 

However, these topics were not reserved only for the PwI context, as I observed in my visits to 

his class sessions. Thus, NSUôs status as a school that was still predominantly white, located in a 

suburban area, and oriented toward preparing progressive educators may have impacted how 

professors thought about serving and preparing their preservice candidates.  

External Influences: Navigating Stringent State Licensure Exams 

In September 2015, the state in which the study took place implemented stricter 

certification and employment requirements. First, students graduating on or after September 1, 

2016, needed a 3.0 cumulative GPA in order to become certified. (For students graduating before 

September 1, 2016, the requirement was 2.75.) Additionally, in order to obtain a ñcertificate of 

eligibility,ò which was required in the state to seek employment as a teacher, candidates needed 

to submit passing test scores on the Praxis CORE standardized test, even if they were currently 

enrolled in a traditional teacher preparation program. The Praxis CORE requirement was also 

true for people seeking a certificate of eligibility, who had not completed a traditional teacher 

preparation program. In fact, Allison, a student at ECU, had met all of the requirements for non-

traditional teacher preparation program candidates, including passing the Praxis CORE, except 

the GPA requirement. ECU was the only school she found that would accept her as a transfer 

student, even though she already had a bachelorôs degree.  
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In response to these revised state mandates for the certificate of eligibility, the COEs at 

ECU and NSU had implemented admissions requirements for their teacher preparation programs 

that included the GPA and submitting passing Praxis CORE scores, as shown in Table 8. 

Table 8 

Teacher Preparation Program Admissions Requirements at ECU and NSU 

ECU NSU 

-3.0 GPA* 

-passing score on Praxis CORE or 

SAT, ACT, GRE waiver/ 

equivalent* 

-Successful completion of all 

Phase 1 coursework with a grade 

of B- or above 

-3.0 GPA if applying for a single certification or 3.25 for 

combined bachelorôs/masterôs with dual certification* 

-passing score on Praxis CORE or SAT, ACT, GRE 

waiver/equivalent* 

-successful completion of prerequisite course 

requirements 

-demonstrate evidence of satisfactory written and oral 

skills 

-letter of recommendation from faculty member 

-admissions essay(s) 

-résumé 

-If their application passes the screening process, they 

then ñare required to submit an impromptu writing 

sample and participate in an admission(s) interview with 

faculty.ò 

-Can apply as a ñsupplemental candidateò with an 

optional essay if one does not meet the requirements 

An * indicates a state requirement for employment and licensure. 

 

 

While ECUôs website says the COE welcomes both ñtraditional and non-traditional 

studentsòðwho often attend MSIs (Conrad, 2015; Gasman et al., 2015)ðand works to ñvalue 

the diverse backgrounds and learning styles of [its university] students and create an accessible 

learning environment (ECU website),ò Dr. Ocampo recognized the ñobviousò reasons students 

may not be admitted to the teacher preparation program and/or finish their degrees: ECU having 

lower retention and graduation rates as an institution, with many students being commuters, first-

generation, parents, and/or working. However, he described the standardized tests (indicated in 

Table 8) as another significant barrier for students at ECU who want to be teachers: 
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     Speaking generally, we have trouble with the standardized tests that are required. A lot 

of our students didnôt have the strongest K-12 experiences, so theyôre usually pretty good 

at their major, butéI donôt know how many people I knew who wanted to be English 

teachers who would have been darn good English teachers, but they couldnôt pass the 

math portion of the Praxis. 

 

Corroborating Dr. Ocampoôs perspective, Ameerah shared her experience preparing to be 

a secondary English teacher:  

Ameerah: For me, it was difficult because I was struggling with the Praxis CORE math, 

so I found it difficult to move onto the next step of my education degree 

becauseéit waséblocked. If you didnôt pass, you couldnôt take any classes, 

and you couldnôt even start your internship. So, I kind of found that 

difficulté. I wanted to take classes, but I couldnôt because of the CORE. 

TG:  So, what did you do that semester? You just took general education classes or 

something? How did they help you with that? 

Ameerah: I finished my English courseséand I took only one education class, which I 

was allowed. It was like a loophole that I found or something.  

 

Ameerah said that, once enrolled, the professors from the beginning supported students by 

making sure they knew what was to come: ñIn phase I, I was being told about the Praxis, and I 

was being told about edTPA. So, I feel like I was always supported in some way, even if it 

wasnôtéofficial oréformal.ò Yet, Dr. Ocampo felt that while the department did what they 

could, these supports were limited by, and somewhat contingent on, studentsô prior experiences 

and educational backgrounds: 

     We, as a departmentétry to be very practical, so we say, okay this Praxis CORE is a 

real hurdle, so weôve created workshops. Weôve created specialized classes to target 

[and] really drill down on whatever skills they need to pass those tests. Itôs often 

difficultébecauseé (pause, slightly laughs/sighs). Often youôre trying to remediate 12 

years of sub-par schooling in a semester, and so those courses and workshops and the 

tutoring, theyôre helpful if students are close, and they just kind of need to be pulled 

across the finish line. But, if there are egregious issues oréif English isnôt their first 

language, or theyôre recent immigrants, thereôs just so much background knowledge they 

donôt have thatésometimes thereôs nothing we can do, and students drop the program. 

 

The students in Dr. Ocampoôs course at ECU, which was only open to those who had passed the 

Praxis CORE and were admitted to a teacher preparation program, showed very little evidence of 
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ñsub-par [K-12] schooling.ò My observations of studentsô work that they submitted to the online 

portion of Dr. Ocampoôs class suggested that students who did not have mastery of ñstandardò 

English grammar, mechanics, and usage were not on the roster for this course. Commenting on 

how the programmatic requirements have weeded out students who might struggle academically, 

Dr. Ocampo described the students in the following way: ñRelative to the school [ECU] and to 

everything else, theyôreéstrong academically.ò As such, Dr. Ocampo did not find himself 

providing a lot of ñformal academic supportò for the students in the class. Relatedly, none of the 

students in the class had disclosed to Dr. Ocampo that they were registered with the Office of 

Disability Services to receive disability accommodations. 

On the other hand, Dr. Andersonôs ñChallenges in Urban Educationò course was open to 

students across multiple departments at ECU, including those who had not yet been admitted to a 

teacher preparation program. When I asked Dr. Anderson to describe the student diversity of his 

classðin addition to students from both urban and suburban communitiesðDr. Anderson said, 

ñKids with special needsédifferent religionsédifferent political parties, and I would suspect 

that thereôs some thatéhave varied sexual preferences as well.ò We also discussed how some of 

his students were ñadultsémarried, grandparents, and then some areéfresh out of high school, 

and then some are new to the countryé [and English is a] new language [for them].ò In sum,  

Dr. Anderson conceptualized diversity as school-based (i.e., ñspecial needsò), as an identity 

embedded in larger systems of societal inequities (i.e., sexuality), as generational, as 

geographical, and as a difference of ideas/personal beliefs (i.e., ñdifferent political partiesò). This 

diversity, in combination with the range of K-12 schooling experiences, presented challenges for 

Dr. Anderson: 

     The challenges that I face are pretty much the diversity thatôs in the class. You have 

seniors, and you have freshmen, and the preparationéthe prior knowledgeéis real 
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interesting, and so when you give an assignment, [there is a] range inélevels, and so 

initially, I was thinking that I just need to grade and react a certain way, but I realized 

thatôs on me, so whatever level theyôre at, I need to consider that and then adjusté. Iôm 

trying to simplify things, in terms of lessons and explanations and videos. I donôt want 

things to be real abstract. Iôm trying to make them as concrete as possible. But, still, the 

feedback that I get is so varied that I just have to be considerate and realize that I need to 

expect more from the seniors than I do from the freshmen and sophomores, and so thatôs 

the approach Iôm taking. Iôm not being judgmental of [studentsô perspectives that they 

share in class]. 

 

Additionally, the certificate of eligibility requirements, according to Dr. Ocampo, ñhas reduced 

[their] enrollment [in the COE] drasticallyò over the last 4 years (e.g., Graham, 2013). He stated, 

ñJust about the same number [of students] are starting [their programs], but fewer students [are 

being admitted to the teacher preparation program and] are getting to the end.ò Indeed, the total 

number of students completing teacher preparation programs at ECU has declined from 162 

during the 2015-2016 school year, to 117 during the 2016-2017 school year, to 94 during the 

2017-2018 school year (Title II Reports National Teacher Preparation Data, 2019). Similarly, the 

total number of students admitted declined from 364 during the 2015-2016 school year, to 248 

during the 2016-2017 school year, to 121 during the 2017-2018 school year (Title II Reports 

National Teacher Preparation Data, 2019). This likely explained why Dr. Andersonôs class had 

significantly more students (20) than Dr. Ocampoôs class. According to Dr. Ocampo, his course 

used to have around 25 students, which was the number at which most classes were capped at 

ECU. During the semester in which the study took place, only 12 students were on the roster, 

nine of whom showed up on the first day of class and two of whom were graduate students. 

Additionally, while Dr. Ocampo recognized the lower enrollment could be partially explained by 

changes in program requirements (e.g., early childhood students no longer needed to take this 

class), he attributed the lower enrollment to the more stringent teacher preparation admissions 

requirements. 
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These policies have had a disparate impact on students of color at ECU, in particular 

Hispanic and Black students. As mentioned earlier, both graduate and undergraduate students are 

enrolled in the teacher preparation program. In 2017, the combined undergraduate and graduate 

student demographics at ECU were as follows: 36.4% Hispanic or Latino, 25.3% white, 21.4% 

Black or African American, 7.62% Asian, 1.77% Two or more races, 0.483% Native Hawaiian 

or Other Pacific Islanders, and 0.338% American Indian or Alaska Native (Data USA, 2020). 

Yet, during the 2017-2018 school year, around 32% of the teacher preparation enrollment in 

traditional programs at ECU was white (Title II Reports National Teacher Preparation Data, 

2019), even though white students only accounted for about 25% of the combined undergraduate 

and graduate student population. Asian students made up 7.5% of teacher preparation students, 

and students identifying with Two or more races made up 1.7%, aligning with their enrollment 

on campus. By contrast, the representation of Hispanic/Latino of any race (including white)2 

(32%), American Indian or Alaska Native (0%), and Black students (19%) was lower than their 

representation relative to the combined undergraduate and graduate student populations. Thus, 

while the teacher preparation students at ECU were racially and ethnically diverseðas was also 

the case in Dr. Ocampoôs class, which he described as ñethnicallyévery diverse,ò including 

students who were ñwhiteéHispanicéBlack...Asiané[and] Middle Easternòðwhite students 

represented a greater share of the students enrolled in the teacher preparation programs at ECU, 

both generally and relative to their proportion of the total undergraduate and graduate student 

enrollment3 (see Table 2). 

 
2 In ECUôs institutional report, race and ethnicity were recorded separately. 
3 One student identifying as Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander was also enrolled in a teacher 

preparation program 2017-2018 school year, representing 0.8% of the enrollment. While this technically was greater 

than this racial groupôs representation on campus, the increase seemed too small to include for the purposes of the 

point that is being made, especially since 0.483% of the total enrollment meant there were roughly 35 students total 

on campus identifying as Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander.  
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The overrepresentation of white students in teacher preparation programs can likely be 

explained by the graduate student population at ECU, as the majority of graduate students were 

white. (While the institution did not report graduate student demographics separately during the 

2017-2018 school year, the combined demographics compared to undergraduate demographics 

alone suggested this. In 2019-2020, ECU did publish graduate student demographics alone, 

which corroborated this finding: 40% white, 25% Hispanic, 16% Black, 6% Asian.) 

Additionally, the majority of this predominantly white group were studying education. (In the 

2017-2018 school year, just under 60% of the masterôs degrees awarded were in education.) By 

contrast, none of the top five most popular majors for undergraduate students were in education 

in Fall 2019 (ECU website).  

Dr. Ocampo also noticed the low representation of African American men, both in this 

class (there was one Black male) and in the program at ECU. Still, African American men made 

up 3.8% of the students enrolled in teacher preparation programs at ECU during the 2017-2018 

school year (Title II Reports National Teacher Preparation Data, 2019), which was higher than 

their representation in the elementary and secondary teacher workforce, nationally (1.5%) during 

the same school year (NCES, 2019). However, unlike the PwI previously mentioned (that was 

the same size as NSU with five times the endowment), ECU had yet to implement targeted 

mentorship and support for preservice Black male teachers and male teachers of color (Bristol & 

Goings, 2019). 

NSU was also bound by the same, more stringent state requirements. Like ECU, students 

need to apply to for the teacher preparation program. However, the admissions process is 

lengthier, requiring many components outside of the state certification and employment 

requirements, as indicated in Table 8. 
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Like ECU, NSU also provides support for this admissions process, including multiple 

resources and workshops. As stated on their website, undergraduate students who have either not 

taken a standardized test or have taken one but did not meet the minimum score, are ñencouraged 

to contact an admissions representativeò for guidance on either selecting a test or re-testing. 

Additionally, students whose GPA is 0.25 below the requirement can ñapply as a supplemental 

candidateò by completing the optional essay in the application. In other words, while the 

application process is lengthier than ECUôs, it seems there are more opportunities for students to 

apply (i.e., applying as a supplemental candidate), even if they have not yet met the criteria (i.e., 

passing all the state licensure exams). 

The ways in which the teacher preparation program at NSU were responding to the more 

stringent state licensure requirements also impacted student enrollment in both of the courses I 

observed at NSU as part of the study. Dr. Ruben taught the foundations course I observed at 

NSU. Like Dr. Anderson, who taught the foundations course I observed at ECU, Dr. Ruben also 

commented on the wide range of academic skills and prior knowledge in his course. However, 

unlike Dr. Andersonôs course, in the semester in which the study took place, Dr. Rubenôs course 

was reserved for first-semester freshmen. In addition to race (ñI have the impression that half of 

the class, at leastéis from some kind ofénon-traditionally white groupò), gender (ñThe first 

piece of diversity is gender. That becomes extremely obviousé. There areéthree young men in 

that class. The other 28, 29, or 30, they are all femalesò), and disability (ñI have several students 

with different types of disabilities. I know that because they present me with the paper from the 

office for particular accommodationsò), Dr. Ruben described ñanother diversityò among the 

students in his course that reflected the overall pattern that students who tend to enroll in 4-year 

HSIs are less academically prepared than students who do not (Núñez & Bowers, 2011), as 
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stated earlier: ñIf we talk about different experiences, which is, from which school district they 

are coming from, and what type of educational experience they have had, it is a notable 

differenceéò Dr. Ruben felt that by the time students are juniors or seniors, the ñcollege impactò 

has helped narrow some of those differences, but ñnow that [he] has such a large number of 

freshmen, first semester. G-d, you can see it.ò Moreover, Dr. Ruben mentioned teaching first-

semester freshmen with such a wide range of prior academic experiences as an obstacle he 

experienced with this group of students: ñThis is particularly challenging for me.ò 

On the other hand, when I asked Dr. Abbott to describe the diversity of her students in 

the methods course she taught that was part of the study, she mentioned educational background 

(ñSuperficially, we had students who were masterôs students and undergraduate studentsò); 

regional/geographic (ñNot everybody lived in the city or close byò); parental status (ñI think 

there was a momò); age (ñSome studentséwereéolderémaybe late 20sò); gender (ñThere were 

two guys in the classò); and jobs (ñOne woman was a mechanicò). Dr. Abbott confirmed that she 

ñ[doesnôt] ask age difference or diversity or identitiesé[sheôs] just speculatingé [she doesnôt] 

know about...gender identity or sexuality.ò When I asked her if she had any students who had 

disclosed being registered with the Office of Disability Services to receive accommodations, she 

shared: ñI know that I have some students. I donôt know if theyôre in that class or the other 

[introductory] class [I am teaching this semester], which probably doesnôt bode well on me.ò 

Thus, similar to Dr. Ocampo, she did not mention prior K-12 experience or academic 

achievement as an area in which her students were diverse. However, my observations suggested 

that it is possible not all the students in the course had submitted passing standardized teaching 

licensure exam scores (i.e., Praxis CORE). Prior to the start of one of the course sessions I 

observed, a few students in the class were talking about how they had not yet passed the Praxis, 
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despite several attempts. While it is possible that they already met the requirement with the SAT 

or ACT, this is unlikely, as passing Praxis scores are correlated with higher SAT or ACT scores 

(Gitomer et al., 1999). That they were already either admitted to the teacher preparation program, 

or allowed to take this class without being admitted, may have been because, as discussed earlier, 

students may have been able to apply without standardized test scores and/or meeting the GPA 

requirement. 

Yet, the teacher preparation admissions program process at NSU may not have had as 

similar an effect as ECU, in terms of the total number of students enrolled in the COE. Dr. 

Abbottôs methods course also had significantly fewer students than Dr. Rubenôs foundational 

course (similar to the difference between Dr. Ocampoôs methods course and Dr. Andersonôs 

foundational course at ECU), and it seems this was not always the case for her. Dr. Abbott 

shared that ñthe [methods] class [that was part of the study] is designed for larger groups. So 

[she] had to make some modificationsò from its original design. Yet, a review of Title II reports 

showed that enrollment has fluctuated since the new state licensure and employment 

requirements, with 804 students being enrolled in 2015-2016, 896 being enrolled in 2016-2017, 

686 being enrolled in 2017-2018, and 1,175 being enrolled in 2018-2019 (Title II Reports 

National Teacher Preparation Data, 2020). 

The new state employment requirements did, however, have an effect on the racial 

demographics of students admitted to the COE at NSU. Like ECU, white students were 

overrepresented and Hispanic and Black students were underrepresented, relative to the 

combined undergraduate and graduate student populations. In 2018, the combined demographics 

at NSU were as follows: 28% Hispanic or Latino, 46% white, 14% Black, 6% Asian, 3% Two or 

more races, 0% Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islanders, and 0% American Indian or Alaska 
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Native (Data USA, 2021). Yet, during the 2018-2019 school year, 64% of the teacher preparation 

enrollment in traditional programs at NSU was white (Title II Reports National Teacher 

Preparation Data, 2020), even though white students only accounted for about 46% of the 

combined undergraduate and graduate population. Asian students made up 5.4% of teacher 

preparation students, students identifying as multiracial made up 2.7% of teacher preparation 

students, and 0.4% students identified as Pacific Islander, aligning with their enrollment on 

campus. By contrast, the representation of Hispanic/Latino4 (15%) and Black students (5%) was 

lower than their representation (28% and 14%, respectively) (see Table 3). 

NSU had a ñTeacher of Color Grant Opportunityò to financially support teachers of color 

who work in ñhigh-need school districtsò upon graduation, and in 2018, a prominent news 

publication covering racial diversity in higher education named NSU a ñTop Degree Producerò 

in conferring degrees to students of color. However, similar to ECU, none of the top five majors 

for undergraduates listed on NSUôs website were in education. Instead, and also similar to ECU, 

graduate students made up a sizable portion of the enrolled students in the COE. In Fall 2019, 

just under 50% of enrolled students in the COE were graduate students (NSU Website). 

Furthermore, while people of color were represented in the graduate student populationð

Hispanic/Latino (16%), Black/African American (11%), Asian (5%), Non-resident alien (6%), 

Two or more races (1%), Race/ethnicity unknown (6%)ðthe majority were white (54%) [and 

women (73%)] (NSU website). The majority of graduate students (48%) were studying 

education during the 2019-2020 school year, compared to only 13.8% of undergraduates. All of 

the students in Dr. Abbottôs methods class appeared to be white, with over 75% of them being 

women. 

 
4 I utilized the state Title II report, not NSUôs individual report, since the institution did not make it 

publicly available. The state Title II report did not distinguish between race and ethnicity.  
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Summary 

Answering Research Question 1ðHow are teacher preparation programs at two 4-year 

public HSIs working toward racially diversifying the K-12 teaching force? ðnecessitated a 

conversation about conceptualizing what it means to be an HSI that is serving students who wish 

to become K-12 teachers. Compared to NSU, ECU is predominantly Hispanic and more racially 

diverse and has a higher percentage of students from low-income families and a higher 

acceptance rate, all of which affect the range of prior academic knowledge and skills that 

students bring to their education. Both institutions had a relatively low percentage of students 

registered with the Office of Disability Services. While ECU had been an HSI for at least 12 

years, NSU only recently became an HSI after no longer requiring the SAT/ACT for admissions 

and the student population was still predominantly white (40%). Both institutions, like many 

HSIs, were working with limited financial resources to support their students (Hispanic 

Association of Colleges and Universities, 2012, as cited in Núñez et al., 2015). In line with the 

fact that neither institution had an explicit mission of serving Hispanic students, professors at 

both institutions expressed that they were still trying to figure out what it means to be an HSI. 

In this chapter, I used Garcia et al. (2019)ôs ñmultidimensional conceptual frameworkò to 

describe how students at these two HSIs were being ñserved.ò I used the themes of ñoutcomesò 

and ñexperiencesò to describe how students were served across departments and programs. I also 

used the theme of ñexperiencesò to focus on teaching and research, more broadly, at each 

institution, from faculty and student perspectives. While students are likely to return after their 

first year at both institutions, at ECU, they were less likely to finish and graduate from the 

institution. While both institutions worked to provide a welcoming environment and student 

support services, participants at both institutions expressed areas in which they could have used 
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more support academically. Additionally, while students and professors described ECU as an 

inclusive campus community, both Dr. Ruben and Dr. Abbott expressed concern that the 

inclusion of some groups at NSU was being prioritized over others. In terms of teaching, 

instructors at each institution, especially non-tenured assistant professors, were under increasing 

pressure to produce high-quality research. This may have affected the faculty pedagogy that 

students experienced at both institutions. At NSU in particular, the high research labels may have 

worked to legitimize racism experienced by Black and Hispanic faculty, which is also likely to 

affect their teaching (Modica & Mamiseishvili, 2010).  

In describing how ECU and NSU were ñservingò preservice teachers, I used the theme of 

ñinternal organizational dimensionsò (Garcia et al., 2019) to describe the teacher education 

curriculum within each COE and the theme of ñexternal influencesò (Garcia et al., 2019) to 

describe the effects of state policies regarding teacher employment and licensure. The 

description of the teacher education curriculum within each COE was guided by subquestion (b) 

of Research Question 1ðHow do two professors at two 4-year public HSIs consider the 

marginalization and/or essentialization of students of color in coursework related to diversity? ð

and described ECUôs urban school focus and NSUôs progressive educator focus. While the COEs 

at both ECU and NSU had commitments to social justice and prioritized diversity, Dr. Abbottôs 

experiences suggested that coursework at NSU, even if guided by these commitments and 

priorities, was not necessarily enough to remove white studentsô deficit thinking about urban 

schools and/or to prompt them to consider diversity in their field placements in whatever school 

context. This was different from the students at ECU, whom Dr. Ocampo described as wanting to 

work in urban schools upon graduation.  
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However, interview data across both institutions suggested that professors at these two 

HSIs were working against the marginalization and/or essentialization reported by students of 

color at PwIs in coursework related to diversity. Dr. Anderson utilized antideficit approaches, 

and Dr. Ruben encouraged students to bring their own perspectives into course conversations, 

without suggesting, at least to me, that he felt some students were experts on the experiences  

of all members of a marginalized group (Irizarry, 2011; Jones et al., 2002), as discussed in 

Chapter 1. Dr. Ocampo and other professors at ECU prioritized studentsô prior experiences with 

urban schools. However, they did not assume that these experiences as students, in and of 

themselves, would be enough to teach them how to manage a class or to provide an expansive 

view of diversity beyond ethnic background. While Dr. Abbott was rarely in the position to teach 

a course to predominantly students of color, she also expressed care and nuance in how she 

approached the one or two Black students and/or students of color who enrolled in her courses. 

The description of external influences on the ways in which teacher preparation programs 

could serve students at ECU and NSU was guided by subquestion (a) of Research Question 1ð 

How do teacher preparation programs at two 4-year public HSIs account for, and respond to, 

barriers that have traditionally excluded preservice candidates of color from the profession? At 

both ECU and NSU, the stateôs certificate of eligibility requirements to seek employment 

prompted stringent admissions criteria for teacher preparation programs within each institutionôs 

COE. At each institution, this had the effect of weeding out students with ñsub-par [K-12] 

schooling,ò as described by Dr. Ocampo, and students of color (who disproportionately 

experience educational inequities, as discussed in Chapters 1 and 2). Additionally, while older 

students were enrolled in Dr. Andersonôs class, Dr. Ocampo described the young group of 

students in his class as ña pretty representative sample in terms of their capacity and their 
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competence,ò suggesting that the state licensure and employment requirements may also be 

excluding older students in the ECU community. 

The overrepresentation of white students in the COE and the underrepresentation of 

Hispanic and Black students also happened at NSU, even though students could apply as 

supplemental candidates if they did not meet the GPA or Praxis CORE requirements. However, 

only the professors teaching the foundational courses at each institution (Dr. Anderson and Dr. 

Ruben) discussed the wide range of academic skills as part of the diversity they noticed within 

their classes. Put differently, Dr. Abbot had white students in her methods class who had not yet 

passed the Praxis CORE. However, she did not perceive her class to be diverse in terms of prior 

K-12 schooling and/or academic skills, at least in the context of how she described the diversity 

of her class as a whole or the challenges she was having, the way Dr. Ruben and Dr. Anderson 

mentioned it.  

That white students were overrepresented in each institutionôs COE (due to the high 

number of graduate students, the majority of whom were white) and that Hispanic and Black 

students were underrepresented relative to their representation on campus, was more pronounced 

at NSU, given the higher representation of white students within their undergraduate population. 

Moreover, NSUôs status as still predominantly white meant that overrepresentation of white 

students did not have as strong of an effect on lowering student enrollment as it did at ECU. The 

underrepresentation of Hispanic and Black students, which were the highest representation of 

students of color on each institutionôs campus, suggested that these two HSIs may not have been 

making a substantial impact in racially diversifying the K-12 teaching force, even as MSIs as a 

whole produce significant numbers of teachers of color (John & Stage, 2014; Merisotis & 

McCarthy, 2005; Raines, 1998), as discussed in Chapter 1.
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Chapter 5 

DIVERSITY CURRICULUM AND PEDAGOGY IN THE HSI CONTEXT 

In this chapter, I continue focusing on the theme of ñinternal organizational dimensionsò 

(Garcia et al., 2019) by describing the diversity curriculum and pedagogy within the four focal 

professorsô courses. The data I collectedðinterviews with professors and students at both ECU 

and NSU, course observations, and curricular documents and artifactsðthat led to the findings I 

present in this chapter were guided more broadly by Research Question 2ðWhen teaching 

preservice teachers of color, how do two teacher educators at two 4-year public HSIs address the 

diversity of student abilities in their teacher education courses?ðand Research Question 3ð

When teaching about diversity, how do two teacher educators at two 4-year public HSIs engage 

with the concept of dis/ability as it intersects with race and other categories of difference? The 

description of the data centers around three analytic themes. First, I describe how professors 

complicated essentialist understandings of identity and urban schools by simultaneously 

recognizing the individuality of students and emphasizing how the socially constructed identities 

one has impacts their (shared) experiences. Next, I describe how learning about diversity was 

also a focus on school change at both the individual level of the teacher and the broader level of 

policy, and how professors engaged in multiple pedagogical trajectories as they wrestled with the 

relationship between P-16 educational equity and broader societal change. Third, I describe how 

in creating pedagogical opportunities to expand experiences and perspectives, learning about 

diversity was an (incomplete, experiential) process. I conclude with a short summary of the 

findings in relation to Research Questions 2 and 3. 

A Focus on Individuality, Situated within (Socially Constructed) Group Identities 
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The focal professors in this study explicitly called attention to multiple identities and 

experiences in their curriculum, including race, ethnicity, dis/ability, gender, sexuality, 

socioeconomic status, language, religion, political affiliation, and immigration status. (For more 

detail on what each course covered in this regard, see the course syllabi in Appendices F, G, H, 

and I.) For example, while Dr. Anderson focused on ñthe racial dynamics that have set up the 

urban versus suburban versus rural [schooling] systems that weôre presently experiencing,ò he 

also made sure to remind his class that multiple systems impact the lives of K-12 students: 

ñThatôs institutionalized oppression, or more specifically, institutionalized sexisméwe gotta talk 

about all the ismsò (i.e., Crenshaw, 1991). Aligning with Annamma et al. (2013), in Dr. Rubenôs 

discussion of the bilingual education movement in class, he shared with the students:  

     Intersectionality. You cannot essentialize the category. There are a lot of 

differenceséthere was not a lot of talk within the groups about sexuality. Ability was  

not part of the conversation, but it is also a category that should be considered.  

 

Dr. Ocampo made sure to include students with learning disabilities and English 

language learners in a hypothetical classroom that he assigned to the students to write seating 

charts. Dr. Abbott shared with me, ñI try to make sure that weôre always talking about and 

attending to diversity.ò In particular, she was satisfied with the semesterôs intentional focus on 

Native American and Asian perspectives. In other words, diversity was not simply an 

afterthought for any of these professor participants, thereby aligning with each College of 

Educationôs (COEôs) commitment to diversity, as described in Chapter 4. 

At the same time, there was also a sense that focusing too much on diversity could be 

dehumanizing (Malcolm X & Haley, 1965), or as Dr. Abbott put it: 

     Sometimes when people pay attention to the diversity, [they] get weighed down and 

think thereôs really something that needs to happen, and the reality is, you need to be 

respectful of the human beings in your classroom. 
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The ways in which professors shared how they thought and taught about diversity demonstrated 

a careful balance between simultaneously recognizing the individuality of students (and humans) 

(Collins, 1990/2003; Valenzuela, 1999) and being aware of how the socially constructed 

identities one has impacts their (shared) experiences (Noddings, 1998, 2005; Valenzuela, 1999). 

Dr. Ocampo described this balance as ñwiggle roomò amid ñan inherent conflict in studying and 

researching diversityò: 

     On the one hand, we want to treat every child like an individual, apart from whatever 

identities they have and not stereotype themébut then, if the whole point of diversity 

studies and ethnic studies is to learn about the tendencies of certain groups, then what 

was the point of learning all that stuff to begin with? If I see an Asian student in my class, 

and Asian students tend to be quiet and defer to authority, do I just ignore that? Now, 

obviously what I tell my students is you put what youôve learned or your assumptions or 

your research about an ethnic group, and you stick that in the back of your headéand 

then you interact with the student, and you can kind of get a sense of whether or not they 

match the research. So, thereôs a little bit of wiggle room. 

 

That there was the possibility, to Dr. Ocampo, that K-12 students may not ñmatchò the research 

complicated the possible critique of his own use of the type of research (referenced in the above 

quote) that seems to be treating cultural differences of K-12 students as static, individual traits, 

dependent on racial and ethnic group membership, rather than as part of ñvaried participation in 

the practices of dynamic cultural communitiesò (Rogoff, 2003, as cited in Gutierrez & Rogoff, 

2003, p. 21). Rather, Dr. Ocampo recognized that ñthe minute we do that [use the research to 

address possible issues before they arise], weôre assuming things about them [the students].ò His 

communication of this ñwiggle roomò during the in-person classroom management workshop to 

the ECU studentsð ñWe should be careful categorizing and labeling students, but youôre going 

to do that anyway in your mind. Itôs only naturalòðsuggested that even amid the inevitable 

labeling of students that is necessitated by and ingrained within the very context of schooling 

(Youdell, 2006), there remains room to care for students. 
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Thus, in further detailing this analytic theme, I describe how professors struck this 

balance between simultaneously recognizing the individual and their group identities through a 

commitment to humanity and care. (See Chapter 2 for a description of a ñcaring stance/relationò 

in teaching that utilizes the multiple theorizations referenced in this chapter.) I first describe how 

this commitment flowed from their own life experiences of being constructed as ñotherò during 

their K-12 schooling. I then describe how this balance also complicated urban school narratives 

and essentialist understandings of identity. 

An Emphasis on Humanity and Care, Rooted in Lived Experience 

All four professors expressed that learning about diversity also meant developing a 

commitment to humanity and care, which at times meant de-emphasizing diversity. There was a 

relationship between this commitment and their own lived experiences (Collins, 1990/2003). In 

particular, all four of them had been framed by the institution of schooling as ñother.ò 

Dr. Anderson at ECU shared that surviving Vietnam was the reason he went into 

teaching: ñI promised myself that if I made it back, I would dedicate my life to working with 

kids so that they wouldnôt have to go through what I went through.ò For Dr. Anderson, Vietnam 

felt like his only option after high school as he did not experience the type of caring relation that 

would have fostered his success (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2002; Roberts, 2010; Valenzuela, 1999). 

The football coach ñkilled [his] dreamò when he would not allow him to try out for the team, and 

his (predominantly white) teachers did not express concern or care when he started falling behind 

in school (Valenzuela, 1999): ñNot one time did a teacher ever put his arm around me and say, 

whatôs going on? é I had two teachers thatésaid, óYouôre not college materialô and óKids like 

you donôt go to college.ôò 
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Dr. Anderson wanted to work in urban schools ñto be a role model for kidsé[as] there 

was only one Black teacher in [his] [predominantly white] high school,ò similar to many high 

schools that lost Black teachers during desegregation efforts, as discussed in Chapter 1. He 

started teaching physical education at a high school in Boston in 1974, during the first year of 

desegregation. While racial tensions were high and sometimes even violent in the school 

community, that first year of teaching held a special significance for Dr. Anderson: ñIt was like I 

had a magical giftéwhite kids, Black kids, Asian kids, Greek, all of theméthey just all flocked 

to meé. I started believing that my life was spared to do this work.ò Affinity became less about 

sharing the same racial background as his students and more about demonstrating that he was 

there to ñnurture and developé[their] spirits.ò He challenges all of his students, regardless of 

ñwho [their] parents areò or their backgrounds to ñmake the path wider for those behind us.ò 

Recalling his own gift as a K-12 teacher, he asked students upon graduation: ñHow are you 

going to give back? How are you going to pay it forward?... How are you going to utilize your 

gift to make life better?ò 

While Dr. Anderson readily shared his story, Dr. Ocampo did not share with me (or his 

students, from what I observed) that he himself had trouble in school. It was not until I read his 

scholarship and came across a chapter in one of his books that I learned about his own struggles 

as a student in both reading and math, that were marked by an absence of care (Alder, 2002):  

     I remember asking myself then [as a second or third grade student], which I continue 

to ask myself now, is why the teacher did not take the time to show me how to write a 

sentence, or at least recognize that the task was simply beyond my ability at the time. 

(Ocampo, 2004, p. 43) 

 

Dr. Ocampo attributed his eventual successðtransferring to a prestigious university for his 

undergraduate degree and completing his doctorate there in less than 4 yearsðto multiple 

ñprotective factorsò rooted in his individual circumstances: his parents valuing education, his 
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peer group, the structure of extracurricular activities in high school, and careðthe few teachers 

who believed in his academic potential (Valenzuela, 1999). He certainly questioned whether, as 

one of the few Hispanic students in his school, he was subject to racial bias. However, his own 

ñacademic resilienceò has inspired his research, which he described in an interview as ñstudying 

students who, by all statistical predictors, arenôt supposed to succeed but do.ò In his book, he 

both recognized that this simultaneously focuses on the context of diversity because students 

who are not predicted to do well statistically are often students of color and/or students from 

low-income families (i.e., Kendi, 2019) (described in Chapter 2)ðwhile also focusing on the 

individuality of these students (Collins, 1990/2003) and how factors rooted in care and 

recognizing their humanity impact their success. 

At NSU, Dr. Abbottôs commitment to helping preservice teachers simultaneously 

recognize ñthe diversity that existsò as well as the ñhumanityò in their classrooms (Valenzuela, 

1999) meant preparing teachers to ñwork with people in ways that are respectful.ò To her, 

respect meant responding to a childôs needs, especially if they are ñhurting or hungryò and 

ñtapping into who they are, but also making sure that they get what youôre supposed to give 

them, and thatôs an educationò (i.e., Alder, 2002; Noddings, 2012a; Roberts, 2010; Valenzuela, 

1999). Dr. Abbott described herself as ña firm believer in the standards,ò which was apparent in 

the methods course I observed as part of the study. Students were not only required to include 

aspects of diversity in the pedagogical tools they made in class. They were also required to 

explain how such tools would be used to make sure their prospective K-12 students were 

meeting the state social studies standards. Yet, she also modelled the humanity to her NSU 

students that she hoped they would enact in their future classrooms. In  
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hearing thatéanother professor is giving an exam or paper every other week, that some 

folks will not accept your work if your name is not written in blue in the right-hand 

corner, that if you donôt sign in within the first 10 minutes [you are late or absent],  

 

Dr. Abbott felt it was important that she provide a space in which students could ñjust, you 

know, relax. Iôm a human being, youôre a human beingéletôs just kind oféconnect on that 

level.ò Cara shared how Dr. Abbott ñcreates a low-risk classroomé. She just really wants you to 

learn, and you can feel that she cares just about your learning and not about it [the art projects] 

being perfect.ò 

Dr. Abbottôs simultaneous emphases on diversity, humanity, and academic rigor are 

related to her own K-12 schooling experience. She shared that she was put on the vocational 

technical track in high school (i.e., Oakes, 2005), along with ñall the brown and Black kids.ò 

While she attempted, as a graduate student, the ñheavy liftingò of closing the high school 

(Milner, 2012) and undergraduate (Flores & Park, 2014; OôBrien & Zudak, 1998; Sleeter, 2017) 

opportunity gaps between herself and her classmates, she found she could not catch up to the 

ñrigor that was involvedò in law school and was eventually counseled out. Thus, the emphasis on 

rigor, coupled with Dr. Abbottôs understanding of humanity and respect, related to the lack of 

rigor in her own high school and college experience that ultimately left her unprepared for 

graduate school (Valenzuela, 1999). Additionally, her emphasis on ñthe Black experienceòð

asking students questions like ñWhere am I?ò and making statements like ñI am always looking 

for myself in the newspaperòðwhen talking about texts and assignments works against the 

dehumanization she experienced as a high school student. 

Dr. Ruben described himself as a high school student in the following way: ñI was not the 

model student. I mean I did well in my academicsébut I would skip class, I would misbehave. I 

have what they will call authority issues, problems with authority.ò More specifically, he did not 
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have problems with the authority rooted in academic knowledge or reciprocal trust in caring 

relationships, but rather with forms of institutional authority that are often dehumanizing and 

exist to maintain unequal power relations. Thus, like other students whom teachers perceive as 

ñnot caring,ò Dr. Ruben shared that his behavior was ña form of resistance not to education, but 

to the irrelevant, uncaring, and controlling aspects of schoolingò (Callahan, 1962, and LeCompte 

& Dworkin, 1991, as cited in Valenzuela, 1999, p. 94). His own experience as a student who did 

not fit into the construction of the compliant ñgoodò student (Broderick & Leonardo, 2016) 

related to how, in a lesson I observed, he problematized the way schools ñforce students to fit 

into the institution. Seldom have we designed institutions that will fit the student based on who 

the students are.ò 

Dr. Ruben was the only focal professor who did not struggle with academics (and also  

the only professor who did not attend high school in the United States). Yet, he did not 

unequivocally accept academics, despite his ease with schoolwork, as measures of student 

learning and readiness to be a teacher: ñYes, I want them [as future teachers] to get Aôs and to 

know your subject, but what do these Aôs recognize? What do they represent? In a way, I want 

you as a human.ò Thus, while Dr. Rubenôs class was the only one in this study to include a 

midterm and a final examðmore traditional academic assignmentsðhe shared that his section of 

the course was ñthe easiest by far.ò The students I interviewed noticed and appreciated the level 

of academic support Dr. Ruben provided, as Amy shared: ñHe didnôt surprise us, like most 

teachers do. They tell us itôs going to be there, and itôs not thereé. He told uséwhat to make 

sure we focus on, and thatôs how I passed [the midterm exam].ò Amy not only passed. She was 

ñvery happyò to earn an A on her first midterm as a college student. Dr. Ruben hoped that 

modelling this type of care would provide an example to preservice teachers on how to treat their 
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future K-12 students with respect. After working with a student (not in his class) who failed her 

section and volunteering his time to help her finish the class with him via independent study, he 

encouraged her to remember this: ñI told her, okay, when you have students struggling in your 

classéthatôs what you have to do.ò 

Taken together, the relationship between professorsô lived experiences and their 

commitments to humanity and care demonstrate that while diversity was central to their own 

experiences and the curriculum of their courses, they were also hoping to inspire something else 

in their students that perhaps has not been, or cannot be, fully captured within discourses around 

diversity and teacher education. Notwithstanding the importance of identity in relation to 

educational and life experiences (see Chapter 2), their testimonies suggested that this focus can 

be limiting and, in some cases, dehumanizing. The following sections demonstrate how this 

balance complicated essentialist understandings of identity and narratives of urban schools. 

Complicating Urban School Narratives in Teaching about Diversity 

Dr. Anderson certainly understood the significance and importance of teachers of color 

(i.e., Brown, 2014; Gist, 2017). Given the disproportionate disciplining of Black children in 

school settings (Annamma, 2018; Gregory et al., 2010) and that urban schools are mostly staffed 

by white women (i.e., Sleeter, 2017) (see Chapters 1 and 2), he commented:  

     If you are a Black parent, and you are made aware of how your son or daughter has 

been mistreated by white teachers, you tend to think, ñI would like him or her to have 

someone that looks like him [or her],ò with hopes that that person will be more sensitive 

and more caring. 

  

Yet, Dr. Anderson also shared the following experience with students: 

     I know of instances where teachers of color have been cruel and worse than a lot of 

white teachers, and it goes back to what Paulo Freire points out in Pedagogy of the 

Oppressed. Itôs like when youôve been oppressed, you take on the character of the 

oppressor when you get in [a] position [of power].  
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In other words, the role of affinity in developing caring relationships could be mitigated by the 

impact of larger social systems on oneôs own experiences. While Dr. Abbottôs commitment to 

care often meant an emphasis on rigor, in her experience, this clashed with what students in 

urban schools felt they needed or wanted. Dr. Abbott ñthought a lot about [her] identity as a role 

model for the studentsò when she was a middle school teacher. She described herself as ñrigid,ò 

in response to how larger systems of oppression impacted her experience as a Black teacher:  

     I think that was becauseéa lot of those kids looked like meéI thought about the 

things people did to mentor meéand I felt that [there] was not much room for flexibility 

because the world wasnôt going to be flexible with Black and brown kids or kids from the 

city.  

 

However, she was not sure that her students viewed her as a role model:  

     They were hanging out in Veronica Richardsô classroom [after school] éthis German 

white woman, whoéI guess she was funé. If Iôm this drill sergeantéeven if I am from 

the community, and I look like the community, [students thought] Iôm not trying to hang 

out with you after school.  

 

Thus, while some students in urban middle schools interpret being strict as a way of caring 

(Alder, 2002), her noticing that students did not want to spend time with her solely because she 

was from the community ñcomplicate[s] the portrayal of Black teachers as culturally 

synchronized othermothers, mentors, and role models for Black studentsò (Carrol, 2017, p. 115), 

described in Chapter 1. 

Dr. Ocampo also felt that an emphasis on academic rigor was important, yet he was less 

conflicted by it than Dr. Abbott was. In discussing the importance of consistently enforcing the 

rules, he asked his students during the classroom management workshop:  

     Think back to all of your years of K-12 schooling. First, picture your favorite teacher. 

Then, picture the teacher you learned the most from. For how many of you are the first 

person the same as the second? 

  

Only three of the 12 students raised their hands. He replied:  
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    Your favorite teacher isnôt necessarily the one you learned the most froméwe all 

know the teacher who is buddy-buddy [with the students], but there isnôt a lot of work 

being done. They might like you in the moment, but in the end youôre doing a disservice.  

 

Dr. Abbott also used the term ñdisserviceò to describe teachers who neglected to respond to 

studentsô academic needs and/or felt like they needed to rescue students from their communities 

(Farmer-Hinton et al., 2013; Ladson-Billings, 1995). 

Stretching Student Labels 

A major focus of research in diversity, equity, and social justice in education is the 

harmful effect of student labels (i.e., Hart et al., 2007). Yet, professorsô commitments to 

humanity and care meant that their use of such labels were often not fully indicative or 

representative of how they understood K-12 students or came to understand their own students. 

Put differently, their commitments to humanity and care stretched the rigidity of labels. 

Dr. Ocampoôs understanding of ñbest practicesòð ñwhat works in a classroom and what 

doesnôt for the largest number of studentsòðtranslated, in the course I observed, into an 

emphasis on the education of the ñmiddleò students rather than the few students who may need 

more time from the teacher. For example, he discussed with the students ñA Teacherôs Dilemmaò 

and whether the teacher should wake up a sleeping ñknucklehead,ò who is ñnot [inherently] a bad 

kid.ò Dr. Ocampo partially agreed with the majority of the class who suggested waking up the 

ñknuckleheadò: ñI know we need to teach all kids.ò In this particular instance, however, he felt 

that teaching all students was an impossibility, which would inevitably put the teacher in a tough 

position: 

    Sometimes you have to go with the greater good. If Iôm 99% sure that when I wake 

him up, the rest of the class will stop learning, I have a moral obligation to let him 

sleepé. Very often there are two or three kids that suck up all your time and energy. The 

rest of the kids, they pay the price. The way it works is there are 10% that are the 

behavior problems, 10% that are super academic, and then you have the kids in the 
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middle. The kids in the middle are the ones who get neglectedébut theyôre actually 

getting punished because your time and focuséthatôs a value. 

 

Dr. Ocampoôs suggestion to exclude the ñknuckleheadò could certainly be interpreted as 

problematic, as it absolves preservice teachers from examining how their pedagogy could be the 

reason the student is sleeping and how, as teachers, they will be ñpart of a system of power 

enacted in classroomsò (Annamma & Winn, 2019, p. 8). Though in practice, Dr. Ocampo 

stretched the term ñknuckleheadsò when talking to me about students at ECU. In commenting on 

how he assumed that most of the students in his methods class were the well-behaved students in 

their (urban) elementary and high schools, he said: ñTheyôre very calm and respectful and 

participatory in class. The ones who were the real knuckleheads, for lack of a better term, arenôt 

in my classétrying to become teachers.ò In acknowledging that he cannot think of a better term 

for disruptive students, ñknuckleheadsò becomes a placeholder for students who distract from the 

education of other students, rather than a fixed identity. Stretching the label here may also mean 

something indulgent toward the not-so-real ñknuckleheadsò at ECU. Certainly, when it came to 

students who did not submit work on time, Dr. Ocampo extended leniency: ñIôm all bark and no 

bite. I talk a big game, but if you give me a sob story, I cave, for the most part.ò 

Dr. Ocampo also complicated the label of learning disability during the classroom 

management workshop. The dilemma of how to respond to this group of studentsðwho may 

need more time from the teacher and were therefore not part of the ñmiddle kidsòðcame up 

when students were asked to make seating charts of a hypothetical class: 

Student: So, we tried to keep kids with learning disabilities in the front groupsé. 

Dr. Ocampo:  Why? 

Student:  Generally, kids with learning disabilities are supposed to be seated toward 

the front. If they have ADHD, you can help them maintain focus because 

youôre right there. 

Dr. Ocampo: So, the rationale is that they have better access to you, and you have better 

access to them. 
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Students in the group nod/give nonverbal confirmation that this is correct. 

Dr. Ocampo: Thatôs fineébut itôs a give and take...if the kids with learning disabilities 

are in the front, then the rest are in the back. How would you feel if your 

child was in the back? 

 

Dr. Ocampoôs questionð ñHow would you feel if your child was in the back?òð might be 

perceived as ableist from a disability studies perspective, as it (a) conceptualizes laws and/or 

policies that support people with disabilities as ñspecial rightsò that are inherently unfair to 

nondisabled people, rather than civil rights (Siebers, 2008), and (b) assumes his studentsô 

children are nondisabled (since they would be sitting in the back). Though it may also 

demonstrate how he worked to ñpersonalize [the instruction] and make it about [their] own 

children,ò as a way to ñgetéacross how important their jobs [as teachers] are.ò In discussing 

teacher quality, once their own children come up, ñtheyôre not so liberal with their 

assessments.é All of a sudden [they] want the criteria to be more stringent.ò Invoking care for 

their own children complicates both current practices of preferential seating for students with 

disabilitiesðwhich is an (ambiguous) accommodation term around which there is a wide range 

of teacher interpretations (Byrnes, 2008)ðas well as understandings of the ñmiddleò children. 

Dr. Ocampoôs question suggested that just because a ñmiddleò child is not diagnosed as having a 

learning disability, it does not mean the child does not need a high level of access to the teacher. 

Even though Dr. Ocampo struggled academically, he did not receive the label of learning 

disability, even as he spent time in the ñspecial classroomò one day a week for ñóspecial helpô 

with readingò (Ocampo, 2004, p. 43). He was not an English language learner; however, his 

identity as one of the few Hispanic students in his school could have triggered this assumption, 

thereby rendering him less likely to have received special education services should he have 

needed them (Artiles et al., 2005; Cioè-Peña, 2017a, 2017b). Thus, Dr. Ocampo presenting the 
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above scenario as a ñgive and takeò could also be rooted in his own experiences, in which he was 

not treated with care. 

Additionally, if all the students with learning disabilities are sitting in the front, they are 

still physically segregated from the rest of the class, thereby working against the very goals of 

inclusion toward which their placement in general education is aligned. One student referred to 

this as the ñsocial ramificationsò of seating students homogeneously by ability. Some students 

did argue for seating their students with learning disabilities among other students in 

heterogeneous small groups. In these instances, Dr. Ocampo shared that it might make it harder 

for them to differentiate instruction:  

     If [you] wanted [the students] to read different [texts], it would be more obvious [to 

the students that they are reading different level texts. If they are homogeneously 

grouped, the students are more likely not to know that one table is getting a different 

passage compared to another].  

 

That Dr. Ocampo provided multiple approaches to where to seat students with learning 

disabilitiesðnot only in the front row, while also suggesting the benefits of grouping them 

togetherðdemonstrated the importance to him of ñrecogniz[ing] the individuality of students 

and not usually the one size fits all approach.ò In other words, students with learning disabilities 

are a diverse group of students with different needs.  

Dr. Anderson similarly stretched the assumption that biological deficiencies explain a 

lack of student learning (i.e., Baker, 2002) (see Chapter 2). In our second interview, we 

discussed Oliver, a Hispanic male student who might have been disabled but did not self-identify 

as such. Dr. Anderson ñlovedò him (Valenzuela, 1999), yet his homework was ñalways way offò: 

ñI donôt know the chemistry, I donôt know what happens. How does he internalize things?ò His 

invoking of chemistry here paralleled a similar mention of brain chemistry when describing his 

teaching philosophy:  
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     All students have the capacity to learn unless they have a chemical imbalance, and itôs 

the responsibility of adults in their liveséto create opportunities for them to develop to 

their capacity.  

 

These comments on brain chemistry seemed to suggest processes that were outside his realm  

of support, knowledge, and/or understanding. Upon reading one of Oliverôs homework 

assignments, Dr. Anderson shared: ñIt made me do some self-reflection. He said tribalism is 

when a group of people work together for the best interest of the group. Did I lead them to that? I 

mean, is that the path I wanted?ò His enactment of a more inclusive stance toward Oliver in 

which he located Oliverôs incorrect answer in a possible path along which he might have led 

him, rather than due to an inherent deficit or chemical imbalance, aligns with the social model of 

disability (Connor et al., 2008) (see Chapter 2). It also demonstrates that Dr. Anderson did not 

ignore the classroom context and immediately equate Oliverôs academic performance to his 

possible disability, which often happens once students, especially those of color, are diagnosed 

(Keough & Speece, 1996, as cited in Harry & Klingner, 2006). 

Diversity as a Focus on Expanding Commitments to Equity 

While they did not use the specific language of ñequity,ò all four focal professors talked 

about how to enact change in schools and in society, both with me and with their students. Taken 

together, their perspectives surfaced tensions around the relationships between equity and 

diversity at both the K-12 and college levels. In detailing this analytic theme, I start with a 

description of how the perspectives they took on changemaking (individual or more birdôs-eye) 

impacted their curricular decision making. Within this description, I also detail how within these 

perspectives, commitments to equity did not necessarily mean a focus on all kinds of diversity. I 

also describe how, within these perspectives, a tension emerged around the extent to which K-12 

teachers and schools impact society. I then describe how one way this tension was resolved was 
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through a focus on K-12 teacher practice rather than theory. I conclude with a description of 

how, in expanding their commitments to equity, tensions surfaced between meeting the needs of 

their college students or what they felt were the needs of their studentsô future K-12 students.  

Relationship Between Perspectives on Changemaking and Diversity 

Three of the four professors focused their discussion of equity at the individual level of 

changemaking, meaning they described the impacts of individual teachers on studentsô lives. One 

professor, Dr. Anderson, focused on a broader, more birdôs-eye view when it came to change, 

meaning he described the impacts of policy on studentsô lives. Within each of these perspectives, 

there was a relationship between the ways in which they conceptualized change and their 

inclusion of diversity. Additionally, a tension emerged in the data around the extent to which  

K-12 teachers and schools can, and do, impact society when it comes to equity. 

Individual Focus 

Dr. Abbott shared that she wanted her students to be ñresponsive andéreadyò for any 

child who was going to be in their classrooms. While this meant an emphasis on ñthe Black 

experienceò (mentioned earlier), the way in which she described representation demonstrated 

that her understanding of diversity was evolving rather than static. She shared with me that her 

research interest in preparing teachers for LGBTQIA+ diversity came in 2009 when she learned 

about the suicides of two Black and brown students who were similarly ñdescribed as a little 

more flamboyant, but still not accepted and supportedò: ñThese are 11-year-old kids. They could 

have been in my classroom, and Iôm presenting myself as this person, this champion of diversity, 

and so that was the trigger for me.ò In other words, a champion of diversity needs to consider all 

kinds of diversity and adopt a continuous stance of what diversity means, given the impact of 

school on young peopleôs lives and humanities.  
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Dr. Ocampo took what he described as a ñpracticalò approach in discussing diversity and 

equity. A ñhuge believer in the power of education,ò he shared:  

     Very practically, you can move somebody from generations of poverty into a solid 

middle class living [via education]. Thatôs incredible. Thatôs what my father was able to 

do, and I benefited from that, so I feel an obligation to pay it forward to a certain extent. 

  

As such, he communicated to his students that ñyour job as a teacher is to maximize time on 

task,ò especially for students in low-income schools who are already behind, given the 

importance of grades/test scores/education: 

     I donôt mean to be dramatic, but itôs a form of child abuse. At the end of the day, 

whatôs going to happen? Theyôll score lower on SATs, they wonôt get into a [good] 

college, [and] they wonôt get a good job that can provide for their families. 

 

When I asked Dr. Ocampo to define diversity, he related his definition directly to the importance 

of this pragmatic focus on economic improvement via education: ñWhen I think of diversity, 

normally Iôm thinking about ethnic, racial, and socioeconomicégender to a lesser extent. Those 

are the thingsémost prevalent to closing the achievement gap.ò Moreover, he cautioned against 

losing that focus: ñI tend to limit it [diversity] because if you broaden it too muchéif it starts to 

mean everything, then it means nothing.ò 

Within this focus on impacting individual lives, there emerged a tension between the 

impact K-12 teachers can make and the role of structures and outside systems that impact 

teaching and education (Noddings, 1997). In analyzing my interviews with Dr. Ruben and 

observations of his class, I coded ñpositive narrative of teachers as social change agentsò seven 

times, such as when he shared with me in an interview:  

     Teacherséhave an incredible responsibility because they have the potential to change 

the world, and itôs not just a naive dream. You can do it. Yes, there are global issuesé. 

You have to change structures. But teaching enables you to change the day to day, the 

minute to minute. 

 

Dr. Ocampo similarly emphasized the importance of the ñday-to-dayò:  
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     If the research says that the most impactful school controllable variable for school 

success is the quality of the teacheréthen we have an obligation to make sure weôre 

doing everything we can to make becoming a teacher challenging.  

 

Dr. Ocampo recognized making teaching more challenging surfaced an inherent tension between 

wanting to make the teaching profession both more selectiveðalbeit, through Eurocentric, 

masculinist understandings of knowledge validation (Collins, 1990/2003) and teacher quality 

(Souto-Manning, 2019) (see also Chapter 1)ðand diverse (i.e., Cochran-Smith, 2016): ñOn the 

one hand we want teaching to be prestigious, but on the other hand we want everybody to be able 

to do it, and sometimes those things are just conflicting.ò However, this tension was somewhat 

resolved in his describing how some students at ECU were counseled out of the education major 

upon meeting challenges in their student teaching, due to having other responsibilities during the 

semester (i.e., work, childcare) that their wealthier peers, who could do student teaching 

exclusively, did not have: ñItôs always good because not everybody should be a teacher.ò  

Moreover, similar to Dr. Rubenôs comment about needing to change structures, Dr. 

Ocampo recognized that teachers could not fix every social problem and, therefore, reach every 

student. He described this position as something he taught in his classroom management class 

that ñ[heôs] never heard another college of ed teacher ever sayò:  

     You canôt control every student. You canôt influence every student. Sometimes you 

have to lose the battle to win the waréitôs okay to sayé ñThis studentôségot so many 

issues going onéI donôt have the capacity to solve all his problems right now,ò and be 

okay with that. 

 

In other words, the student described as a ñknuckleheadò (referenced earlier) may be sleeping for 

reasons that have little to do with what is happening at school. Dr. Ocampo felt it was ñkind of 

arrogantò for teachers to think they ñcan reverse centuries of oppressionò that may more 

accurately explain why such a student is sleeping, aligning with work demonstrating that 
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standardized test scores are more a reflection of studentsô socioeconomic status and access to 

resources than the result of hard work and studying (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Kendi, 2019).  

Broader Birdôs-eye/Policy View 

While what Dr. Anderson enjoyed the most was being a high school teacher and coach, 

he felt that in order to address the cultural disconnect he noticed between his students and many 

of their teachers (Delpit, 1995, 2006; Valenzuela, 1999), he ñneeded to get in a position of 

policyò: ñIf you can impact one school, you should be able to impact the city. So, then I went 

back to school to get my Ph.D. to become a superintendent so I could impact larger numbers.ò 

Dr. Anderson remained a fierce advocate for equity when working with groups of teachers:  

     What do you seeéwhen you look at your students?... What do you think? Do you sift 

and sort mentally? Do you think that these are the ones that are going to make it? Do you 

buy into that bell curve bullshit?  

 

In other words, a broader birdôs-eye view of equity shifted the focus away from the fact that 

some students cannot be reached, as suggested by Dr. Ocampo. 

This broader birdôs-eye view of change was evident in the ways Dr. Anderson developed 

the curriculum for the ñChallenges in Urban Educationò course that was part of the study:  

     The syllabus that was handed to meétended to focus onésolely issues on urban 

education and how to be an effective urban teacheré. I felt that it didnôtéspend any 

time on the pathéthe historical piece, and so I felt it was necessary to keep it in 

perspective.  

 

In particular, Dr. Anderson wanted his students as aspiring teachers to understand that ñAmerica 

is caught up in this whole race thing, when race is just a social constructò and ñthe system has 

been set up from the beginning to only educate certain folksò (Tyack, 1974). Focusing on ñthe 

pathò that created distinct urban, suburban, and rural education systems in the United States 

meant focusing on the ñroot cause of racismò and the ñengine behind slaveryò:  
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     Itôs economics. Itôs greed, and once you understand thatéthen you realize 

thatéweôre all being controlled by those who make the money, and the strategy is to 

keep people preoccupied with insignificant [race] stuff. 

 

In other words, despite having ñgr[own] up in a racist city and experienc[ing]...unimaginable 

racism,ò he wanted students to understand how race is strategically used to maintain political and 

economic power (Kendi, 2019; Lopez, 2014) and that diversity was a distraction from ñthe rootò 

causes and ñreal conditionsò that sustained inequity: 

     I donôt know that racial discrimination is that complex. Thatôs why I try to focus oné 

why were people acting like that at that time?... Do you think that all white men were that 

smart? They werenôt! Just the people with moneyé[asking] how do I get this crop 

grown?... If youôve never been around Black folks, itôs like, maybe they are animalsé. 

Give me six of them. They can work the fieldé. This countryôs been so caught up in the 

racial thingéthat we lose sight of what were the conditions that made it possible? 

Because the same thingôs happening right now. 

 

Dr. Andersonôs statement that ñthe same thingôs happening right nowò suggested that focusing 

on the conditions may be more impactful when it comes to change rather than focusing on ñthe 

racial thing,ò given that these conditions seem to be remaining the same across time. Some 

students left the class deeply reflecting on their role in these conditions as future teachers. Ben 

shared:  

     I really believe that there is that real battle between socialism and neoliberalism, and 

where is that going? How am I putting myself in the middle of that as someone whoôs 

going to try to teach public school kids?  

 

Yet, similar to professors who took an individual perspective on changemaking, Dr. 

Anderson also felt that ñmaking the path widerò necessitated a focus beyond academics, even at 

the policy level:  

     You have to do more than just tell kidséif you study hard, then youôll get a good job. 

No, youôve got to understand where you are in this world, that youôre a citizen of a global 

environment.  

 

https://d.docs.live.net/b2e1087d880bc4c1/Desktop/TSG%20Play--themes.docx#_msocom_4
https://d.docs.live.net/b2e1087d880bc4c1/Desktop/TSG%20Play--themes.docx#_msocom_4
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In other words, even the soundest educational policies that increased student achievement may 

not fully prepare students for life after graduation:  

     One of the mistakes that we make in America is we teach kids and test kids 

individually and then expect them to go off to work as a member of a team, and for  

many thatôs a difficult adjustment because they havenôt been trained to do so.  

 

This perspective aligns with work demonstrating that school often reinforces the economic, 

capitalist status quo, rather than providing students with the tools for economic mobility (Anyon, 

1980; Bowles & Gintis, 1976). 

Focus on K-12 Teacher Practice over Theory 

As the previous section demonstrates, conceptualizations of and commitments to 

equityðwhether in terms of the impact of individuals and/or policiesðbrought up an inherent 

tension around the significance of (certain types of) diversity and responsibilities of teachers and 

K-12 schools. One way this tension was resolved in the foundational courses (taught by Dr. 

Anderson and Dr. Ruben) was by focusing on K-12 teacher practice, as it related to the course 

goals and expanding studentsô understanding of diversity and/or equity. In the methods courses, 

a similar focus on K-12 teacher practice also helped professors (Dr. Abbott and Dr. Ocampo) 

address topics of diversity around which there was political contention.  

Opening Possibilities in Foundational Courses 

The focus on K-12 teacher practice in the foundational courses opened possibilities for 

students to think about their roles as change agents within schools and within society. Dr. Ruben 

spent time in his class both historicizing progressive practices, as well as emphasizing that the 

term ñprogressiveò does not always imply progressive thinking. In the first lesson I observed, he 

problematized the way ñprogressiveò was used to rationalize racial segregation in the 1850s, 

based on unfounded assumptions that Black students had lower intellectual abilities (Anderson, 
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1988). He also traced such thinking to todayôs classrooms, where in one lesson I observed, he 

explained how the progressive practice of the teacher sitting in a circle with the students ñgives 

the idea that we are more progressiveé. Everyone [both teacher and students] is supposedly at 

the same levelé. It could be an illusion. It might work, but it might not.ò In this way, he was 

working toward one of the goals he had for his students ñto read critically.ò Moreover, this line 

of thinking and questioning sparked interest in a class that was not typically very participatory, 

as indicated in Chapter 4. For example, Dr. Ruben shared that one lesson in which students felt 

comfortable sharing their thoughts and where ñthey made some very interesting connectionsò 

was around the different traditions of progressive education. This gave Dr. Ruben opportunities 

to ask follow-up questionsð ñWhy do you think so?... Can you give me an example?òðwhich 

were not always available when students did not readily share their thoughts. Additionally, it 

expanded the discourse on progressivism more broadly: ñIt gave me an opportunity to talk about 

some of the tensions and say yes, there are those who were extremely dogmatic. There are those 

who continue to be very dogmatic.ò 

While Dr. Anderson took a more birdôs-eye approach to social change, there were 

moments where his focus on K-12 teacher practice opened up possibilities for thinking about 

both the course content and K-12 studentsô agency. After a class screening of the film Race: The 

Power of an Illusion, which illustrates the idea of race as a social construct (i.e., Hall, 1997) 

(described in Chapter 2), Dr. Anderson shared an example from his 43 years as a teacher, 

administrator, and school leader in urban schools about how he worked to debunk racialized 

thinking around smartness with high school students. When his former Black students told him 

that Chinese students did better on standardized tests because they are Chinese, Dr. Anderson 

spoke with the Black students about how the Chinese students did better because they spent more 



213 

time studying after school. He framed the Chinese studentsô test scores as a result of ñputting in 

more time and more effortò rather than intelligence, in order to encourage the Black students that 

they, too, could do well on standardized tests. This anecdote focused on K-12 teacher practice 

aligned with Dr. Andersonôs overall aims of inspiring change agents at ECU who would ñmake 

the path wider.ò Adam, a student, shared he ñreally likedò this story because it would help him 

respond to future students who had also internalized these (racist ability) norms (Annamma et al., 

2013) about both themselves and other groups of students.  

On one hand, Dr. Andersonôs example demonstrated the influence of environment on 

educational outcomes (i.e., Harris, 1993). On the other hand, it emphasized individual hard work 

as the pathway to educational achievement, despite research that argued against perpetuating 

meritocracy as the sole reason for someoneôs success (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Hurn, 1993), 

as described in Chapter 2. When I pointed out this contradiction to Adam, he reconciled it by 

saying that what students experience both in and out of school affects their success. This 

contradiction, as well as how Adam worked to resolve it in his interview, suggested that students 

in Dr. Andersonôs class learned the importance of simultaneously viewing Black students as 

agentic rather than victims of their own circumstances, while also keeping in mind the outside 

factors that impact studentsô lives. In other words, the moments in Dr. Andersonôs class in which 

he referenced K-12 teacher practice extends conversations within critical theory that can feel 

overly deterministic (i.e., Bell, 1980, 1992; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). 

Depoliticizing Diversity in Methods Courses 

Focusing on K-12 teacher practice in the methods courses rendered it less contentious for 

professors to incorporate topics of diversity around which there may have been (political) 

disagreement. Dr. Ocampo felt it was important to emphasize ñthe practical,ò rather than what 
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his own undergraduate experience emphasized: ñIt was more political than anything else. They 

were kind of pushing an agenda, and I describe myself as a liberal progressive, but Iôm also a 

realist.ò More specifically, he shared that the faculty were preparing him to go into a ñutopian 

educational setting where students were self-motivated and driven and had all their other needs 

met,ò and that in such a setting, imposing structure and rules in the classroom would be ñforcing 

people to assimilate and curtailing creativity.ò In his experience, without structure and with too 

much freedom, students in urban schools ñdidnôt do much,ò and they ñneededé[and] craved 

structure.ò Pushing a political agenda would also be a ñdisservice to teachersò since it is detached 

from the reality of [some] urban schools that he described as ñchaoticò: ñItôs liberal ignorance to 

assume that all students need the same classrooms, and those classrooms should be these free 

places where people get to do whatever they want to do.ò In other words, pushing a political 

agenda closed off possibilities to differentiate structure within a school.  

Aligned with the idea that classrooms need individualized levels of structure, in practice, 

Dr. Ocampo presented a range of classroom management stances and encouraged the students to 

figure out what aligned best with their personality and individual teaching situation. During the 

in-person workshop, he shared that teachers tend to fall somewhere on the ñDemocracy-

Dictatorshipò continuum, and he had the students answer a series of questions to help them 

figure out where on the continuum they were. Thus, while he felt a high degree of structure was 

important, he did not necessarily present this as the only option to his ECU students. Rather, he 

presented multiple perspectives, even as his own personal perspective ñ[went] against the grain 

[of] a lot of progressive, liberal teacher preparation faculty.ò 

Dr. Abbott similarly shared that she did not feel the college classroom was the place for 

discussing political ideologies: 
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     In those ways I try to stay neutral, and I donôt like it when I have peers and colleagues 

who are just very intentional in that way. I think itôs bad enough that weôre singing this 

whole democracy song and inclusion and all that kind of stuff, but then, I donôt know, 

just to kind of bring in the heavy political stuffé. I donôt do that. 

 

The above quoteð ñitôs bad enough weôre singing this whole democracy song and inclusionòð

suggested an understanding of the college classroom and/or campus as an inherently unequal 

space. Thus, a focus on K-12 teacher practice may have also worked to level the playing field for 

students who may never feel ñsafeò in the college classroom (i.e., Knight-Diop & Oesterreich, 

2009). It also expanded how and what topics of diversity entered the classroom conversation. For 

example, as Dr. Abbott realized the importance of addressing LGBTQIA+ diversity (referenced 

earlier), she thought about how to address that in preservice teacher coursework in ways that 

were welcoming: ñI started looking at childrenôs literature, and then I figured that would be an 

easier way to kind of bring the narrative and the conversation into the classroom.ò The focus of 

this narrative was not to engage in a political or an ideological debate about the (legal) rights and 

acceptance of LGBTQIA+ people, which is not only a particularly divisive topic in the United 

States (and in many parts of the world); it was also overwhelming conversations about diversity 

on NSUôs campus, as mentioned by Dr. Rubenôs comment in Chapter 4 about an ñideological 

slantò or projection onto what types of diversity are important to the NSU community. 

Rather, the focus on LGBTQIA+ narratives was related to her understanding of the 

impact of school and teachers on young peopleôs lives (mentioned earlier):  

     I still have folks who are uncomfortableébut if youôve got young people losing their 

lives because they feel teachers are not supportive, we need to figure out a way to have 

these conversations and to be supportive.  

 

Moreover, she related this discomfort to peopleôs prior experiences rather than to conservative 

politics: 
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     Itôs whatôs unknown to you, right. So maybe you donôt know that aspect of the 

community and the diversity, and then you certainly donôt knowéhow youôre going to 

bring that conversation and the content into the classroom. 

 

In other words, Dr. Abbott rooted peopleôs understanding of diversity in their own exposure and 

experiences (Collins, 1990/2003) (an idea which is further discussed later in this chapter). 

Moreover, her emphasis on K-12 teacher practice reflected her belief in a scaffolded approach 

about how and when teachers could address diversity. Referring to a recent state mandate 

requiring teachers in Grades 6-12 to teach LGBTQIA+ history, she shared: ñWe need to start in 

first gradeélay the foundation, so that when children get to the sixth gradeéthereôs not a big 

learning curve.ò This stance was evident in how she approached Holocaust education as 

Amanda, a student, reflected on how she ñlearned to approach topics that [she] would think are 

controversial in a better wayò:  

     I didnôt realize how young you can start teaching it [the Holocaust] and the way to 

introduce ité. Just like teaching them to be cognizant of whatôs going on in the world 

around them, which I think is a big thing. 

  

Thus, rather than utilizing the language of antisemitismðanother politically divisive topicðDr. 

Abbott focused on larger ideas that suggested the ways in which diversity could evolve as a 

concept across grade levels. 

Dilemmas in Expanding Notions of Equity in Teacher Education Practice 

As demonstrated thus far, the professors in this study both deeply cared for K-12 students 

and believed that teachers and schools had the potential to impact their lives in positive or 

negative ways. They also considered how the college classroom and/or higher education could 

impact the lives of their college students, some of whom were former urban school students 

themselves (in the case of ECU). At times, they were faced with a tension that emerged between 
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meeting their current college studentsô needs and what they believed to be the needs of their 

college studentsô future K-12 students.  

Part of why Dr. Ocampo felt it was important to tell his students that not every K-12 

student can be influenced and/or included (referenced earlier) was because he felt it was a 

ñdisserviceò to teach his ECU students that this was even a possibility: ñThey get out into the 

field, and theyôre like, óWell, I must be doing something wrong because this is supposed to 

work,ô and they are kind of set up for failure to begin with.ò Making sure that ECU students were 

set up for success as teachers was especially important to Dr. Ocampo, given that many came 

from low-income households and had attended urban schools themselves: ñI want my students  

to become successful teachers for two reasons. One is so they can impact students in the 

community, and two is so that they can stabilize themselves financially.ò At times, both of these 

reasons surfaced in how he described the methods he was teaching. For example, in describing 

the importance of the classroom management part of his course, he shared: ñItôs going to dictate 

so much of their emotional life at school and their careers, and thatôs going to dictate whether or 

not they stay.ò Yet his emphasis on structure and rules was not only to make his ECU studentsô 

lives easier as teachers; it was also in service of what he felt K-12 students needed, as described 

by his emphasis on Maslowôs hierarchy of needs as a driving theory behind the methods he 

modelled in class:  

     If they [the students] donôt feel safe and secure, then theyôre not going to give a shit 

about anything having to do with academicsé. Those physiological and emotional needs 

need to be met first, and ultimately the overriding purpose of classroom management is 

safety.  

 

In practice, Dr. Ocampo shared with his students during the classroom management workshop: 

ñI think the best approach [to classroom management] is benevolent dictatoré. The rules donôt 

have to be harsh. They just have to be enforced constantly.ò Although K-12 students may 
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perceive a plethora of constantly enforced rules as unreasonable and unfair (Annamma, 2018; 

Graham, 2020), students in urban schools have also reported that they appreciate the ñrelatively 

calm, orderly, and safeò (Graham, 2020, p. 670) environment that rules can provide, especially in 

ñreally, really seriousò (p. 670) or egregious situations. 

Yet, in discussing the need to make the process of becoming a teacher more challenging 

(described earlier), Dr. Ocampo also recognized that it was difficult for professors at ECU to 

ñteach [their] studentséto be more rigorous with their [K-12] studentségiven [that] sometimes 

they [ECU students] are not the strongest students, and they havenôt experienced a lot of rigor.ò 

As he shared this, a tension surfaced between the two reasons he wanted his students to be 

successful: 

     Is my job to get my students jobs? Or is my job to get the best teachers possible  

in this area? And sometimes those things conflicté. Iôd like to think the two arenôt 

mutually exclusive, but Iôll give you a perfect, honest example. Iôve written glowing 

recommendations for students who maybe I didnôt think would be the best teachers, but I 

really wanted them to get jobs. I would never put a student out there who was a poor 

teacheré[but] sometimes the recommendation isnôt exactly in line, but I feel for that 

student. I thinkéa lot of us [at ECU] would agree thatôséa conflict that we experience. 

 

While Dr. Ocampo did not state this explicitly, his decision to write the above students 

recommendation letters has the effect of pushing against ñwhat Britzman (1986) called the 

ócultural mythô of teacher education which assumes that preservice teacher education should 

result in fully developed teachers rather than regarding teachers as ólife-longô professionalsò 

(Teacher Education Exchange, 2017, as cited in Philip et al., 2019, p. 252). That Dr. Ocampo 

ñ[felt] for that studentòðand acted on those feelingsðmeant the studentôs trajectory within the 

teaching profession was not determined solely as a result of his/her/their performance in a 

teacher preparation program. Additionally, it meant that students who may not perform as well in 

their program due to additional experiences they may bring to their studiesði.e., having to work 
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or support a family (as discussed in Chapter 4 by Dr. Ocampo and in Chapter 1)ðare still given 

a chance to enter the profession, even if their student teaching evaluations or GPAs were not the 

highest in their class. Moreover, that Dr. Ocampo recognized that poor teachers could be 

admitted to the teacher preparation program and graduate from ECU indicated an understanding 

that there is more to being a high-quality teacher than meeting the Praxis and GPA requirements 

(i.e., Sleeter, 2017) (see Chapter 1). 

At NSUðwhere students were not described by the focal professors as coming from 

urban schools themselvesðDr. Abbott was not faced with the same dilemma as Dr. Ocampo in 

terms of thinking about equity. Thus, at the K-12 level, she went ñmaybe...beyond just being a 

[student-centered] progressive educatorò:  

     I worked a little bit more for change, so where there were injustices or inequities with 

regard to the students in my classroom, I was more willing to work on their behalf and 

advocate and serve as an ally for them. I know I donôt do much of that on this level.  

 

Still, even within this different context, Dr. Abbott at times had to resolve this tension between 

meeting the needs of her NSU students, who all appeared white in the class I observed as part of 

the study, and the needs of students in their future classrooms who might ñlook like [her].ò For 

example, one of the assignments aligned with ñthe Black experienceò was a multicultural art and 

literature Black history ñstudy buddyò assignment (see Appendix I). For this assignment, Dr. 

Abbott ñbanned, [she] call[s] them, the Big 4, no Martin, no Rosa, no Harriet, and no slavery,ò in 

order to expand both future teachersô and K-12 studentsô knowledge of the possibilities of what 

constitutes ñthe Black experience.ò I observed in the class, however, that some of the students 

made a ñstudy buddyò that was on a banned topic. 

Dr. Abbott did not automatically assume they were intentionally defying the directions. 

In fact, when Cara shared with me that her study buddy was on the topic of slavery, nothing in 
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her response indicated she deliberately or purposefully did not follow the rules. When I asked 

Dr. Abbott if there were any consequences for making a study buddy about one of the Big 4, she 

shared: ñThereôs no penalty, and if I were braver, I would have maybe more directly called them 

out on that. My fear is, in doing that, people will shut down, or they get defensive.ò ñBravery,ò 

then, for Dr. Abbott meant negotiating the defensive resistance white students often display 

when engaging in topics of diversityðwhich has been well documented in the literature (i.e., 

McHatton et al., 2009; Pohan & Mathison, 1998; Ukpokodu, 2003) (see Chapter 2)ðand the 

shutting down (Enumah, 2021) or silence of white students that can act as a ñweapon or way to 

defy and deny the legitimacy of the teacher and/or knowledgeò (Ladson-Billings, 1996, p. 82). It 

also meant bringing in topics related to ñthe Black experienceò that were personal to her, which 

was not always easy: ñI still struggle and work with that.... Itôs gotten easier, butéIôm not there 

yet withéthe interpersonal piece [of teaching].ò Yet ultimately if either of these things 

happenedðshutting down or getting defensiveðher NSU students would not learn, which held 

significance for Dr. Abbott, given her positionality relative to her students:  

     When I started here, I felt like I needed to be a hard ass becauseéthatôs kind of what 

the professors doéand then one of my colleagues said, ñStudents want to know you, and 

especially our students want to know you,ò right?  

 

Thus, despite the obstacles, Dr. Abbott continuously worked to ñ[be] more intentional with the 

narratives that [she] bring[s] into the classroom.ò 

Diversity as Process: Creating Opportunities to  

Expand Experiences and Perspectives 

 

In addition to the impact of their own experiences as K-12 students on their commitments 

in the classroom (referenced earlier), the ways in which professors described how their 

curriculum and pedagogy shifted alongside their evolving understandings of diversityðsuch as 

in Dr. Abbottôs incorporation of LGBTQIA+ diversityðsuggested the importance of experience 
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in coming to understand diversity (Collins, 1990/2003). Dr. Ruben recognized that what students 

experienced in class was sometimes a stronger teaching tool than what they read in preparation. 

For example, the attention he gave to dis/ability during class sessions was informed by the fact 

that he ñcan never really find good [reading] to useébecauseéthe language in which [many 

DS/E scholars] write is not always accessible for the undergraduate student.ò In a similar 

discussion on the impact of reading about diversity on student learning, Dr. Anderson got the 

sense that his students were not staying up with the reading in his class, due to ñhav[ing] so 

many other obligations [outside of class].é Thatôs why I try to make the class time a real 

learning opportunity for them.ò 

In detailing the impact and importance of experience in learning about diversity, I start 

with describing how classroom interactions became an important source of learning as professors 

worked to expose students to multiple perspectives and ideas. Next, I describe how professorsô 

own role in these interactions demonstrated a tension between affirming studentsô experiences, 

while also challenging them and providing them a context to learn something new. Taken 

together, I work to show how professors approached learning about diversity as an incomplete, 

experiential process that may extend beyond the temporal boundaries of the semester, especially 

given the limitations of the higher education context in learning about diversity. 

Exposing Students to Multiple Perspectives and Ideas 

The professors in this study worked to create pedagogical opportunities that exposed 

students to multiple perspectives and ideas. As such, classroom interactions became significant 

sources of learning as students shared their own experiences in relation to the content. At NSU, 

Dr. Abbott felt:  

     We all come from our own familiarities and our own experiences, and if you havenôt 

had a chance to move away from that, especially before you take a job to work with folks 
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who might come from other places or have had different experiences, itôs going to be 

challenging. 

 

In this regard, she felt her class was ñvery importantò because it provided some of these 

opportunities for students who ñresearch saysé[have] had very little interaction with people of 

color, or Black folksò and who sometimes shied away from talking about race and ethnicity 

when Dr. Abbott asked them ñWhere am I?ò in the text: ñSome of the students [say], óWell, 

thereôs some women hereôébut the race and ethnicity stuff doesnôt typically appear.ò 

However, race and ethnicity appeared, at least implicitly, in other courses Dr. Abbott has 

taught. For instance, there was a required field component in a course that was not part of this 

study. Dr. Abbott shared that many of the (white) students resisted doing fieldwork in schools in 

Black and brown neighborhoods and sometimes had deficit assumptions about urban schools 

(e.g., that they are dangerous), which is not unlike what can happen with white students at a PwI 

(Hampton et al., 2008). Yet, when Black and brown students were enrolled, it was not always up 

to Dr. Abbott herself to address what her white students may not have experienced themselves: 

     What I have found is that the brown and Black students are from [the predominantly 

Black and brown city where the fieldwork is taking place], right? And Iôve had one or 

two folks that say, ñNo that is not right, I actually went to that school as a young person,ò 

or ñI live around the corner from that school, and that [stereotype] is not true, so you all 

need to work through that stuff.ò é They kind of refute those thingséfor the students. 

 

Dr. Ruben recalled similar instances in his class where ñparticularlyéthe ethnic minorities, they 

immediately pick upò topics related to race. He shared how they were reading what was 

considered at the time a progressive childrenôs story called The Kind Negro from the 1850s. The 

ñethnic minoritiesò immediately responded to the beginning of the story that said something 

along the lines of ñ[The main character] is Black, but sheôs a wonderful person,ò particularly the 

word ñbut.ò However, he also felt that, in some instances, the space of higher education may 
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impact or limit what students say and/or feel comfortable sharing. Regarding the ñcouple ofé 

white students that pick up on the issues that many others will not,ò Dr. Ruben explained:  

     I donôt know if they are privileged or not because I have no idea about their 

backgrounds, but at least they have a little bit more of the cultural capital and probably 

are more used toéfeel[ing] safe raising [certain] questions. 

  

In his experience, feeling ñsafeò was not always in response to what professors may think, but 

what other students may think. For example, in a class I observed, Dr. Ruben shared the story 

about how, as department chair, he had to respond to a student who plagiarized in an online 

discussion board because, as the student shared: ñIf I really say what I thinkéI will be ostracized 

by all my classmates and friendsé. I am very conservative, and I have the feeling thatéthe vast 

majority of my peers are liberal.ò Thus, classroom interactions at NSU were shaped by how 

students negotiated their positionalities and perspectives in relation to those of both their 

professors and classmates. 

At ECU, when students shared perspectives that may not have been widely held, Dr. 

Anderson and Dr. Ocampo weighed their own relative experiences in their responses. While Dr. 

Anderson ñpepper[ed] [the students] with questionsò about their perspectives, as Ben described 

itð ñHeôs constantly trying to draw more out of usòðonly rarely did he share his own point of 

view on the topic. After watching Race: The Power of an Illusion, Dr. Anderson asked the class: 

ñWhat does race have to do with urban education?ò One white student, Allison, shared how her 

parents grew up in an urban area, had nothing, and were able to move to the suburbs through 

hard work: ñBasically, it doesnôt matter where you come from. As long as you work hard, you 

can do it.ò Dr. Anderson replied by drawing on his own family history, as the descendent of 

slaves in North Carolina:  

    So, you think itôs just determination or hard worké[that] determines if you live in a 

suburban area or urban area?... My family has been here for 400 yearséand Iôm the first 
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one to go to college. So, my grandfather and my great-great-grandfather didnôt work 

hard? 

 

One student of color agreed, stating:  

     This is why itôs important to understand [the] history of institutionalized racismé. We 

sell the myth that you just have to work hardébut there are people with power, [or the] 

invisible hand, [as] you said in the first classéand they will always [be in] controlé  

 

When Dr. Anderson began to say, in response, ñBut some people donôt think [that]éò Allison 

cut him off by saying, ñYouôre trying to bring it back to race.ò  

Allisonôs response is not necessarily surprising, given the defensiveness that white 

students demonstrate during conversations about diversity and inequity (e.g., McHatton et al., 

2009) (discussed in Chapter 2), and race in particular (Ladson-Billings, 1996; Milner, 2008). 

When I asked Dr. Anderson about this interaction, he reflected on the role of experience in 

coming to understand diversity: ñShe feels the way she does because thatôs the pathésheôs been 

exposed toéand thatôs probably what her parents told her. óWe worked hard,ô and they probably 

did.ò In other words, Dr. Anderson did not portray Allison as being color-evasive in her response 

or ñpurposeful[ly]éfail[ing] to address [the] material conditionsò (Annamma et al., 2017,  

p. 154) of racial inequity. Rather, he tried to humanize her and suggest that with continuous 

exposure to, and experience with, a different path or way of thinking, she may develop the 

necessary empathy to think differently (Collins, 1990/2003). Additionally, this example 

demonstrated that in some cases, sharing his own experiences may have prompted students of 

color to present opposing perspectives, or counter-stories, to dominant (white) narratives 

(Solórzano & Yosso, 2002b) (see Chapter 3). The student of color may not have even made that 

comment if this class were in a PwI and/or taught by a white professor, given that students of 

color at PwIs have reported that their (white) professors did not always know how to manage 

diversity conversations (e.g., Tolbert & Eichelberger, 2016) (see Chapter 1).  
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Dr. Ocampo felt he was limited in how he could respond to studentsô perspectives if he 

did not have the relevant experience himself. While he ñcontinually emphasized that their 

coming from urban backgrounds is a net positive,ò Dr. Ocampo shared that some students still 

said things like, ñI went to an urban high school. I hated it. The kids fooled around constantlyé. 

I feel like I didnôt learn as much as I could learn. They were animals.ò Dr. Ocampo did not feel it 

was his place to challenge these perspectives that located the problems of urban schools within 

the students: ñNow, what am I supposed to do with that? Because she [the student] knows more 

than I do.ò While Dr. Ocampo taught in an urban school for 3 years and has spent the majority of 

his 15-year career as a professor researching urban schools, Dr. Ocampo grew up in a 

ñsuburbanémiddle classé[and] exceptionally [racially] diverseò area.  

Dr. Ocampoôs hesitancy to respond to deficit perspectives was further complicated by the 

fact that he shared: ñI think they [the ECU students] assume I did [attend an urban school], and 

itôs like instant credibility.ò Certainly, Roberto, a Hispanic student in Dr. Ocampoôs class, who 

was from a ñHispanic-dominated cityò and attended a predominantly Hispanic secondary school, 

shared that he looked up to Dr. Ocampo, in part, because he perceived Dr. Ocampo to ñcom[e] 

from a similar background.ò Thus, while Dr. Ocampo certainly valued research as a way to 

legitimize perspectives (as indicated earlier in his perspective on the importance of teachers), at 

times it seemed that, in some cases, personal experience transcended research. As such, Dr. 

Ocampo seemed constantly to be striking a balance between affirming and/or legitimizing the 

experiences of his students (and himself), as well as what he has learned through research.  

Tensions in Simultaneously Affirming and Changing Student Perspectives  

As the previous section begins to demonstrate, in recognizing the importance of being 

exposed to multiple experiences, perspectives, and views, the professors balanced when they 
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should or should not intervene when students said things that went either against their own 

perspectives or the goals they had for their students. Together, their range of perspectives on this 

balance illustrated the tension they experienced between affirming studentsô experiences, in 

order to increase their engagement, and providing them with the context for them to learn 

something new that may go against the original perspectives they brought to the course. Thus, in 

some cases, learning about diversity was an incomplete process.  

Dr. Abbott sat somewhere in the middle of this tension. As a student-centered educator 

who did not tell students ñwhat [they] need to do and how they should think,ò she instead ñtr[ied] 

to present them with different realities or [her] interpretation of those realities and allow people 

to think and kind of decide for themselves.ò She incorporated this openness (Noddings, 2006) 

into the time she spent with students ñprocess[ing] and figur[ing] out whatôs happening hereò in 

the activities they worked on in class, as Cara shared: ñShe keeps you thinking about ways that 

you can teach your studentsé. Itôs not just like, oh this is what you should do. Itôs like, letôs 

figure out as a class how to employ these techniques.ò 

Yet, it seemed that for Dr. Abbott, there were some student utterances that should be 

addressed, in terms of what those utterances might have represented with regard to what students 

were thinking. While at the time of the study Dr. Abbott was ñfeeling more confident and 

comfortableéin having some of those difficult conversationsò about diversity, this was not 

always the case: ñFive years ago, I would struggle to have a conversation about race or about 

LGBTQ diversityébecauseéI donôt want to get called a racist or [receive] negative responsesò 

on teaching evaluations, such as being called lazy, which is unfortunately common in white 

studentsô evaluations of African American women professors (Jones et al., 2015). Moreover,  

Dr. Abbott shared that students ñrarely [said negative things] to [her face], but the shit thatôs out 
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there on the internetò told a different story. Thus, Dr. Abbott had learned not to interpret her 

ñwhite studentsôésilenceò during course sessions as ñagreement and common understanding 

about what is being read and discussedò (Ladson-Billings, 1996, pp. 82-83). Yet, even as she 

described being called racist and/or unwelcoming of alternative viewpoints in the past, Dr. 

Abbott still worked to address some student comments that she perceived as overtly problematic: 

     Sometimes [on] the formal course evaluations, [students have said], ñOh, sheôs 

racist, or she doesnôt consider other peopleôs point of view,ò and Iôm thinking, 

well, if Iôm here to help people to grow, and something youôre saying is wrong, I 

have to tell you that, right? So, I learned to maybe say it with a smile and then, 

maybe Iôm not as mean or as racist?...so thatôs beenéa balancing act for me to try 

to figure out how we have those difficult conversationséin a way thatôs not going 

to point negativelyé[at] me. 

 

For example, in one lesson I observed where the students were making friendship 

bracelets during the anti-bullying Talk and Teach demonstration (see Appendix I), one 

student called them ñChinese ladders.ò When Dr. Abbott gave the student a ñchance to 

self-correctò rather than pushing her (Enumah, 2021), the student eventually said, ñI 

probably shouldnôt say Chinese ladder.ò This provided Dr. Abbott an opening through 

which to talk with the student about her response. Moreover, Dr. Abbottôs response was 

not only gentle, but it was also so gentle that I did not even notice the interaction during 

the observation.1 Still, throughout our time together, Dr. Abbott did not locate studentsô 

responses solely in the challenges she may have faced as a Black woman professor; 

instead, she thought about how intentional she was in communicating the purpose of what 

 
1 I wrote the following in my researcher journal after the interview:  

Before she shared this story with me about the ñChinese laddersò during the interview, she asked me if I 

realized that happened. I hadnôt. Iôm not sure if itôs because I was trying to focus more on Dr. Abbott 

during observations, rather than the students, or because I was tired. (I get up at 5:30 am to observe this 

class). But Iôm also wondering if I didnôt notice because she did it so kindly. Iôm wondering if my 

positionality as a white woman influenced my not noticing this. Subconsciously, maybe I notice Black 

women more when they are ñangry,ò or living up to other stereotypes. After the interview, I paid attention 

to this aspect of her pedagogy and noted many more instances of her addressing comments like this in the 

observations that followed. 
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she was asking them to do. For example, in reflecting on how students used their gender 

pronouns to introduce themselves, she shared it was ñmaybe because [she] spent a little 

bit more time with it.ò 

Dr. Ruben similarly considered his role in helping students grow, which to him meant 

learning how to ñlook at things from multiple perspectives,ò ñhow to think about the issues in a 

critical way,ò and how to be confident ñwith the ideaéthat whatôs true for me nowéI am open 

to change and to learn more.ò As such, he felt that not all experiences or perspectives should 

necessarily be affirmed in class conversations:  

     Sometimes I am fearful of having the class become some kind of Jerry [Springer] talk 

show, ñIt is this way because thatôs how I experienced that.ò ... How do I manage those 

boundaries at the same time that I want them to develop critical reading skills andé 

historical interest? 

 

In other words, Dr. Ruben recognized the role and importance of personal experience when 

learning the history of education, as he expressed his disappointment that the classroom 

community in his section of first-semester freshmen was taking a long time to ñcrystallize,ò and 

therefore students were not readily sharing ñtheir own personal experienceséfrustrations or their 

fearsò in relation to the content. However, at times, he felt emphasizing experience could close 

pedagogical opportunities to learn something new. 

When Dr. Ruben sensed the latter was a possibility, he made choices in how he framed 

the conversation. For example, the class watched a video about Jane Elliotôs 1970s pedagogical 

experiment in her elementary school classroom, where she spent one day granting 

disproportionate privileges to students with blue eyes and the next day to students with brown 

eyes, in order to teach her white, predominantly Christian group of students about racial 

prejudice. The discussion after the video focused on the techniques Elliot used to make the 

ñprivilegedò students feel discriminated against, thereby framing racism as acts of individual bias 
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rather than a larger, deliberate system that benefits white people at the expense of people of color 

(Bell, 1992; Leonardo, 2004; Tatum, 1997/2017), as discussed in Chapter 2. In this case, it was 

the benefit of attending an all-white, well-funded school that was not fighting for educational 

resources (Kozol, 1967, 1991, 2005). In a member-check conversation, I asked Dr. Ruben about 

this focus. He shared that, in addition to this ñcontextual and systemic analysis vis-à-vis blacksò2 

occurring at other points in the semester, 

I have some issues with the present dominant discourse about race relations, and I am 

fearful of falling into the political trap of engaging in a dogmatic debate among the 

muffled. How much time and what levels of theoretical background are needed to unpack 

experience and look at how this intersects with systemic and structural conditions? 

Therefore, I make choices, andéI am not afraid of not being politically correct. 

 

In other words, a discussion on white privilege would be dogmatic, as his students may not have 

the theoretical background and tools to engage in a more robust discussion that engages multiple 

perspectives. Thus, while experience was important, it may be limited in facilitating student 

learning and reflection. This concern was not completely unfounded, as I noticed in Dr. 

Andersonôs class that some students tried to legitimize their perspectives by making themselves 

appear ñcloserò to issues they may not have personally experienced, yet they might have felt 

needed challenging. For example, when Dr. Anderson asked the students for examples of 

internalized oppression during one lesson I observed, Hillary, a white student from Australia 

who moved to a U.S. suburb, shared, ñAt the risk of being offensiveéwomen wearing hijabs.ò 

When an older student from Iran replied, ñIôm a Muslim, but I donôt see it as you see ité,ò 

Hillary interrupted: ñNot to cut you off, but I am married to a Muslim man and my mother-in-

law is Muslim. People think Iôm Muslim. So, Iôm closer to the issue than I appear to be.ò 

 
2 Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, our member-check conversation was via e-mail. ñBlacksò here is lower-

case as that was how it was typed in the email. 
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Allison similarly emphasized her closeness to racism in bringing up her Black brother-in-

law during both a class session I observed and her interview with me (referenced later in this 

chapter). Yet, the above interaction about the hijab was precisely what Dr. Anderson felt needed 

to happen in order to prompt growth: ñTo me only, if and when, folks can express their opinions 

can you have growth because people need to be able to share their perspective.ò He worked to 

develop a ñclimate and cultureéwhere [the students are] comfortable expressing their opinionsò 

by setting and modelling the expectation that everyone needed to participate and that ñas long as 

theyôre respectful and considerate of others,ò their perspectives were welcome. The students 

similarly agreed in their interviews that more students participated in discussing sensitive and/or 

politically charged topics and they were able to learn more about certain issues because Dr. 

Anderson was intentional throughout the entire semester in maintaining an open classroom 

community. For them, it was rare that a professor would be able to maintain this, with Adam 

stating that he ñ[had not] heard any other professor say something like that.ò 

Dr. Anderson referred to this focus on intention as ñthe experienceò of the class, in which 

students could become ñenlightened in some wayò by the class conversations rather than learning 

specific content objectives. In other words, knowledge was to be fostered through dialogue and 

connection within the classroom community rather than attained individually (Collins, 

1990/2003). Dr. Anderson maintained what he and the students referred to as a ñsafe roomò or a 

ñgood environmentò by not explicitly correcting students and/or taking one studentôs side in 

class discussions, since there are ñso many versionsò of history and views on urban schools: ñI 

donôt want any kid to walk out of there feeling like, I raised my hand, and I was wrong. I looked 

stupid in front of everybodyébecause part of what they were saying was true.ò This pedagogical 

commitment reflects not only his sensitivity toward his studentsô feelings and recognition of their 
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competence (Biklen & Burke, 2006), but also an understanding that his perspective on the 

history of urban schools is one of many: ñHistory is soéhis-storyéeven what Iôm saying 

doesnôt mean itôs trueéwhere did I get it from? Who told me that, and how do we know?ò 

Allison described this as: 

it wasnôt really him telling you the right answer and moving on. It was the class coming 

together to realize what the answers wereé and different reasonings behind [them]. 

Other teacherséyou give them the right answer. 

 

The effects of Dr. Andersonôs approachð ñpepperingò students with questions 

(mentioned earlier) rather than ñcorrectingò them or closing off certain avenues of discussionð

resulted in ñhigh participation/engagement,ò which I coded 52 times in my fieldnotes across my 

four visits to Dr. Andersonôs class. Instances that received this code occurred when a student 

would chime in without any prompting from Dr. Anderson. Yet given the high level of student 

engagement, there would inevitably be instances when students would discuss course topics in 

competing and/or contradictory ways. After watching the first segment of Race: The Power of an 

Illusion, some students said they learned from the video that ñrace has nothing to do with 

biology.ò Others, however, reported learning that ñthereôs no such thing as raceò and, since race 

was a social construction, achievement was solely dependent on ñhow much effort you put into 

something.ò I asked Dr. Anderson about some of these student responses a few weeks later and 

whether he thought there had been a shift in students whose thinking was rooted in the myth of 

meritocracy (e.g., Hurn, 1993). He shared: ñI donôt know. I hope soé[but] itôs not just about me 

trying to turn suburban kidsô minds. Itôs like, what have you learned since youôve been here?ò 

That Dr. Anderson was not simply trying to change minds or have students say the ñrightò things 

during class or in their written work (Zembylas, 2015) suggested that learning about race and 
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diversity may be incomplete at the end of the semester. In describing what she learned in the 

class, Allison shared how a student of color challenged something she shared in class: 

     They turned around and [said,] ñWell you donôt understand because youôre white.ò é 

Not that I have anything against them, butéyou donôt know my background, you donôt 

know my family, like my sister [who is married to a Black man].éYes, Iôm white. I went 

to a suburban schoolébutéthat was one of the whole points [of the class]. That race has 

nothing to do with your biologyébut because in society, everything is based on your 

race and then your economic statusépeople just make assumptions, andéitôs his class 

where you canôt. You have to get rid of those filters that you have onéand just see 

everybody as a wholeé. I didnôt obviously say anything back, butéit stuck with me for 

a couple of days, and it did kind of annoy me. 

 

In emphasizing the importance of understanding people ñas a wholeò and conceptualizing 

diversity as ñthose filters,ò Allisonôs response demonstrated the difficulty of focusing 

simultaneously on the individual and the larger social context in which diversity comes to be 

known (referenced earlier). The above quote also suggested that Allisonôs suburban mind was 

not yet completely ñturned,ò as Dr. Anderson described it. She had not fully come to terms with 

her white privilege (i.e., McIntosh, 1989) (see Chapter 2). Yet, the fact that she ñdidnôt obviously 

say anything back,ò despite also sharing that the class was open to multiple perspectives, 

suggested on some level that she was uncomfortable defending her perspective. While Allison 

told me that the comment only ñstuck with [her] for a couple of days,ò the fact that she brought 

up the story to me during an interview that took place during the end of the semester suggests 

that the comment was still sticking with her in some way. To discredit the above quote, then, as 

learning on Allisonôs part neglects to take into account that another experience in the future may 

prompt her to remember this interaction in Dr. Andersonôs class and to make further connections 

that deepen her understanding of race in the United States (Davis & Steyn, 2012), especially 

since this was not the first time Allisonôs beliefs were challenged (as demonstrated in the 

dialogue referenced earlier about hard work and opportunities). 
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Conceptualizing learning as an ongoing process that may extend beyond the temporal 

confines of the semester surfaced an understanding of the limits of the higher education context 

in learning about diversity (McHatton et al., 2009; Noddings, 2006; Tejeda, 2008). Dr. 

Andersonôs focus on ñmaking the path widerò after graduation was rooted in his understanding 

of higher education as a means to an end: ñThe course is insignificantéitôs a scripted curriculum 

to get a degree.ò Even the curriculum that he had designed himself he interpreted as ñscriptedò or 

predetermined (as evidenced in his wondering about the path on which he might have led Oliver, 

referenced earlier), suggesting an understanding that studentsô motivation and interest could 

simply be a reflection of their wanting to graduate. Dr. Ruben similarly interpreted his studentsô 

positive responses, when he asked them how they felt about the class, as limited: ñI told them, 

listen, you can be honest. Of course, itôs very difficult for me to know whetheréwhat they are 

saying is just to please me as the professor or it is indeed the case.ò Dr. Abbott reviewed exit 

tickets with a similar level of skepticism: 

     On one level, I should just accept whatôs here because thatôs what they wrote, right? 

But then Iôm thinking, are they just writing it because they think thatôs what I want to 

hear?... The truth really comes when they have their own classrooms, and Iôm not there. 

 

Summary 

The three analytic themes that emerged in my exploration of the diversity curriculum and 

pedagogy in four teacher education courses across two HSIs surfaced tensions around diversity 

in relation to understandings of identity and commitments to equity. The professorsô lived 

experiences as multiply marginalized people who were constructed as ñotherò in school meant 

that a focus on diversity and identity should not come at the expense of losing sight of the 

humanity and individuality of K-12 students (Collins, 1990/2003; Valenzuela, 1999). In practice, 

this complicated how research informs practice; the assumed determinism of student labels; 
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essentialist narratives of teachers of color, students of color, and students with disabilities; and 

the necessity of academic rigor. 

Questions and tensions surfaced within the ways professors conceptualized learning 

about diversity as a focus on social change. Should commitments to equity encompass all kinds 

of diversity? To what extent can teachers and schools impact the lives and change the life 

trajectories of young people? Can all students be reached/included? One way these tensions were 

resolved was through a focus on K-12 teacher practice rather than on ideology or theory about 

diversity. In foundational coursework, this focus opened up possibilities for thinking about 

progressive ideas beyond dogmatism (in Dr. Rubenôs class) and critical theory beyond 

determinism (in Dr. Andersonôs class). In the methods courses, it provided ways of thinking 

about diversity topics that were more politically contentious in ways that did not simply affirm 

liberal ñknee-jerk clich®s,ò in the words of Dr. Ocampo. 

Given the importance of experience as a lever for an evolving understanding of diversity 

(Collins, 1990/2003), the professors worked to make classroom interactions significant sources 

of learning that exposed students to multiple perspectives. Inevitably, a tension emerged in the 

professorsô pedagogies between affirming studentsô experiences and providing them the context 

to learn something new. Professors weighed several factors in responding to this tension, 

including: their own experiences and perspectives, relative to their students; the goals they had 

for the class; and their understanding of the possibilities and limitations of the higher education 

context in learning about diversity. At NSU, in classes of all-white students, as a progressive 

student-centered educator, Dr. Abbott had to consider carefully how she responded to 

perspectives that she felt were overtly problematic, such as racial microaggressions. When Black 

and brown students were enrolled in her classes, they sometimes served as this source of 
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learning, as Dr. Ruben similarly reported. While ECU was located in an urban area, multiple 

perspectives and narratives surfaced around race, equity, and urban schools. In practice, both Dr. 

Ocampo and Dr. Anderson did not outwardly ñcorrectò or disagree with deficit or problematic 

statements about urban school students as ñanimalsò (Dr. Ocampo); Muslim people (Dr. 

Anderson); or equality of opportunities for different racial groups (Dr. Anderson) (Noddings, 

2005; 2010; Zeymbylas, 2012). Even though the students perceived Dr. Ocampo as Hispanic and 

having attended an urban school, Dr. Ocampo did not respond to comments around which he did 

not have direct experience, even as someone who valued research. Put differently, even though 

there may exist research that discredits studentsô experiences, he still did not deem it appropriate 

to share alternative points of view without having certain experiences himself. Dr. Anderson did 

not respond to comments that race did not matter, not only because, for some people, it does not 

(Tejeda, 2008). It also would have gone against the type of participatory classroom environment 

and community that he felt would lead to student learning (Collins, 1990/2003). Put differently, 

Dr. Anderson thought that any and all ideas, perspectives, and experiences should be surfaced, as 

he was less focused on what students said and wrote in that moment (Zembylas, 2015) and more 

on the potential of class conversions to inspire action after graduation (Davis & Steyn, 2012).  

Dr. Ruben felt that while experience was important, it was limited in providing students with the 

tools to engage in learning something new. 

The professors recognized the impact of the higher education context, in particular, on 

their work teaching about diversity and equity. Dr. Abbott and Dr. Ocampo sometimes had to 

resolve contradictory equity aims for their own college students and their studentsô future K-12 

students. Dr. Ocampo, in particular, weighed ECU studentsô positions as former urban, low-

income students, which in practice pushed against the idea that colleges should be graduating 



236 

fully developed teachers (Britzman, 1986, as cited in Philip et al., 2019). In these instances, they 

often erred on the side of supporting their college students, perhaps in light of the fact that, as Dr. 

Abbott shared, the results of their work would not be apparent until their college students had 

their own classrooms. Part of this was due to an inherent power dynamic between college student 

and professor, which Dr. Anderson suggested in his conceptualization of his own curriculum as 

ñscripted.ò Dr. Abbott and Dr. Ruben also took into the account that ñsafetyò may not be 

possible in the higher education context (i.e., Knight-Diop & Oesterreich, 2009), in thinking 

about what students might be comfortable sharing and/or learning in class. Across all four 

professorsô classes, then, learning about diversity was an experiential, incomplete process. 
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Chapter 6 

DISCUSSION 

This dissertation was grounded in the continued dearth of teachers of color in K-12 urban 

schools in the United States (Gist, 2017; Haddix, 2017) and the disparate impact this has on 

Black and brown K-12 students (Brown, 2014); my own experience as a white teacher educator 

at ECU; the role of experience, as related to identity, and what one can come to know about 

diversity (Collins, 1990/2003); how (historically and multiply marginalized) college students 

display and communicate what they know about diversity in the context of university-based 

teacher education; and the assumption that teaching diverse K-12 populations is inherently 

related to notions of equity and social justice. In short, this study focused on two larger 

questions: (a) What does it mean to serve historically marginalized students who wish to be 

teachers? and (b) Is there something to ñgetò when it comes to diversity in teacher education, and 

how do we know that students ñgetò it? 

This study was conducted in response to how these aims and questionsðin particular, the 

second question aboveðoften exclude preservice teachers of color (Milner, 2008), preservice 

teachers at MSIs and HSIs, and other identities and experiences that K-12 students claim (i.e., 

disability). As such, it was simultaneously grounded in the promise of MSIs and HSIs to robustly 

prepare and graduate teachers of color (John & Stage, 2014; Merisotis & McCarthy, 2005; 

Raines, 1998) and the premise that while representation is an important and necessary first step 

in addressing diversity, equity, and/or social justice in K-12 urban schools, it is not enough to 

radically alter praxis (Gay, 2000, as cited in Milner, 2008; Kendi, 2019). A DisCrit framework 

guided the work of keeping both this promise and premise in the foreground of my mind as the 

professors in this study opened their classroom doors to me. The four themes Garcia et al. (2019) 
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identified in the current literature on HSIsðoutcomes, experiences, internal organizational 

dimensions, and external influencesðguided discussions of the ways in which ECU and NSU 

were serving historically and multiply marginalized undergraduate students and preservice 

teacher candidates (see Chapter 3). Thus, while ñservingnessò can still be read as an elusive 

(Garcia et al., 2019) and sometimes perplexing (Blake, 2017) concept, these themes allowed me 

to point to ways that the field can concretely define and understand how HSIs work toward 

advancing racial equity in higher education and teacher education.  

As discussed in Chapter 3, I collected multiple types of data with an eye toward how 

professorsô and studentsô experiences were situated within each institutional context as well as 

larger systems of power and privilege. Moreover, as I further discuss, the research design 

allowed findings to emerge that contribute to the literature on HSIs in two ways. First, the 

demographics of my professor participants contribute faculty voices of color ñwho can influence 

servingnessò (Garcia et al., 2019, pp. 18-19) at HSIs. Second, Núñez et al. (2016) shared that 

ñ[f]uture studies should address the local historical contexts within which different HSIs 

functionò (p. 74). Examining teacher preparation programs in this study responded to this call, as 

both ECU and NSU share the historical context of being schools that train teachers and the 

present context of attracting students via their education programs, as illustrated in Chapter 4. 

That I was able to observe one introductory, foundational-level course (open to students 

across departments) and one advanced methods course (restricted to admitted teacher education 

students/preservice teachers) at each institution shaped the direction of the inquiry. I noticed 

how, at both institutions, the exclusionary effects of more stringent state licensure and 

employment requirements contributed to the declining overall enrollment of students in each 

institutionôs College of Education (COE) and the underrepresentation of Hispanic and Black 
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students and the overrepresentation of white students in each COE. The latter became glaringly 

apparent when I walked into Dr. Abbottôs methods class for my first observation and saw that 

every student appeared to be white. This prompted a deeper investigation of institutional and 

publicly available documents at both research sites to investigate factors that might explain the 

racial demographics of each institutionôs COE. In Chapter 4, I situated this finding, alongside 

professor and student interviews at each institution, within the broader landscape of research on 

HSIs and what it means to ñserveò students of color who wish to be teachers and to prepare them 

for the increasing racial, ethnic, and ability diversity of todayôs K-12 urban schools. The 

testimonies of Dr. Anderson and Dr. Ruben (who taught the introductory courses) enriched the 

conversation on serving undergraduate classes, in which the range of studentsô prior academic 

knowledge and experiences is a prime pedagogical challenge. 

In Chapter 5, I took a deeper look within each classroom in this study, where I analyzed 

professor and student interviews, observations, and curricular documents and artifacts to describe 

the diversity curriculum and pedagogy within each professorôs course. I did not recruit professor 

participants intentionally by race (or any other identity) for several reasons. First, I did not want 

to essentialize professors of color as diversity experts (e.g., Jackson, 2015), due solely to their 

race (see Chapter 1), or assume that being a person of color inherently means one is even 

interested in diversity (Malcolm X & Haley, 1965). Second, I did not want to assume that 

experiences of being marginalized along one line of difference, such as race, meant that 

professors would inherently understand being marginalized along any line of difference 

(Schwitzman, 2019). Third, as stated in Chapter 2, being a person of color does not mean that 

one is being antiracist all the time (Kendi, 2019). Yet, three of the four professors who 

volunteered to participate in my study were people of color, and the one white (appearing) 
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professor who volunteered identified as Latino, Jewish, and an immigrant. What emerged in 

Chapter 5 were: (a) a focus on individuality, situated within (socially constructed) group 

identities, that necessitated an emphasis on humanity and care and that complicated urban school 

narratives and essentialist understandings of teachers of color, students of color, and students 

with disabilities; (b) an illustration of how expansive commitments to equity surfaced tensions 

around the extent to which K-12 teachers and schools impact societyðwhich were resolved via a 

(less deterministic) focus on K-12 teacher practice, rather than theoryðand dilemmas when 

college studentsô needs clashed with what professors believed were the needs of future K-12 

students; and (c) a pedagogical stance of diversity learning as an incomplete, experiential 

process. On one hand, this pedagogical stance had the potential to extend diversity learning 

beyond the temporality of the semester. Yet, on the other, it meant that the professors grappled 

with whether they could, or should, respond to student understandings of diversity that (a) work 

against a more equitable and/or socially just society, and (b) still emerged within two HSIs that 

worked to be welcoming spaces for students of color and had COEs committed to diversity, 

equity, and social justice, as illustrated in Chapter 4. 

In this chapter, I start by discussing three broader themes around the data presented in 

Chapters 4 and 5: whiteness and ability as property in teacher education in the HSI context, 

grassroots approach to equity and social justice, and diversity as (im)moral curriculum. I then use 

this discussion to address implications for practice and policy and to suggest future research in 

teacher education and higher education. I end with concluding thoughts about the study. 

Whiteness and Ability as Property in Teacher Education in the HSI Context 

 

While many schools of education are insufficiently threading disability, diversity, and 

inclusive education throughout the curriculum (see Chapter 2), the data presented in Chapters 4 
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and 5 demonstrated that HSIs (at least, these two institutions) are working to provide multiple 

opportunities to expose students meaningfully to a variety of identities and experiences at both 

the institutional and classroom levels (Meyer & Leonardi, 2018; Rodgers, 2013). Yet, the data 

also demonstrated that both ECU and NSU were contending with the historical legacy of the 

whiteness of teacher education (Sleeter 2017). Guided by Tenet 6 of DisCritðwhich ñrecognizes 

whiteness and Ability as property and that gains for people labeled with dis/abilities have largely 

been made as the result of interest convergence of white, middle-class citizensò (Annamma et al., 

2013, p. 11)ðI discuss three aspects of data at the institutional and classroom levels that 

suggested that ECU and NSU were also contending with the ways in which policies and 

practices that promote the knowledge and interests of white people remain unquestioned, 

normalized aspects of teacher preparation. First, I discuss how the relationship between the racial 

diversity of each institutionôs COE and how the focal professors described the diversity of their 

students suggested that whiteness and respect/ability as forms of property constructed a 

normative undergraduate student and a normative preservice teacher candidate. I then utilize the 

concept of interest convergence to discuss how the relationship between the COEs and each 

institution also worked to maintain the whiteness of teacher education. 

Whiteness and Respect/ability as Property of Admitted Preservice Teachers 

As stated in Chapter 4, the underrepresentation of Hispanic and Black students (who were 

the highest representation of students of color at each institution) in each COE, relative to their 

population on campus (see Chapter 4), suggested that these two HSIs may not have been making 

a substantial impact on racially diversifying the K-12 teaching force, even as MSIs, as a whole, 

produce significant numbers of teachers of color (John & Stage, 2014). That white students were 

overrepresented in each institutionôs COE (in part, due to the high number of graduate students, 
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the majority of whom were white), relative to their representation on campus, was more 

pronounced at NSU, given the higher representation of white students within their  

undergraduate population. Moreover, NSUôs status as still predominantly white meant that the 

overrepresentation of white students did not have as strong of an effect on lowering total student 

enrollment in the COE as it did at ECU. Thus, the findings in this dissertation suggested that the 

teacher education programs at both HSIs are maintaining the production of an abundance of 

white teachers (Sleeter, 2017), albeit through different mechanisms, at the core of which was 

respect/ability as a form of property. 

De jure and De facto Segregation of Hispanic and Black Teachers 

While NSU had a lengthier admissions process compared to ECU, they were more 

lenient, admitting students without minimum standardized test scores and/or grades. Yet, the 

analysis of institutional and publicly available documents, alongside observational data from Dr. 

Abbottôs methods class (see Chapter 4), suggested that this leniency was mostly benefitting white 

preservice teachers at NSU. As racism is constantly redefining itself (Kendi, 2019), whiteness 

ñmorphs and shifts according to context and historyò (Prashad, 2000, as cited in Leonardo & 

Broderick, 2011, p. 2209). As described in Chapters 3 and 4, the history and context of each of 

these HSIs were different, thus influencing the ways in which the whiteness of each teacher 

preparation program (Sleeter, 2017) was maintained in terms of the demographics of their 

preservice teacher candidates. While both institutions were 4-year public HSIs, ECU was located 

in an urban area and served more students of color and more low-income students, and was a less 

selective institution than NSU, which was located in a suburban area and had only recently 

become an HSI. 
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As mentioned in Chapter 1, DisCrit leaves space to consider additional categories of 

difference and systems of oppression in addition to race/racism and ability/ableism (Annamma et 

al., 2013; Gillborn et al., 2016). In the case of ECU and NSU, social class (the percentage of 

students from low-income families) as well as location (urban vs. suburban location) are 

additional lenses through which to suggest how whiteness is operating, in terms of who is 

represented in each institutionôs teacher preparation program. One way to think about how 

whiteness morphed between the different contexts of ECU and NSU is through the concept of  

de jure vs. de facto segregation. Use of this legal concept aligns with Tenet 5 of DisCrit, which 

ñconsiders legal and historical aspects of dis/ability and race and how both have been used 

separately and together to deny the rights of some citizensò (Annamma et al., 2013, p. 11). 

The term de jure has been used to define segregation that is ñlawful, legitimate, or by 

rightò (Young, 2015b, p. 326). De facto segregation, on the other hand, ñoccurs as a matter of 

fact and not as result of intentional government actionò (Young, 2015a, p. 324). These terms 

have generally been used to describe racial segregation. For example, Jim Crow laws would be 

de jure, as they legally permitted segregation against Black people. However, the current 

disproportionate representation of Black and brown students in special education (Harry & 

Klingner, 2006) would be de facto segregation, as there is nothing explicitly written in the law 

about excluding Black and brown students from general education. 

As discussed in Chapter 1, prior work has argued that licensure exams exclude students 

of color from the teaching profession (i.e., Rogers-Ard et al., 2012). Through the lens of race 

alone, the disparate impact of teacher preparation program admissions policies requiring Praxis 

exam scores on Hispanic and Black students would be described as de facto segregation, as there 

is no explicit law/policy of exclusion from teacher education based on race. However, a DisCrit 
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frame contends that racial segregation cannot happen without ableism and could thus be used to 

argue that such segregation is de jure based on ability/academic achievement. There is an explicit 

commitment to exclude students from teacher preparation programs with certain test scores and 

grades. De jure segregation based on ñsmartnessò (Leonardo & Broderick, 2011) is inherently  

de jure segregation based on race (Annamma et al., 2013). As such, a DisCrit lens argues that 

academic achievement/smartness as property cannot be constructed without, or independent of, 

race/whiteness as property.  

At ECU, the exclusion from the teacher preparation program was de jure segregation. 

Students were excluded based explicitly on Praxis test scores and/or GPA, and there were no 

exceptions. At NSU, however, segregation was de facto. Hispanic and Black students without 

passing test scores could apply (as supplemental candidates). Additionally, as listed on their 

website, NSUôs ñTeacher of Color Grant Opportunityò (mentioned in Chapter 4) that encouraged 

their students of color to work in ñhigh-need school districtsò upon graduation provided 

ñindividualized admission and academic advisement.ò This would, theoretically, include support 

through the teacher preparation program admissions process. However, current data suggested 

that Hispanic and Black students at NSU either (a) are not applying to the extent that white 

students are; (b) are applying more relative to their proportion on campus and being denied 

admission more often than white students; or (c) are applying but not receiving support from the 

grant opportunity, as they do not wish to work in an urban school. De facto segregationðin 

particular, the second possibility listed aboveðis much harder to prove (Bell, 1992), especially 

since all three of these possibilities could be contributing to the current racial demographics in 

NSUôs COE. 
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Raced Respect/ability as Property Inherent  

in Undergraduate Student and Preservice Candidate Diversity 

 

As the whiteness of teacher education is maintained in terms of the racial diversity of 

each institutionôs COE, so too is whiteness as a form of property (Harris, 1993) that constructs a 

normative undergraduate student (enrolled in foundational, introductory coursework) and a 

normative preservice teacher candidate (admitted to a teacher preparation program) who is ready 

for the field. Tenet 6 of DisCrit maintains that ability is also a form of property that works to 

maintain whiteness, which works to maintain ability. Ability as a form of property that constructs 

a normative undergraduate student (in this case, not yet admitted to a teacher preparation 

program) was evident in the ways Dr. Anderson and Dr. Ruben, who taught the introductory/ 

foundational courses, described the diversity of their students. Dr. Anderson and Dr. Ruben were 

both teaching more racially diverse classes than Dr. Ocampo and Dr. Abbott and described 

differentiating for a range of student abilities as a significant challenge. Even across different 

institutional contexts in terms of acceptance rate/(academic) selectivity (see Table 1)ðthat in 

theory might suggest that students at NSU are more academically prepared than those at ECUð 

Dr. Anderson and Dr. Ruben were both contending with ability as a form of property. In other 

words, their challenges centered around multiple ability deviations from a normative 

undergraduate student with an assumed level of prior academic knowledge and skills. These 

ability deviations, or wide range of abilities, are inextricably linked to race and class, as students 

of color and/or students from low-income families (see Chapters 1 and 2), as well as students 

who choose to enroll in 4-year HSIs (Núñez & Bowers, 2011) (see Chapters 2 and 3), are often 

denied access to a robust K-12 education that would adequately prepare one for college. 

Ability as a form of property, inherently tied to whiteness, that constructs a normative 

preservice teacher candidate was also evident in the ways Dr. Ocampo and Dr. Abbott described 
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the diversity of their students/preservice candidates and their readiness for the field. In describing 

their methods classes, Dr. Ocampo and Dr. Abbott did not discuss differentiation or studentsô 

prior (academic) knowledge as a challenge, even though the racial demographics and academic 

achievement of their classes differed from each other. As discussed in Chapter 4, Dr. Ocampoôs 

class at ECU was ethnically and racially diverseðalthough not as diverse as Dr. Andersonôsð

while all of the students in Dr. Abbottôs class at NSU appeared to be white. At ECU, students 

could not apply to a teacher preparation program without Praxis scores and a 3.0 GPA (see 

Chapter 4), or the academic/ability criteria that (a) works together to construct a (white, 

nondisabled) candidate who can be admitted to a preparation program (see Chapter 1), and  

(b) maintains whiteness (and ability) as property in teacher education. Subsequently, Dr. 

Ocampo shared that he assumed his students, all of whom had submitted passing Praxis scores 

and a 3.0 GPA, had been both ñscholarlyò and well-behaved as students in K-12 urban schools. 

Compared to the ñknuckleheadsò outside of the COE (who were not teacher candidates), they 

were ñrespectful.ò Thus, the whiteness and ability property of the teacher preparation program 

admissions requirements constructed Dr. Ocampoôs students of color as respectable candidates 

(Harris, 2014). Consequently, ECU may have been admitting and graduating more teachers of 

color than NSU because it was a more racially diverse institution located in an urban area. 

However, they were students who could approximate, to some extent, respectability (Harris, 

2014), or ñgoodnessò (Broderick & Leonardo, 2016) and ñsmartnessò (Leonardo & Broderick, 

2011) via Praxis exam scores and a 3.0 GPA, all of which are inherently tied to whiteness.  

Conversely, as stated earlier, Dr. Abbott did not express ability deviations around a 

normative, admitted preservice teacher candidate with an assumed level of academic 

achievement, even though she had students in her class who had not yet passed the Praxis. 
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(Students at NSU could apply to a teacher preparation program as a supplemental candidate 

without passing Praxis scores, as explained in Chapter 4.) Thus, she was not contending with 

ability as a form of property among her all-white (appearing) students the way Dr. Anderson and 

Dr. Ruben were among their racially diverse classes, even though all three professors were 

teaching classes with students who had not yet passed the Praxis. Moreover, while Dr. Ocampo 

described his students as ñrespectful,ò Dr. Abbott shared how she had to negotiate her studentsô 

resistance (see Chapter 5). Yet, she did not link this resistance to their potential to be teachers in 

the same way Dr. Ocampo linked his studentsô respectful nature in class to their potential. Thus, 

Dr. Abbottôs all-white (appearing) class was constructed as good, respectable candidates, even 

when being resistant and even without the prior academic achievement of Dr. Ocampoôs.  

It is possible that Dr. Ocampo would assume the same of students in his methods class 

who had not yet submitted Praxis scores and a 3.0 GPA, if the institution allowed them to enroll. 

Similarly, it is possible that (a) other factors explain Dr. Abbottôs perception of her students, 

including the fact that the Praxis may not be a relevant marker in terms of studentsô academic 

readiness for college; or (b) she would have described her class in the same way, in terms of 

student abilities and/or behavior, even if students of color had been enrolled. Importantly, 

illustrating whiteness and respect/ability as interrelated forms of property that construct 

undergraduate students and teacher candidates is not meant to critique professorsô practice or to 

suggest a certain degree of direct influence the teacher preparation program admissions process 

has on professorsô understanding of their students. Rather, this illustration is meant to 

demonstrate how even institutional contexts (HSIs) that work to be welcoming spaces for 

students of color also contend with the historical legacies of whiteness and ability as forms of 

property in teacher education.  
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This illustration also reinforces an argument made in Chapter 2 that, while the 

preparation of teachers of color is often conceptualized as an issue of diversity, equity, and/or 

social justice (Kohli, 2009), the preparation of disabled teachers is an area of scholarship that has 

yet to even be realized. Disabled teachersðwhether having a school-based disability (e.g., 

learning disability) or another kind of disabilityðare rarely positioned as necessary for 

combatting inequities and promoting social justice in K-12 schools. In addition to the fact that 

students in both methods classes could approximate (white) respect/ability norms, Dr. Ocampo 

reported that none of his students had presented documentation from the Office of Disability 

Services for accommodations, and Dr. Abbott could not remember if any of her students had 

disclosed similar documentation to her (see Chapter 4), suggesting ability/academic knowledge 

was not a salient aspect in the ways professors of the methods classes thought about student 

diversity. Thus, it is possible that the teachers (of color) graduating from both institutions may 

not have the relevant K-12 schooling experiences to relate to their future students who may have 

either high or low incidence disabilities. The testimonies of the focal professorsô own 

experiences in school in Chapter 5 suggested that such experiences being cast as ñotherò in terms 

of ability/achievementðin addition to raceðmay prove necessary in developing caring relations 

with students. 

Interest Convergence in the Relationship Between COEs and HSIs 

Derrick Bell (1980) wrote, ñ[T]his principle of óinterest convergenceô provides: The 

interest of [B]lacks in achieving racial equality will be accommodated only when it converges 

with the interests of whitesò (p. 523). However, my purpose in using Tenet 6 of DisCrit and 

ñinterest convergenceò as an ñanalytic, explanatory, and conceptual tool in the study and 

analyses of policies and practices in teacher educationò (Milner, 2008, p. 332) is not from a place 
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of critique or pessimism about the permanence of racism (Bell, 1992) (see Chapter 2). Rather,  

it is from the understanding that ñin the pursuit of convergence and in our working toward 

convergence through the exposure of racism and inequity, strides can be made toward reducing 

inequity, racism, and hegemonyò (Milner, 2008, p. 342). To be sure, the pursuit of convergence 

is not without critique. Utilizing this concept can (a) perpetuate narrow, essentialist 

understandings of ñwhite interestsò and ñblack interestsò that neglect to take into consideration 

peopleôs intersecting identities and complex motivations for their perspectives; and (b) can limit 

possibilities for and understandings of agency (Driver, 2011). 

Aligned with how the field of teacher education has focused on the ways in which 

whiteness is maintained in the PwI contextðoften to the exclusion of MSIsðSleeterôs (2017) 

work in utilizing CRT to describe the ways that interest convergence operates to maintain the 

whiteness of teacher education focuses on college classrooms in which the majority of preservice 

teacher candidates are white. I have argued that it is problematic to assume that the presence 

alone of more preservice teachers of color at MSIs is enough to combat the whiteness of teacher 

education (see Chapter 1). The findings from Chapter 4 demonstrated that the whiteness of 

teacher educationðas manifested in what Sleeter (2017) termed ñthe relationship between 

teacher education programs and the universityò (p. 158)ðcannot be attributed solely to the racial 

demographics of an institution. I discuss two aspects of this relationship, in relation to the 

teacher education programs at ECU and NSU, keeping in mind both the affordances (i.e., Milner, 

2008; Sleeter, 2017) and limitations (i.e., Driver, 2011) of the analytic tool of interest 

convergence. First, I discuss the role of teacher education programs in the HSI context, in terms 

of student enrollment and revenue. Next, I discuss the relationship between teaching, tenure, and 

promotion requirements, in relation to the diversity curriculum at ECU and NSU. 



250 

Student Enrollment and University Revenue 

Sleeter (2017) wrote that teacher education programs at PwIs ñserve large numbers of 

students in relatively low-cost programs, generating university revenue, and they provide support 

to other programs such as English by offering graduates a career pathò (p. 159). As referenced in 

Chapter 4, three of the five students I interviewed at ECU and three of the four students I 

interviewed at NSU shared that they chose to attend their respective universities specifically for 

their teacher preparation programs, rather than for reasons more commonly given for enrolling at 

an MSI documented in the literature (i.e., low tuition, location) (Conrad, 2015; OôBrien & 

Zudak, 1998; Raines, 1998). In other words, while students at both institutions reported feeling at 

ñhomeò at each institution, they were drawn specifically to their COEs. 

While the above finding contributes to the literature on MSIs and HSIs by demonstrating 

that studentsô program of study also influences their decision to enroll in HSIs, it also suggested 

that the teacher preparation programs at both ECU and NSU are a significant source of student 

enrollment and revenue. Both Dr. Ocampo at ECU and Dr. Ruben at NSU were the chairs of 

their departments, and as such, they shared additional insight into the way in which the COE was 

functioning in terms of student enrollment and revenue. At NSU, in addition to questioning the 

exaggerated growth of student services and perhaps disingenuous commitment to diversity on 

campus (see Chapter 4), Dr. Ruben was similarly critical as Sleeter (2017) in his frustration that 

the COE was operating in a business-like way, trying to sell teaching credentials. 

At ECU, Dr. Ocampo shared that the COE worked to provide support for the Praxis 

exam, including specialized classes, as described in Chapter 4. However, the Praxis was not the 

only barrier for students at ECU on their road to becoming teachers. As mentioned in Chapter 5, 

Dr. Ocampo shared how the traditional model of student teaching exacerbated issues affecting 
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students from low-income homes. Yet, the only support available to students at this juncture in 

their programs was to counsel them out of the education program if the stress was interfering 

with their student teaching performance. Thus, while the university ensured that students could 

still graduate with a liberal arts degree once counseled out of the COE, there did not seem to be 

additional support for aspects of teacher preparation beyond admission to the program. Put 

differently, the focus of university-wide supports within the COE at ECU is on the Praxis, an 

aspect of teacher education that boosts COE enrollment and, therefore, revenue.  

Milner (2008) reminded us that the convergence of interests is shaped by ñcontextual 

nuancesò (p. 340), or that the landscape of teacher education in HSIs is different than in PwIs 

and other MSIs. Given that both HSIs were working with limited financial resources (see 

Chapter 4), a focus on revenue inevitably serves a different need and purpose compared to 

institutions with more financial resources and higher endowments. The focus on the Praxis 

exam, in particular, at ECU may also reflect ñmultiple motivationsò (Driver, 2011, p. 169) on the 

part of department faculty and administrators beyond increasing revenue. In particular, it could 

be read as an interest in an additional demographic dimension that characterizes many of their 

students: that they tend to be less academically prepared (Núñez & Bowers, 2011) (see Chapters 

1 and 4). Focusing on this trend reflects the research demonstrating the relationship between a 

high-quality K-12 education and difficulty with Praxis test questions (Bennett et al., 2006). Put 

differently, it is important to focus on the Praxis at ECU, given that students may enter their 

programs needing more support to pass the exams than students at other institutions. 

Teaching, Tenure, and Promotion Requirements at ECU and NSU 

In describing interest convergence and the whiteness of teacher education, Sleeter (2017) 

expressed concern about the curriculum within teacher preparation programs at PwIs. Reflecting 
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the ñtroubling historyò that the field of education research has endured, in terms of being seen as 

legitimate relative to other disciplines (Lagemann, 2000), tenure and promotion requirements 

often emphasize publication, rather than spending significant time in schools. As described in 

Chapter 4, while each institution had a similar history of being a school for teachers, professors 

of education at both ECU and NSU were under increasing pressure to produce high-quality 

research. At ECU, Dr. Ocampo reported that many faculty members in the COE had limited 

teaching experience and that the institution was becoming more discriminating in terms of who 

received tenure and promotion. At NSU, Dr. Ruben expressed concern that the preparation of 

practitioners was neglected. Additionally, Dr. Abbott shared how the shift into a ñhigh researchò 

category at NSU resulted in legitimizing the denial of promotion to Black faculty members, 

while Dr. Ruben shared that Latina junior faculty had experienced microaggressions. Thus, like 

professors at other HSIs, they ñrecognized that they were still being evaluated and judged based 

on dominant Eurocentric male ideologiesò (Ek et al., 2010, as cited in Garcia et al., 2019, p. 17) 

reflective of ña white-male-controlled academic communityé[and] knowledge validation 

processò (Collins, 1990/2003, p. 50). 

In other words, interest convergence around (Eurocentric) research production 

maintained whiteness as ña concept based on relations of powerò (Harris, 1993, p. 1761) at ECU 

and NSU, demonstrating that whiteness is ñan aspect of racial identity, surely, but it is much 

moreò (p. 1761). However, that Latina junior faculty felt comfortable sharing their experiences 

with Dr. Ruben (see Chapter 4) suggested that NSU, like other HSIs, may have also beenðor 

had the potential to beða place where ñaccess to like-minded [Latino/as] éempower[ed] 

[faculty] to challenge racism and sexism at the institutionò (Ek et al., 2010, as cited in Garcia et 

al., 2019, pp. 17-18). Additionally, access to more like-minded faculty of color at HSIs has been 
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linked to strengthening the faculty research skills necessary to achieve tenure (Ek et al., 2010, as 

cited in Garcia et al., 2019). In other words, whiteness may still be ñsmog in the airò (Tatum, 

1997/2017, p. 86) at HSIs; however, its dismantling in this context requires an in-depth 

understanding of the ñhistory oféparticular [teacher education] programs [at HSIs] é[and] the 

idiosyncrasies embedded in the program and institution that can impede progressò (Milner, 2008, 

p. 340).  

In response to faculty who discuss the distance between COEs and K-12 school 

communities, Sleeter (2017) wrote: ñWhen I have suggested spending more time in schools and 

communities, I have been reminded that the university does not reward faculty members for 

doing soò (pp. 159-160). Yet, the professors in this study demonstrated agency (Driver, 2011) by 

complicating the notion that faculty (of color) prioritize things for which they are rewarded. Dr. 

Ocampo, Dr. Anderson, and Dr. Abbott continued to spend time in K-12 school communities in 

their roles as professors. All four professor participants also demonstrated that despite 

institutional pressures, they worked against the marginalization and/or essentialization that 

students of color have reported at PwIs. Thus, while shifting research and teaching priorities may 

signal a layer of whiteness as property in the HSI context, as described earlier, in this study, such 

shifts were not necessarily deterministic in the effects they had on professorsô pedagogy and/or 

the importance they placed on spending time in, and experiencing, diverse K-12 school 

communities. That these professors of color and from other historically marginalized 

backgrounds demonstrated resilience (Driver, 2011) to this aspect of whiteness further confirmed 

the necessity of ñdetermin[ing] the best ways to recruit faculty, staff, and administrators of color 

who can influence servingnessò (Garcia et al., 2019, p. 19), especially given that, as mentioned 

in Chapter 2, some research has suggested that few faculty at an HSI may be enacting culturally 
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responsive pedagogy (Nieto, 1999, as cited in Brooks et al., 2012). Thus, the professors in this 

study, like professors at other HSIs (Garcia et al., 2019), ñdisrupt[ed] dominant, raced interestsò 

(Mil ner, 2008, p. 339) in research and teaching in teacher education and ñultimately locate[d] 

spaces of negotiationò (p. 339) within their institutional contexts.  

Grassroots Approach to Equity and Social Justice 

 

As described in Chapter 5, diversity also meant (a) a focus on expanding commitments  

to equity and justice at both K-12 and higher education levels, and (b) tensions around the 

significance of teachers, schools, and educational policy on studentsô lives. These expansive 

commitments relate to critical race theoristsô understanding of approaches to equity as idealistð

which focuses on the use of language and beliefs in bringing about changeðrealist/economic 

deterministðwhich focuses on structural change and material conditions as related to racismð

and middle groundðwhich focuses on considering both cultural and structural forces in 

antiracist work (Bennett et al., 2019; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017) (see Chapter 2). Across the 

data, professors might take idealist approaches to equity such as when Dr. Abbott focused on her 

studentôs language of ñChinese laddersò; realist approaches to equity such as Dr. Andersonôs 

focus on the ñcareful look at conditions prevailing at different times in historyò (Delgado & 

Stefancic, 2017, p. 22), as a way to better ñunderstand the ebb and flow of racial progress and 

retrenchmentò (p. 22); and middle ground approaches to equity, such as when Dr. Ocampo and 

Dr. Ruben simultaneously focused on the ñday-to-dayò of teaching as well as the need to change 

larger societal structures. 

Yet, combined with the professorsô focus on humanity, care, experience, and K-12 

teacher practice over theory, the fact that diversity was also an incomplete, experiential process 

(see Chapter 5) meant that studentsðespecially white studentsðmay have exited these courses 
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with understandings of diversity that are decontextualized from larger systems of power and 

privilege (e.g., Allisonôs belief that race does not matter when it comes to improving oneôs life 

conditions). In exploring the implications of these findings, I start by utilizing a theorization of 

care as a moral commitment, as described in Chapter 2, to discuss the professorsô emphasis on 

(individual) experience in relation to the research that has argued for more purposefully 

incorporating critical theory in preservice teacher education (e.g., Philip et al., 2019), as also 

described in Chapter 2. I then discuss how the data presented in Chapter 5 responded to a 

realist/economic determinist critique within the field of critical race theory (Delgado & 

Stefancic, 2017) by opening up possibilities for a grassroots approach to equity in teacher 

education. 

Breaking from Current (Critical) Trends in Teacher Education for Diversity  

 

Much research in the field of teacher education has highlighted ñthe political nature of 

teachingò (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2002, p. 83), the importance of purposely linking diversity to 

equity and social justice (Brown & Brown, 2019; Philip et al., 2019; Valenzuela, 1999), and the 

need to utilize a realist perspective that ñaddress[es] systemic inequities with goals of inspiring 

systemic reformò (Bennett et al., 2019, p. 912). As discussed in Chapter 2, Rowan et al. (2021) 

conceptualized this as ñteaching for diversity,ò or spending more time studying very particular 

combinations of theoretically informed knowledge and skills around diversity, such as feminist 

theory, postcolonial theory, critical race theory, and disability studies. Yet, spending more time 

on theoryðand some critical theories in particularðwas not a pedagogical priority for the 

professors in this study. Dr. Ocampo was more focused on spending time discussing specific 

classroom management and assessment strategies, rather than how ñthe teaching process [is] 

complex [and] vested in power relationsò (Brown & Brown, 2019, p. 1). Expressing concern 
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about the ñdominant discourseò of race relations and the ways in which conservative students felt 

marginalized on campus, Dr. Ruben shared he was ñnot afraid of not being politically correct.ò 

Dr. Ocampo and Dr. Abbott explicitly shared that they did not believe teacher education should 

be political. 

Thus, Rowan et al. (2021) may analyze the data presented in Chapter 5 as teaching about 

or catering to diversity (see Chapter 2), which would open the focal professors in this study up 

for critique from an equity and/or social justice perspective. Yet to argue that these teacher 

educatorsô pedagogical choices and commitments reflected a lack of ñepistemically focused 

reflexivityò (Brownlee et al., 2017, as cited Rowan et al., 2021, p. 149) discredits the ways in 

which their lived experiences as members of historically marginalized groups over the course of 

several decadesðprior to when, for example, CRT became foundational to the academic study 

of equity and justice in schools in the early 1990s (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995) or when 

disability studies in education emerged as a field problematizing the medical model in special 

education in the early 2000s (Connor et al., 2008)ðimpacted their understandings of diversity, 

equity, and/or social justice. In their experience, too much focus on diversity could be 

dehumanizing (see Chapter 5). Likewise, their emphasis on the individuality of students can be 

conceptualized as both caring (Alder, 2002; Collins, 1990/2003) and antiracist (Kendi, 2019) 

(see Chapter 2). 

That the four professors in this study did not necessarily agree with claims that they 

should unequivocally embrace teaching for diversity (Rowan et al. 2021) and/or explicitly 

address politically charged topics of diversity (see Chapter 5) was not surprising, given that the 

field has been ñrelatively silent on issues relating to the skills and knowledge of teacher 

educators themselves with regard to topics of diversity and teacher preparationò (Rowan et al, 
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2021, p. 146). In other words, the field has yet to engage fully with professorsô commitments to 

teach about/to/for diversity. Yet, none of the questions Rowan et al. (2021) suggested future 

research ask of teacher educators consider how their historically marginalized identities impact 

their understandings of K-12 schools, teacher preparation, and social justice. The knowledge that 

the field has acknowledged that teacher educators of color do bring centers on constraints they 

experience when teaching about/to/for diversity, such as ñthe role racism and sexism play in 

student feedbackò (Evans-Winters, 2011, p. 461, as cited in Rowan et al., 2021, p. 143), or that 

students may perceive their teaching as racially and/or politically motivated (Ladson-Billings, 

1996; Ukpokodu, 2003). While Dr. Abbott certainly contended with these constraints, the field 

has yet to acknowledge and try to better understand how the diversity of political perspectives 

and personal experiences among teacher educators and, in particular, among teacher educators of 

color and/or from historically marginalized backgrounds, impacts the work they do with 

preservice teachers. 

Rowan et al. (2021) wrote that ñit is interesting to note that the attitudes/beliefs of teacher 

educators are not subjected to the same level of scrutinyò (p. 145) as preservice teachers. 

However, if such scrutiny is premised on understandings of diversity, equity, and/or social 

justice that are confined to particular theoretical and/or political knowledge at this point in time, 

then the field of teacher education may potentially exclude the knowledge and perspectives of 

teacher educators of color and other historically marginalized backgrounds, such as the professor 

participants in this study, who have actually lived as marginalized students across a range of 

sociopolitical and temporal contexts. Notwithstanding the importance and need for increased 

representation of teacher educators of colorðespecially in the HSI context (Garcia et al., 

2019)ðthe professors in this study pushed against the conceptualization of a universalized 
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teacher educator of color who utilizes critical theories to prepare preservice teachers for 

diversity. 

Rather, the professors ñdanc[ed] with the dilemmaò between student-centered practices 

and critical pedagogies, as described by Tejeda (2008): 

     Decolonizing pedagogy is concerned with both theorizing and teaching toward 

speciýc aimsé. [However,] I insist that students arrive at their own conclusions and 

commit to their own positions. To tell students what or how to think, or to structure and 

conduct a course in a manner that does so, is antithetical to a pedagogy that aims toward 

decolonization. (pp. 1-4) (see also, Davis & Steyn, 2012; Rodgers, 2013) 

 

All four professors felt it was important to emphasize dialogue across different perspectives and 

experiences in order to create more democratic educational spaces (Giroux, 1997; Noddings, 

2005) that can foster the type of empathy (Collins, 1990/2003), interpersonal connections, and 

deep listening that lead to genuine (knowledge) transformation (Collins, 1990/2003; Meyer & 

Leonardi, 2018; Noddings, 2012a, 2012b, 2018; Noddings & Brooks, 2017; Rodgers, 2013). 

Rather than dogmatic (as expressed by Dr. Ruben) or ñdictatorial meansò (Noddings, 1998,  

p. 481) that externally impose (critical) beliefs about social justice onto students (Amsler, 2011; 

Rodgers, 2013; Zembylas, 2015), the professors recognized that to model the caring they felt 

they did not receive in their own schooling experiences, they ñmust be on both sidesò (Noddings, 

2010, p. 395) of politically contentious issues (Zembylas, 2012) and respond sensitively, 

positively, and empathetically to both historically and multiply marginalized students and 

students who express unacceptable, immoral, or offensive views (Noddings, 2005; Zembylas, 

2012). Notably, these two groups of students may not be mutually exclusive, further 

complicating professorsô responses. Noddings (2010) referred to this as a ñcare-driven 

conception of justice,ò which ñstart[s] with a somewhat vague notion that people committed to 

justice are dedicated to doing right by everyoneò (p. 392). Thus, while Dr. Anderson did not 
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necessarily respond positively to Allison when she expressed that race did not matter, he 

responded in a way that at least worked to maintain the caring relation he had with her 

(Noddings, 2012a) and assumed the best of her motivations (Noddings, 2010). When a student of 

color responded that meritocracy was a myth, Dr. Anderson replied that ñsome peopleò did not 

believe that, rather than calling out Allison directly. 

Dr. Andersonôs use of his own storyð ñSo, my grandfather and my great-great-

grandfather didnôt work hard?òðin this exchange from Chapter 5 to push against Allisonôs 

perspective reminds us that empathizing with students who say problematic things is not the 

same as endorsing their views (Noddings, 2010; Noddings & Brooks, 2017; Zembylas, 2012). 

Dr. Abbott expressed a similar perspective in not telling students what to think and presenting as 

many perspectives as possible (Noddings, 2006), while also feeling that some diversity 

utterances (e.g., ñChinese ladderò) needed to be addressed in order to not be affirmed (Davis & 

Steyn, 2012). More specifically, these questioning tacticsðalso utilized by Dr. Ocampo in 

presenting multiple perspectives on where to seat students with disabilities and by Dr. Ruben in 

questioning students about progressive educationðcan be described as ñstrategic empathy.ò The 

professors engaged with studentsô ñtroubled knowledgeò by re-stating their perspectives and 

asking follow-up questions that led them to continue to unpack the roots of their beliefs 

(Rodgers, 2013; Zembylas, 2012; Zembylas & Papamichael, 2017), while at the same time not 

prescribing a particular perspective (Zembylas, 2015). This relational approach (Noddings, 

2012a; Zembylas, 2012) deals with the inevitable and necessary discomfort in learning about 

diversity and injustice (Davis & Steyn, 2012; Kumashiro, 2015; Mintz, 2013; Zembylas, 2015) 

in a productive way that eventually may lead to more socially just beliefs (Zembylas, 2012; 

Zembylas & Papamichael, 2017), even if such beliefs are not publicly espoused/produced in 
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class (Zembylas, 2015). Allison was clearly still working through what a student of color said to 

her about being white. Without the dialogic classroom context (Collins, 1990/2003) rooted in 

ñstrategic empathyò fostered by Dr. Anderson, it is possible Allison may have just written off 

this comment completely (Kumashiro, 2015). In other words, Allisonôs learning may have been 

incomplete (as demonstrated in her interview with me), but it also may continue past the 

semester, which may not have happened if Dr. Anderson or another student forced her to contend 

with her white privilege at that moment in time. 

When learning about diversity and social justice is conceptualized as ongoing, 

incomplete, and unable to take place within the short, limited confines of the semester (Meyer & 

Leonardi, 2018; Rodgers, 2013), there is an inherent ñethic of riskò (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 

2002). Not all students may respond to care, strategic empathy, or decolonizing pedagogies in 

ways that critically move them toward justice (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2002; Tejeda, 2008; 

Zembylas, 2012; Zembylas & Papamichael, 2017). Instead, strategic empathy may result in 

resistance, as evidenced in Allisonôs behavior in class (ñYouôre trying to bring it back to raceò) 

and in her interview with me. The literature demonstrated that such resistance has certainly been 

displayed in the HSI context with teacher educators committed to antiracist teaching (Enumah, 

2021). Yet, such resistance and defensiveness may not necessarily represent a failure on the part 

of professors at HSIs to safeguard against the whiteness of education. Rather, it may demonstrate 

that students are engaged if one ñsurrender[s] [the] need for immediate affirmation of successful 

teachingéand accept[s] that students may not appreciate the value of a certain standpoint or 

process straight awayò (hooks, 1994, as cited in Davis & Steyn, 2012, p. 31). 

Yet, as described in Chapter 2, professorsô emphasis on humanity and care must also 

ñadvance moral endsò (Noddings & Brooks, 2017, p. 182). Stated differently, ñauthentic caring 
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[must] be infused with political clarityò (Valenzuela, 1999, p. 110), or ñdeliberately bringing 

issues of race, difference, and power into central focusò (p. 109) when engaging with ñstudentsô 

cultural world and their structural position[s]ò (p. 109). In particular, Black feminist and 

womanist theories of caring conceptualize these moral ends and political clarity as an intentional, 

collective effort in working toward social justice and dismantling racial inequities (Beauboeuf-

Lafontant, 2002; Knight, 2004; Roberts, 2010) (see Chapter 2). Noddings (1998), like Tejeda 

(2008), asked whether an emphasis on process can lead to an immoral product: ñDewey has told 

us much more about the ethical conduct of education than about the ethical productéwill these 

procedures produce recognizable moral goods?ò (p. 486). This question was certainly a concern 

for Dr. Ruben, who worried that if there were no boundaries in what students could say or share 

about their own experiences, his class would be more about freedom of discussion than the 

critical thinking necessary to change society. Stated differently: ñ[Will ] truth always win in such 

encounters [when students can say whatever they want]?... how high a price should [people] be 

willi ng to pay for the great boon of freedom of discussion?ò (Berlin, 1969, as cited in Noddings, 

2018, p. 336). This question becomes even more necessary to consider among classes with 

racially diverse students, as the role of adversarial debateðwhich could be mistaken for 

ñfreedom of discussionòðthat is characteristic of the positivist epistemology valued in academia 

asks ñAfrican-American women [and other multiply marginalized people] toéconfront in an 

adversarial relationship those with more social, economic, and professional powerò (Collins, 

1990/2003, p. 52). While the professors at both NSU and ECU contended with the challenge of 

classrooms with diverse student populations who have experienced different levels of injustice 

(Mintz, 2013), this question about the price of freedom of discussion seemed more prevalent in 

the classrooms at NSU, an HSI that had more white students, students from the suburbs, and 
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fewer students from low-income families. For Dr. Ruben, recognizing that an uncritical use of 

dialogue and experience may not be enough to foster transformation and engage in a structural 

analysis of issues (Davis & Steyn, 2012), experience was a vehicle for/to (the) truth. Dr. Abbott 

similarly questioned whether dialogue could occur on equal grounds that can foster genuine 

listening on behalf of more privileged students (Collins, 1990/2003; Davis & Steyn, 2012). By 

contrast, at ECU, experience for Dr. Anderson and Dr. Ocampo was one of many possible truths. 

This was evident in Dr. Andersonôs assessment of what Allisonôs parents taught her as (possibly) 

trueð ñóWe worked hard,ô and they probably did.òðand in Dr. Ocampo questioning how he 

could respond to students with deficit views of urban schools whose experience differed from his 

own. 

Teaching Amid Materialist Critique of Critical (Race) Theory  

 

One critique within CRT is that the movement is becoming ñexcessively preoccupied 

with issues of identityò and ñstraying away from its materialist roots and dwelling overly on 

matters of concern to middle-class minoritiesðmicroaggressions, racial insults, unconscious 

discrimination, and affirmative action in higher educationðò that ñdo little for the underlying 

structures of inequality, much less the plight of the deeply poorò (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017, p. 

107). At ECU, where many of the students were from low-income families, Dr. Ocampo paid 

heightened attention to studentsô socioeconomic status. His view of teaching as a way to move 

students up the socioeconomic ladder and emphasis on structure and rules differs from how 

professors at some elite institutions approach classroom management, and teaching as a 

profession, through a justice orientation (Annamma & Winn, 2019): 

     I [Annamma] encourage course participants to 1) think of discipline as a tool for 

learning, 2) understand how systems of power shape our responses to multiply-

marginalized childrenôs behaviors, and 3) replace ideas of managing behavior to 

practicing solidarity with multiply marginalized students. Most participants begin to see 
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themselves as part of a system of power enacted in classrooms and start to reimagine 

themselves as tools for transformation. (p. 8) 

 

Referencing how discussions of power take place in methods courses at elite institutions is not to 

argue that justice-oriented teacher education is an elitist, liberal project, as some conservatives 

may contend (Jussim, 2012), or that the above researchers would not employ similar techniques 

if they were teaching classrooms with more multiply marginalized students from low-income 

families. Additionally, I am not arguing that students at ECU are not being ñserved,ò relative to 

students at elite institutions (Garcia et al., 2019). Rather, the comparison between Dr. Ocampoôs 

approach to classroom management and Annamma and Winnôs suggests that the way power is or 

is not discussed in class might have implications for how preservice teachers understand the 

teaching professionðas a middle-class job or as a profession with incredible sociopolitical 

responsibility, in the case of students in Annamma and Winnôs study. Additionally, the 

comparison cautions against justice-oriented teacher education becoming a form of social or 

cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1986) for white students, students who attend elite institutions, and/or 

students from higher-income backgrounds (as also problematized in my positionality statement 

in Chapter 3) who may be more likely to see teaching as short-term,  ñmissionary-style ótourismô 

for elites en route to higher status careersò (Philip et al., 2019, p. 254), compared to students at 

institutions like ECU who, according to Dr. Ocampo, stayed in the field long-term. Thus, the 

comparison cautions against social justice and equity becoming knowledge that can help college 

students garner academic credentials (e.g., a bachelorôs or masterôs degree) rewarded in the labor 

market (Bourdieu, 1986; Schwitzman, 2018), which may not actually change the conditions in 

K-12 schools if justice-oriented candidates utilize this knowledge to teach short-term and then 

leave the field, or as Bell (1996) said of ideas of equity and justice: ñAll too oftenéthese 
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symbols lack the potential for actually delivering our daily breadðmeaning employment, 

shelter, education, healthcareéò (p. 185) (see also Malcolm X & Haley, 1965). 

For the professors in this study, part of why the ñsymbolsò and language of equity and 

justice were limiting was due to the inherent power relations between professor and student in 

higher education (Giroux, 1997; Rodgers, 2013; Zembylas, 2015) (see Chapter 5). They pushed 

against the idea that commitments to diversity, equity, and/or justice can be accurately assessed 

in higher education, especially since students may say things in class or write things in their 

assignments to get approval from the professor (Tejeda, 2008; Zembylas, 2015). Put differently, 

how did Annamma and Winn (2019) know that students see themselves as ñtools for 

transformationò? Is it possible that students understand that in order to pass their class, they need 

to write and speak about discipline and solidarity in particular (justice-oriented) ways (McHatton 

et al., 2009)? In line with the literature mentioned in Chapter 2 on the difficulty of assessing 

preservice teachersô beliefs (Leonard & Leonard, 2006; Rowan et al., 2021) and putting beliefs 

into practice (Cochran-Smith et al., 2015; Gehrke & Cocchiarella, 2013; Naraian & Schlessinger, 

2017; Siebers, 2008), Rodgers (2013) similarly asked: 

     While many teacher education programs today advocate a critical stance, insisting that 

their teacher-students be committed to looking at the social and political consequences of 

[his or her] teachingéwhat if students of teaching donôt care? Is in-depth consideration 

of such issues enough to awaken a dormant social consciousness or create one where 

none existed? (p. 37) 

 

Given the complex context of higher education in fostering teacher stances toward justice, to say 

that the professors in this study were fully engaging with the materialist strand of CRT would be 

misleading. As diversity was an incomplete, experiential process, so too is the possibility that the 

students in the classes I observed were not yet fully equipped to address systemic reform. Thus, 

ñgrassrootsò may be a more appropriate term to describe the professorsô approach toward equity 
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and social justice rather than justice-oriented or purely materialist. They were rooted in the 

material realities and diverse range of lived experiences of their current students, as evidenced by 

how Dr. Ocampo and Dr. Abbott erred on the side of their college studentsô needs when those 

needs were in conflict with the needs of their future K-12 students (see Chapter 5). 

Yet, professorsô limited engagement with theory and/or politics/policy may have left 

students unequipped to act as change agents (Kumashiro, 2015). While an ethic of caring from 

an Afrocentric feminist perspective articulates ñdeveloping the capacity for empathyò (Collins, 

1990/2003, p. 63) and ñshar[ing] the experiences that led the person to form [their] ideasò  

(p. 57), mere exposure to different experiences and beliefs in and of itself does not lead to 

transformative thinking (Meyer & Leonardi, 2018; Mintz, 2013), even if such exposure initially 

produces discomfort (Zembylas & Papamichael, 2017) (see Chapter 2). Put differently, it is not 

the initial ñcrisisò that takes place when students are exposed to experiences that contradict what 

they currently know, but rather the ways in which educators provide opportunities to navigate 

this (un)learning that results in new knowledge and understanding (Kumashiro, 2015). While 

sometimes students may empathize with historically marginalized others upon exposure to their 

experiences, Boler (1999) termed this unproductive empathy as ñpassiveò when students do not 

seem themselves as implicated in the larger systems of power that affect the ñothersò they are 

learning about (see also, Davis & Steyn 2012) (see Chapter 2). This was certainly evident in how 

Allison and Hillary utilized experience to empathize passively and make themselves closer to 

people of color in their lives, rather than to examine how they themselves are implicated in 

racism as white women. 

While critical theory can help inspire preservice teachers to understand their 

positionalities relative to the work of necessary reform and address inequitable conditions both 
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within and outside of schools (Bennett et al., 2019; Davis & Steyn, 2012; Giroux, 1997; Rodgers, 

2013), Dr. Ruben recognized that the (critical) boundaries he was putting on his class were not 

fostering the type of environment in which students could share their emotions, in particular their 

ñfrustrations or their fearsò in relation to the content. Additionally, his recognition reflected that 

any moral education, educated toward justice, needs both intellectual reasoning and feeling in 

relation to others, in order to better understand the complexity of such diversity issues (Amsler, 

2011; Noddings, 2006, 2012a, 2012b; Noddings & Brooks, 2017). It also reflected Collinsô 

(1990/2003) articulation of an ethic of caring from an Afrocentric feminist epistemology in 

which ñemotionséare central to the knowledge validation processò (p. 62) and Kumashiroôs 

(2015) assertion that students need not only knowledge of oppression but also an understanding 

of the ñpolitical, social, emotional reasons why oppression so often plays out invisibly and 

unchallenged in our livesò (pp. 27-28). Professorsô emphases on humanity and care remind us 

that ñthe living other is more important than any other theory, andétheory must be subordinate 

to the caring relationshipò (Noddings, 2005, p. xviii). Yet, critical pedagogies tend to ñtreat race 

and racism less as a complex affective experience than as a set of social and political issues to be 

addressed through systematic analysisò (Zembylas, 2012, p. 118). As suggested through the data 

in Chapter 5, such analyses can sometimes feel deterministic and produce ñeducated despairò 

(Noddings & Brooks, 2017, p. 7). By engaging experience as a ñcriterion for credibilityò 

(Collins, 1990/2003, p. 55), while also ñnot assum[ing] that lived experiences can be inferred 

automatically from structural determinationsò (Giroux, 1997, p. 139), the teacher educators in 

this study worked to ñengage schools as sites of possibilityéas places where students can be 

educated to take their places in society from a position of empowerment rather than from a 

position of ideological and economic subordinationò (p. 120; see also, Mintz, 2013). This 
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nuanced emphasis on experience over discourse has also been observed with other professors 

teaching about diversity and social justice with preservice teachers in the HSI context (Enumah, 

2021) and safeguards against an over-intellectualization of race (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017) and 

other aspects of diversity that speak little to the ñmaterial and psychological impacts of being 

labeled as raced or dis/abled, which sets one outside of the western cultural normsò (Annamma et 

al., 2013, p. 11). 

Rather than ñsacrific[ing] the child to theoryò (Noddings, 2005, p. xix), Dr. Ocampo and 

Dr. Anderson stretched language (i.e., ñknuckleheadò) (see Chapter 5) that scholars using 

intersectional theories such as DisCrit and CRT would (rightly) find problematic (i.e., Annamma 

et al., 2017). Yet, while the ñspecifically politicalò (Crenshaw, 1991, p. 1298) work of ñlay[ing] 

bare some of the contradictions between language and epistemological commitmentsò 

(Annamma et al., 2018, p. 52) is important in advancing equity and social justice (see Chapter 2), 

Dr. Ocampoôs and Dr. Andersonôs commitments to humanity and care suggested this work is 

limited, as their language was not fully indicative of their practice. Noddings (2005) similarly 

stated: ñObjections that are basically ideological can rarely be met to the satisfaction of the 

objectorsò (p. 175). In other words, it becomes more difficult to critique Dr. Ocampoôs language 

when, in practice, ñknuckleheadò may not refer to an actual student. 

Diversity as (Im)moral Curriculum  

 

In line with professorsô emphases on humanity, Malcolm X advocated for actions that are 

ñsincerely motivated from a deep sense of humanism and moral responsibility [to]é get at the 

basic causes that produce the racial explosions in America todayò (Malcolm X & Haley, 1965, p. 

377). From this perspective, teachersô critical thinking about diversity ñmust be guided by a 

moral commitmentò (Noddings & Brooks, 2017, p. 7) and political clarity (Bartolomé, 1994, as 
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cited in Valenzuela, 1999) made possible by an authentic, relational, interpersonal ethic of caring 

(Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2002; Collier, 2005; Noddings, 2010, 2012b; Valenzuela, 1999) 

(described in Chapter 2). The analytic themes connecting the data in Chapter 5 surfaced tensions 

around addressing diversity in teacher education from this moral perspective. In order to further 

understand these tensions, I use DisCrit and a theorization of caring as a moral commitment to 

read Dr. Abbottôs and Dr. Ocampoôs competing views on diversity and inclusion as both moral 

and immoral, as well as to surface tensions around the relationship between reflection and social 

action, the purpose of education, and potentials for curricular transformation. More specifically, I 

first discuss Dr. Abbottôs focus on being a ñchampion of diversityò in the context of a critical and 

culturally relevant senses of care. Next, I discuss Dr. Abbottôs and Dr. Ocampoôs emphasis on 

rigor. I conclude by discussing Dr. Ocampoôs premise that some students cannot be reached. 

Being a ñChampion of Diversityò 

 

Dr. Abbottôs focus on being a ñchampion of diversityò who considers all kinds of 

diversity and adopts a continuous, evolving stance of what diversity means reflected what 

Stevens and Miretzky (2014) termed ñtransferrableò skills, or broader teaching strategies and 

dispositions for any historically marginalized student (see Chapter 2), as opposed to Dr. 

Ocampoôs focus on specific facets of diversity related to the achievement gap, which he felt 

included ñethnic, racial, and socioeconomicégender to a lesser extent.ò As illustrated in Chapter 

5, Dr. Ocampo worried that if diversity (in teacher education) meant everything, or any kind of 

identity/experience, then it would eventually mean nothing. In other words, Dr. Ocampo linked 

diversity to an issue of equity (the achievement gap), which aligns with a critical understanding 

of diversity, as explained in Chapter 2, and with a sense of urgency indicative of an 

understanding of the larger systemic problems impacting urban students (Valenzuela, 1999). Yet, 
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at the same time, looking at race, for example, through the lens of equity/the achievement gap 

alone can sometimes encourage static, non-intersectional, and perhaps dehumanizing 

understandings of differenceðsuch as Asian students ñtend[ing] to be quiet and defer[ring] to 

authorityòðthat position ñthe burden of responsibility and the struggle for change aséresiding 

first with the students, their families, and the communityò (Valenzuela, 1999, p. 65). 

Dr. Abbottôs use of these ñtransferrableò skills did not end in diversity meaning nothing, 

as Dr. Ocampo worried. Rather, Dr. Abbott utilized these ñtransferrableò skills in deepening her 

understanding of the diversity that exists within the Black community, as reflected in her interest 

in LGBTQIA+ diversity (see Chapter 5) and her sharing that professors need to recognize that 

not all Black and brown people have the same narrative (see Chapter 4). Moreover, reading from 

a culturally relevant sense of care, her focus on ñthe Black experience,ò instead of being 

essentialist, (a) pushes against a color-evasive understanding of care; (b) recognizes Black 

children need to be cared for in ways that differ from white children and other children of color 

(Knight, 2004; Roberts, 2010); and (c) understands that humanizing and expecting greatness 

from Black children, who too often are denigrated by society, is in and of itself a political act 

(Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2002). A realist critical stance may read Dr. Abbottôs idealist focus on 

ñthe Black experienceò as immoral, as she was not explicitly addressing how teachers can 

address/change individual, school, and societal conditions for Black students (Bennett et al., 

2019). In other words, she may be engaging in authentic caring without the political clarity 

necessary to negate the subtractive schooling experiences of multiply marginalized youth 

(Valenzuela, 1999), as described in Chapter 2. However, reading Dr. Abbottôs idealist stance 

toward equity and emphasis on ñthe Black experienceò from a culturally relevant sense of care 

complicates the binary in critical teacher education between thoughts/beliefs and action. In 
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particular, conceptualizing humanizing and expecting greatness from Black children as a 

political signifies the necessary stance for social action that is transformative, rather than the 

ñmissionary-like zealò (Hytten & Warren, 2003, p. 74, as cited in Bennett et al., 2019, p. 909) 

that can accompany calls for action without reflection. 

Emphasis on Rigor 

 

Reading Dr. Ocampoôs and Dr. Abbottôs emphasis on rigor and the standards from 

critical, authentic (Valenzuela, 1999), and culturally relevant senses of care complicates moral 

questions around the purpose(s) of education (academic, moral, spiritual, economic, etc.) 

(Noddings, 1997). Critical perspectives might read how Dr. Ocampo linked rigor via grades and 

test scores to economic improvement as immoral, as scholars both in (Rodgers, 2013) and out 

(Bell, 1996; Harris, 2014) of education have problematized wealth and economic mobility as 

antithetical to equity and justice, as Noddings (1997) wrote:  

     [Meeting standards is not helpful] when we know that the educational status of parents 

is the single strongest predictor of how children will do in schooléeducation by itself is 

not the solution to poverty. (p. 2)  

 

Moreover, an emphasis on the standards, GPA, and/or SATs can ñclose off an important avenue 

of advancement for many potentially productive youthò (Valenzuela, 1999, p. 99) when  

universitie[s] and college[s] [insist] on evidence of student conformity to the high school 

curriculum, regardless of whether that curriculum is challenging and supportive or 

degrading and meaningless. (p. 99)  

 

While caring does not neglect academic achievement (Alder, 2002; Noddings, 2012a; Roberts, 

2010; Valenzuela, 1999) (see Chapter 2), here Noddings (1997) and other scholars were operating 

from the assumption that the moral aims of education should be focused on educating the ñwhole 

childò (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2002; Knight, 2004) by teaching the importance of community, 

caring for others, good citizenship, and living a happy life (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2002; Knight, 
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2004; Noddings, 1997, 2012a; Noddings & Brooks, 2017; Rodgers, 2013) and by ñabandoning 

the notion of a color-blind curriculumò (Valenzuela, 1999, p. 109). These moral aims are 

understood as antithetical to notions of education and schooling that are geared towards 

improving oneôs economic status (Noddings & Brooks, 2017), especially when such aspects work 

against the caring relation necessary for student success (Noddings, 2005; Valenzuela, 1999).  

Dr. Ocampoôs and Dr. Abbottôs emphases on rigor, therefore, operated from a different 

set of assumptions around the purpose and place of education and complicated the moral-

immoral binary derived from bifurcating education for ñthe whole childò and education for 

economic mobility. As demonstrated in Chapter 5, Dr. Abbott was similarly concerned with a 

culturally relevant sense of careôs emphasis on the ñwhole childò (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2002; 

Knight, 2004) in her discussion of meeting studentsô needs. However, her emphasis on rigor was 

also rooted in the fact that she felt it was a ñdisserviceò to neglect studentsô academic needs 

and/or feel that students need to be rescued from their communities. Urban students themselves 

have ñinterpretedéteachersô willingness to be strictéand pressure students into getting work 

done as the highest forms of careò (Alder, 2002, p. 250). Thus, attending to studentsô academic 

needs is an important aspect of completing the caring relation with students, even if such 

attention on academics may rest on an individualist/capitalist ideology (Collins, 1990/2003). 

Additionally, her concern with (white) saviorism complicated the physical place (of school 

buildings) in which (moral) education can occur. Dr. Abbottôs reminders to NSU students to stay 

focused on academics and that children do not need to be rescued from their communities 

implicitly framed the community as equipped to provide children with tools for democratic 

engagement and other types of (nonacademic) education (moral, spiritual, etc.). In this way, an 

emphasis on rigor and academics pushed against a dehumanizing form of (critical) care that was 



272 

forced on others (Erevelles & Minear, 2010; Kendi, 2019; Piepzna-Samarasinha, 2018) and may 

(unintentionally) construct studentsô families and communities as ill-equipped to supplement 

their childrenôs (moral) education. 

Moreover, given the critique that critical race theory may not ñtake adequate account of 

economic democracyò (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017, p. 108) and ñhas yet to develop a 

comprehensive theory of classò (p. 115), the question arises whether emphasizing economic 

improvement, in relation to rigor and the standards, is mutually exclusive from moral 

imperatives around community, care, democratic citizenship, and happiness. Unemployment is a 

stronger predictor of experiencing violence than race (Kendi, 2019), and a college degree is 

associated with better economic outcomes later in life (Blake, 2017; Reuss, 2001/2016). Thus, 

the impact of economics on oneôs experiences and the relationship between education and 

economic mobility would inherently impact a childôs sense of community, citizenship, 

happiness, and belief in democracy, thus rendering economic mobility a necessary consideration 

in the context of (school-based) education of students from low-income families. This moral 

question is further complicated when considering whether studentsô, teachers,ô and professorsô 

understandings of economic mobility align with, or reinforce, ñthe dominant narrative of 

mobility in U.S. societyò (Valenzuela, 1999, p. 55) of leaving the inner-city neighborhood, 

regardless of whether one gives back to their community (Valenzuela, 1999). Even as Dr. 

Ocampo seemed to emphasize GPA and SAT scores unproblematically, economic mobility was 

only one of the two goals he had for his students. That he also wanted them to impact students in 

the community (see Chapter 5) aligns with preparing teachers who use culturally relevant 

methods, as such teachers ñsee themselves as part of the community and they see teaching as 

giving back to the communityò (Ladson-Billings, 2009, p. 28). In other words, holding 
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simultaneous goals of both economic improvement and community involvement for his students 

pushes against a deficit narrative of the inner city as a place that should be left. 

Inclusion as (Im)moral 

From disability studies, DisCrit, and inclusive education perspectives (see Chapter 2),  

Dr. Ocampoôs emphasis on ñthe middle studentsò and stance that the ñknuckleheadò cannot be 

reached can be read as immoral and exclusionary (see Chapter 5). Notwithstanding the question 

of whether teachers emphasizing control is ñómoral authorityôé[or] oppressionò (Alder, 2002,  

p. 262), Dr. Ocampoôs approach to students can also be read as moral, as urban students have 

interpreted ñcontrol over disruptive behaviorò (p. 250) and the removal of disruptive students as 

forms of care. Both of these readings, however, reinscribe the general education classroom as a 

place that is a ñfixed, bounded, naturalized entityéinextricably tied [to the learning needs of 

students]ò (Naraian, 2016, p. 4). The removal of ñknuckleheadsò and other (disruptive) students 

is legitimized because they cannot meet the ñ[behavioral] requirements of the [general education] 

placeò (p. 2) and because they ñinterfere with the learning of students without disabilitiesò  

(p. 18). Notably, Naraian (2016) found in her study that when learning need was ñintertwinedò 

with student connectedness as ñthe organizing logic of inclusive places,ò there remained a more 

likely ñpotential for deeper transformative effects on curriculum and pedagogyò (p. 24). 

Conversely, learning need was ñtheoretically incompatibleò (p. 25) with inclusion when ñ[a]n 

exclusive focus on learning need [became] the fundamental premise for place creationò (p. 25). 

Moreover, this exclusive focus ñweakens the possibility ofélarge-scaleò (p. 3) ñcurricular [and 

pedagogical] transformationsò (p. 24) within schools. That Dr. Ocampoôs approach can be read 

as simultaneously moral and immoral from both teachersô and studentsô perspectives, while also 

reinscribing a fixed understanding of learning need that works against more transformative 
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curriculum and pedagogy, illustrates the prevalence of the ideology of ability (Siebers, 2008) in 

the ñcausally significant social realitiesò (Naraian, 2016, p. 32) that (materially) structure schools 

in ways that work against a more collective sense of authentic, relational caring, and subsequent 

moral education (Noddings, 2005; Valenzuela, 1999). 

Graham and Slee (2008) similarly troubled inclusion as dependent on the place of general 

education when they asked: ñWhen we talk of including, into what do we seek to include?ò  

(p. 277). This question, coupled with Naraianôs (2016) ñdiasporic response to inclusionòðthat is 

ñmuch more sensitive to the complexities of lived experiences across [general and special 

education] boundariesò (p. 32)ðsurfaces moral commitments that hold great ñpotential for 

radical school [and curricular] reformò (p. 32) within seemingly fixed, immoral understandings 

of studentsô learning needs. More specifically, Dr. Ocampoôs emphasis on ñthe middle studentsò 

and subsequent understanding of some students as unreachable also escapes the moral/immoral 

binary for two reasons. First, an emphasis on ñall children can learnò does little to problematize a 

curriculum that prioritizes liberal arts over skills for the workforce (Noddings, 2005) or one that 

ñdismisses or derogates [studentsô] language, culture, and communityò (Valenzuela, 1999, p. 62). 

Coercing students to learn certain material goes against preparing students for democratic life 

(Noddings, 1997, 2005), especially when emphasizing subjects such as history has done little to 

help them understand themselves in relation to others (Boler, 1999; Noddings, 2005). Second, an 

emphasis on ñall children can learn,ò especially when such slogans are used to justify a focus on 

the achievement gap (Philip et al., 2019) or the standards (Noddings, 1997), neglects the 

inequitable structures outside of schools that give rise to educational disparities (Noddings, 1997, 

2005, 2006; Valenzuela, 1999) and that are a greater predictor of educational achievement 

(Noddings & Brooks, 2017). Moreover, if all children can learn, then pathologizing discourses 
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about students (McDermott & Raley, 2009; Philip et al., 2019; Valenzuela, 1999) and/or teachers 

(Noddings, 1997; Philip et al., 2019) are used to explain children who cannot learn. The 

professorsô questioning about the extent to which teachers and schools can impact individual 

studentsô lives (see Chapter 5) reflected this moral questioning and recognition of the ñchallenge 

to care in schoolsò (Noddings, 2005, p. 20) as they are currently structured, in ways that can 

positively change the life trajectories of young people.  

Implicatio ns 

 

The implications from this study suggest several recommendations for policy and 

practice in both higher education and teacher education. These implications are guided by the 

question: What does it mean to serve historically marginalized students who wish to be teachers? 

As discussed in Chapter 1, more students of color are enrolling in institutions of higher education 

(Conrad, 2015; Flores & Park, 2013; Merisotis & McCarthy, 2005; Raines, 1998); however, the 

majority of college graduates are still white (Flores & Park, 2014; OôBrien & Zudak, 1998; 

Sleeter, 2017). This was also evident in the two HSIs in this study. ECU, which enrolled more 

Hispanic and Black students than NSU, also had a lower retention and graduation rate than NSU, 

demonstrating that the HSI label by itself may not be enough to work against the racial 

achievement gap in higher education. Additionally, as discussed in Chapter 4, while MSIs, as a 

whole, graduate many teachers of color (John & Stage, 2014), these two HSIs may not have been 

making a substantial contribution to racially diversifying the K-12 teaching force. Additionally, 

they were not remiss from whiteness and respect/ability as property in the teaching profession. 

As such, the following recommendations for practice and policy are suggestions for working 

toward racial equity in both higher education and teacher education, within the MSI and HSI 

contexts specifically. 
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Serving Historically Marginalized Undergraduate Students in Higher Education 

 

As demonstrated in Chapter 4, the underrepresentation of Hispanic and Black students 

and the overrepresentation of white students enrolled in each institutionôs COE surfaced 

dilemmas around serving undergraduate students of color in the HSI/MSI context. These 

dilemmas were not as prominent regarding the graduate population at each institution, given that 

the majority of graduate students at each institution were white. Thus, recommendations for 

practice and policy consider better ways to serve undergraduate students of color in the HSI and 

MSI contexts. 

Recommendations for Practice: Departmental Goals Within HSIs 

The overrepresentation of white students, and underrepresentation of Hispanic and Black 

students, in both ECUôs and NSUôs teacher preparation programs suggested that some colleges, 

programs, and/or departments at HSIs are doing a better job of meeting the needs of Hispanic 

and Black undergraduate students than others. In the 2019-2020 school year, the top 

undergraduate majors/programs at ECU were in biology, management, criminal justice, 

psychology, and nursing (ECU website). In the 2018-2019 school year, the top undergraduate 

majors/programs at NSU were similar: business administration, psychology, biology, family 

science and human development, and justice studies (NSU website). 

Currently, to qualify for HSI status, only the race/ethnicity (at least 25% Hispanic) and 

socioeconomic backgrounds (at least 50% low-income) of the undergraduate population, as a 

whole, are considered. The disproportionate representation of white and graduate students in 

each HSIôs COE suggested that HSIs might benefit from setting goals for each college/school/ 

department within the institutionðin terms of race and class demographics of undergraduate 

studentsðthat support being identified as an HSI. Ideally, each college/school/departmentôs race 
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and class representation at the undergraduate level would closely mirror the entire institution. 

These data can serve as a starting point for each college/school/department to reflect on how they 

are serving its undergraduate student population. While COEs may still have a slightly higher 

percentage of white students than other colleges/departments/programs, given the enrollment of 

graduate students, this would help them increase their racial diversity overall. 

Recommendations for Policy: ñBlack Serving Institutionò (BSI) Label 

While both ECU and NSU were still figuring out what it meant to be an HSI, Dr. Ruben 

and Dr. Abbott expressed that their campus may not have been as inclusive and tolerant as 

ECUôs. More specifically, Dr. Abbott shared that other African American professors were upset 

that the institution received the HSI label, but not a label to signal the Black student population. 

As mentioned in Chapter 4, neither institution qualified for the label of Predominantly Black 

Institution (PBI). It is also possible they may not want this label, given that nothing in the 

wording suggests a commitment to serve Black students. The HBCU label also does not apply to 

either institution, given that neither ECU nor NSU were developed explicitly to serve Black 

students and to right a historical wrong of educational exclusion. 

While simultaneously recognizing the importance of labels, and also recognizing that a 

label is limited in what it can provide, I suggest that higher education policy may benefit from 

the label of ñBlack Serving Institutionò (BSI). The requirements would be similar to the 25% 

Hispanic population required for HSI status and would take into account that while 18.5% of the 

U.S. population in 2019 identified as Hispanic, only 13.5% identified as Black or African 

American (U.S. Census Bureau, 2019). Thus, the BSI label would require 20% of the student 

body to identify as Black or African American, rather than the 40% currently needed to qualify 

as a PBI. ECU could be a BSI as 23% of their undergraduate student population identified as 
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Black or African American in the 2018-2019 school year and 24% in the 2019-2020 school year. 

Additionally, the Hispanic Association of Colleges and Universities (HACU) also identified 

ñnon-profit, degree-granting institutions with full-time equivalent (FTE) undergraduate Hispanic 

student enrollment of at least 15% but less than 25%ò (HACU website) as ñemerging HSIs.ò 

Keeping in mind the overall U.S. population, if a similar parallel opportunity existed with the 

BSI label, an ñemerging BSIò may require at least 10% but less than 20% of the population to be 

Black or African American. NSU could be an ñemerging BSI,ò with 13% of their undergraduate 

student population identifying as Black or African American in the 2018-2019 school year and 

14% in the 2019-2020 school year. 

The label of BSI would affirm institutions that see an increase in their Black student 

population that is not directly tied to an institutionôs history (like the HBCU label). Ideally, the 

label of BSI would provide more opportunities to secure grants and funding, which of course are 

not without complications, as Dr. Ruben suggested. Moreover, the label of BSI is already 

somewhat reflected implicitly in the literature on HSIs, as HSIs ñenroll larger numbers of Black 

and Native American students than HBCUs and TCUs whose historical mission it is to target 

those specific populationsò (Cuellar, 2019, and Núñez et al., 2015, as cited in Garcia et al., 2019, 

p. 2). Thus, higher education is likely to see institutions with both the HSI and BSI labels, 

thereby expanding notions of ñservingò that only take into account one racial demographic. 

Serving Students and Faculty at HSIs in Teacher Education 

 

The data presented in Chapter 4ðwhich discussed multiple aspects of ñservingnessò in 

relation to student and faculty experiencesðsurfaced recommendations for policy at the 

institutional levels. The data presented in Chapter 5 surfaced recommendations for practice at the 
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classroom level. Taken together, they suggested ways of strengthening teacher education for 

diversity in the HSI context. 

Recommendations for Policy: Teacher Preparation Requirements 

The earlier discussion about de facto and de jure segregation showed the necessity of 

decoupling licensure exams not only from certification and employment at the state level, but 

also from the admissions process to the teacher preparation program at the institutional level. As 

the data demonstrated, teacher preparation programs differentially interpret and apply these 

standards in ways that maintain the whiteness and respect/ability of the teaching profession. 

Importantly, this de jure vs. de facto difference between ECU and NSU does not tell the whole 

story. Studentsô experiences are an important indicator of ñservingnessò (Garcia et al., 2019). As 

Ameerah and Roberto shared at ECU, they felt supported, even in this more ñde jureò context. 

Roberto shared that the professors were very helpful, and Ameerahôs professors helped her find a 

ñloopholeò that allowed her to at least take one education class. Additionally, she valued the 

unofficial, or informal, support. At NSU, even with leniency in the admissions process, both 

Cara and Amanda reported feeling stressed, with Amanda sharing that professors were not very 

understanding toward students with full-time work obligations. Dr. Ruben corroborated their 

testimonies. Thus, while the race, class, ability/achievement, and location of the university may 

impact the ways in which teacher preparation programs differentially apply state employment 

and licensure requirements to their teacher preparation programs, it is not necessarily indicative 

of the support students experience in their programs. Similarly, as stated earlier, it is possible 

ECU had not developed support for student teaching. Thus, support for students should be 

integrated throughout the programðprior to licensure exams, with licensure exams, throughout 
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student teaching, and getting ready to enter the professionðand should take into consideration 

studentsô experiences and obligations outside of school. 

Recommendations for Policy: Teaching and Tenure Requirements 

Both ECU and NSU were contending with the historical legacies of whiteness in higher 

education in terms of requirements of teaching and tenure. The increasing pressure to publish, at 

both institutions, meant that faculty did not have as much time to devote to teaching, and at NSU, 

this pressure to publish was possibly used to legitimize denying tenure and/or promotion to 

Black professors. Thus, teaching and tenure requirements in the HSI context should be more 

aligned with both the needs of the students and the strengths of individual faculty, as Dr. Ruben 

suggested. Tenure requirements for faculty preparing teachers should similarly be aligned with 

the needs of the community and the amount of work faculty are putting into the surrounding 

school communities, as Dr. Ocampo and Ameerah shared that some faculty, even at ECU, still 

did not have as much familiarity and/or in-depth experience with the urban context.  

Recommendations for Practice: Care-driven Teacher Education 

The field has called not only for a ñmore comprehensive definition of teacher careò 

(Roberts, 2010, p. 450), but also for a clearer articulation of care in teacher education, 

specifically (Knight, 2004). The data presented in Chapter 5 demonstrated that a care-driven 

conception of preparing teachers for diversity, equity, and social justice depends, in part, on the 

context of the institution of higher education, just as the situation and context of schooling 

impact whether/how teachers can enact a relational sense of care in K-12 education (Noddings, 

2005; Valenzuela, 1999). At ECU, Dr. Ocampo and Dr. Anderson weighed studentsô experiences 

differently than Dr. Abbott and Dr. Ruben at NSU, in relation to putting critical boundaries in/on 

their classroom. 
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That diversity was an incomplete, experiential process suggested that teacher educators 

may not ñknowò or be able to truly assess studentsô beliefs and how those beliefs will (or will 

not) be put into practice in future classrooms. The power differential between teacher and student 

does not go away simply because the professor is a person of color or from a historically 

marginalized background. In fact, given the student demographics at HSIs, that power 

differential may have more of an impact on student learning than in institutions where students 

may have, as Dr. Ruben suggested, more cultural capital. Thus, this study suggests the 

importance of giving students multiple opportunities to experience the content and making sure 

that those opportunities are not linked to high-stakes assessments rooted in Eurocentric, 

masculinist ways of validating knowledge (Collins, 1990/2003; Souto-Manning, 2019). 

This is not to suggest that learning about diversity, equity, and social justice in teacher 

preparation is a low-stakes situation. Rather, when teacher educators utilize strategies like 

ñstrategic empathyò and conceptualize learning about diversity as incomplete, that learning has 

the potential to be longer lasting and extend past the temporal boundaries of the semester. If  

Dr. Anderson had told Allison more explicitly that her perspective upheld racist ideas, or if  

Dr. Ocampo told his students who called urban students ñanimalsò that they were promoting 

deficit views, these students may have shut down or, worse, held more firmly to these 

problematic statements (Kumashiro, 2015). Thus, given that the field of teacher education also 

has a moral responsibility to future K-12 students and schools, this study pointed to the 

importance of positioning students to continue revisiting their beliefs throughout their careers, 

the way Allison was continuing to work through her experience in her interview with me. 

Noddings (2006) wrote: ñMost teachers are not critical thinkers because they have not 

been asked to think criticallyò (p. 9). The previous discussion of critical theory suggested that 
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critical thinking should also be extended to critical theories like CRT and DisCrit, which are not 

remiss from being used for dogmatic purposes that go against democratic goals of schooling. 

Critical theory should be seen as one of many tools to help teacher education students understand 

diversity and orient them toward justice. Moreover, the professorsô grassroots approach to equity 

suggests the importance of making sure opportunities for engaging critical theory are linked to 

the expressed needs of the communities in which students will be teaching. Giroux (1997) 

further warned us of the risk of emphasizing ideological critique, detached from the needs of 

multiply marginalized people: 

     [R]adical education theory has abandoned the language of possibility for the language 

of critiqueéin their failure to develop an educational theory that posits real alternatives 

within schools, radical educators remain politically powerless to combat the conservative 

forces which have adroitly exploited and appropriated popular concerns over public 

education. (p. 120) 

 

We see this in todayôs conservative attacks on CRT that commonly utilize whitewashed 

portrayals of Dr. Kingðthat fail to mention his harsh critique of the U.S. governmentôs 

involvement in Vietnam, his anti-capitalist beliefs, the fact that he was hated by many white 

people when he was alive, and that he did not support racial integration of U.S. schools for fear 

of how white teachers would view and treat Black children (Kendi, 2019)ðto advocate for 

multiculturalism, rather than antiracism, in curriculum (e.g., Paslay, 2020). Yet, what seems to 

be becoming increasingly uncommonðas evidenced in Dr. Ocampoôs description of himself as 

ñgoing against the grain [of] a lot of progressive, liberal teacher preparation facultyòðare 

teacher educators who can productively respond to Paslayôs conservative arguments that 

ñantiracist education is indoctrinationò (p. 5) outside the language of critique (Zembylas, 2012) 

and/or the framing that maintains racial (and other) inequities (Kumashiro, 2020). That all four 

professors in this study were not, as Dr. Anderson put it, interested in simply ñturning suburban 
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studentsô minds,ò yet still affirming the importance of diversity, suggests ways of responding to 

conservative backlash against CRT. 

While certainly upsetting, Paslayôs (2020) conceptualization of CRT and antiracism as 

ñindoctrinationò is not completely unfounded, given the fieldôs roots in critical legal studies 

(Crenshaw, 1991; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). Critical race theorists propose that storytelling 

leads to a ñconversion processò that can then mobilize politicians to change racist laws (Delgado 

& Stefancic, 2017, p. 51). Kendi (2019) argued for a somewhat opposite approach. Change racist 

policies firstðeven if they do not have majority buy-inðand once people live through the 

egalitarian effects of such new laws, their minds will be turned. While this approach may be 

appropriate from a law/legal/policy standpoint, and not discrediting the lengths that marginalized 

people have undertaken in order to fight for their legal rights (Noddings & Brooks, 2017), civil 

rights laws are limited in promoting equity, access, and inclusion (Bell, 1996; Delgado & 

Stefancic, 2017; Noddings & Brooks, 2017; Piepzna-Samarasinha, 2018), especially if 

oppressive systems are designed to reproduce themselves within the structure of the law 

(Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Lopez, 2014). Consequently, a grassroots emphasis on caring and 

humanity may not inspire teachers to be activists for law and/or policy. Caring may even be in 

conflict with policy activism (Piepzna-Samarasinha, 2018). Yet, by focusing on justice beyond 

simply the access of (civil) rights, the professors in this study suggested it is possible to inspire a 

stance in which social justice does not depend on (educational) policy. 

Future Research 

 

Several lines of future inquiry have emerged from this dissertation regarding research 

with teacher education students, research with teacher educators, and research on HSIs. The first 

line of inquiry (research with students at HSIs who wish to be teachers) emerged from the 
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research design, as this study did not permit as much time with the students enrolled in each 

course as it did with the teacher educators. The second and third lines of inquiry (research with 

teacher educators and research on HSIs) emerged in response to the findings of this study. 

Research with Students Who Wish to Be Teachers at HSIs 

 

Given the diversity that exists within the HSI label across race, class, academic 

achievement, and other identities, I did not recruit students based solely on race, class, 

dis/ability, and/or other identities. The study was open to any student who wanted to participate. 

Yet, given the predominantly white student population at NSUðor maybe in response to my 

own positionality as a white researcherðthis meant that six of the nine students who participated 

in the study were white, one of whom was Hispanic and one of whom was Muslim. None of the 

students I interviewed were Black. A more intentional focus on studentsðrather than this studyôs 

focus on professorsðwould allow the researcher to engage in a more reciprocal relationship with 

the student participantsðwhat Mohanty (2003) theorized as a ñpolitics of solidarityò (p. 4), as 

described in Chapter 3ðwhich may be more inviting to students from historically marginalized 

backgrounds. Put differently, while I could offer the students a snack or any advice on teaching, 

the students were really the ones helping me, not the other way around. A more deliberate focus 

on them and their experiencesðboth with learning about diversity and with the teacher 

preparation program admissions processðwould enrich the data and the field, as well as provide 

support to the students in teacher education who may need it the most, which could potentially 

work against the ñburdens of representationò (Luttrell, 2009, p. 9), as the researcher would not be 

the only one benefiting from the research. 

Learning about Diversity, Equity, and Social Justice 



285 

Future research might seek to ascertain how studentsô knowledge of diversity, equity, 

and/or social justice shifts, if at all, throughout the semester in a given course. This can be done 

by interviewing them several times over the course of the semester, rather than just once, as in 

this study. Future studies could also utilize a more longitudinal approach with a cohort of 

students over the course of several semesters to learn how diversity, equity, and/or social justice 

are spiraled throughout the curriculum and how studentsô views on diversity change throughout 

their program. This work could also extend into studentsô first years of teaching to better 

understand the role of university-based teacher preparation in relation to novice teachersô 

understandings of diversity. 

Teacher Preparation Program Admissions Process 

At ECU, Ameerahôs and Dr. Ocampoôs testimonies regarding the Praxis in Chapter 4 

affirmed the necessity of decoupling licensure exams not only from certification and 

employment at the state level, but also from the admissions process to the teacher preparation 

program at the institutional level. As the data demonstrated, teacher preparation programs 

differentially interpret and apply these standards in ways that maintain the whiteness and 

respect/ability of the teaching profession. While prior work has focused on Hispanic and Black 

studentsô experiences with the Praxis and other state licensure exams (e.g., Bennett et al., 2006; 

Graham, 2013), future research is needed on the experiences of Hispanic and Black college 

students with the admissions process as a whole to the institutionôs COE. Bennett et al. (2006) 

recommended provisionally admitting students who have high GPAs to an institutionôs COE. 

While NSU had taken up this recommendation, in practice it ended up benefitting white 

candidates. Thus, it is necessary to understand how Hispanic and Black college students are 

making sense of the admissions process within their institutional contexts. Perhaps the ñde jureò 
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process at ECU seems more straightforward and the increased opportunities and application 

requirements at NSU more overwhelming. Or maybe Hispanic and Black students at NSU are 

simply not interested, or less interested, in being teachers, compared to Hispanic and Black 

students at ECU or other HSIs. Such insight is necessary in thinking about expanding access for 

Hispanic and Black undergraduate students attending HSIs and for racially diversifying the K-12 

teaching force. 

Research with Teacher Educators 

 

As Milner (2008) wrote: ñThe racial and ethnic background of teacher educators, their 

students, and their interests are those that have been considered and should continue to be raised 

in raced studies in teacher educationò (p. 335). These considerations drive the suggestions 

presented here for future research with teacher educators. These areas of future inquiry emerged 

as a result of my methodological memos and the findings from this study. 

Understanding the Identities and Experiences of Teacher Educators (of Color) 

While the majority of my participants were people of color, the majority of the faculty 

were still white at both institutions.1 Perhaps unsurprisingly, white and/or female faculty were 

less likely to respond to me during the recruitment process.2 I emailed 10 white professors (two 

of whom were Latino/a), 11 professors of color, and six professors whose racial identities I did 

not know. Sixteen of the 27 professors (59%) I emailed responded to me. Of the professors who 

responded (and either declined or accepted), seven were white and nine were professors of color. 

This means that 70% (7/10) of white professors responded (including the white Latino/as) and 

 
1 I am classifying faculty as white or people of color based on their photos on the institutionôs website and 

recognize there is room for error in this method. 
2 I realize my positionality as a white woman may have also affected professorsô willingness to respond. (I 

did not openly identify as a white woman in my email. However, there is an avatar on the TC email account I used 

to recruit professors at NSU. ECU professors could have searched me on the faculty web page and looked at my 

headshot.) Additionally, I am also not certain how my last name signaling I am Jewish may or may not have affected 

professorsô willingness to respond. 
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82% (9/11) of professors of color responded. In other words, professors of color were more 

likely to respond to my recruitment emails, even if they could not participate themselves. 

Moreover, men were more likely to respond, which was also reflected in my professor 

participant sample. It seems that historically marginalized faculty membersðand multiply 

marginalized, in the case of Dr. Abbottðare still doing diversity work at both schools (Malcolm 

X & Haley, 1965). Yet, for these professors in particular, it was not so much the content of the 

study that was driving their participation. When I asked the professors why they agreed to 

participate in the study, the one answer they all had in common was that they had been in my 

shoes, and they wanted to help. In other words, their participation was rooted somewhat in their 

enacting a caring relation toward me as a doctoral student. Thus, the dissertation genre may be 

well suited to continue this work. 

The field certainly needs more research centering the voices of faculty of color. However, 

in the HSI context specifically, future studies that have both white professors and professors of 

color may provide richer insight into preparing teachers, as well as faculty experiences (which is 

an indicator of ñservingnessò) in this context. Furthermore, in addition to race, ethnicity, 

dis/ability, and gender, future research should also consider the age/generation of teacher 

educators. I am a millennial and was 33 years old during the semester of data collection, 

compared to my participants who spanned from their 50s (Dr. Ocampo and Dr. Abbott) to late 

60s/early 70s (Dr. Ruben and Dr. Anderson). As described in Chapter 3, my understandings of 

diversity, equity, and/or social justice are shaped by my experiences as a white, Jewish, middle-

class, nondisabled, nonqueer woman born in the United States (second generation) at the start of 

Reaganomics and a child of the Clinton administrationôs color-evasive tough-on-crime stance 

(cf., Kendi, 2019). I was not bussed to school like Dr. Abbott or pushed to Vietnam like Dr. 
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Anderson. Such experiences strongly impact how one understands the world and diversity, 

equity, and/or social justice. 

Methodological Considerations 

Future research with teacher educators can be guided by two methodological 

considerations that emerged from this study. First, my use of playwriting as an analytic tool 

suggested that focus group interviews with teacher educators may be useful in understanding 

professorsô stances toward diversity, equity, and/or social justice. The play allowed me to see 

connections across very different views and perspectives. Focus group interviews would 

strengthen these connections in future studies. 

Second, with the help of my ñcritical friendsò (Bambino, 2002; Dingus, 2008; Horvat, 

2013) during the data analysis stage of this study (see Chapter 3), I learned how difficult it was 

for me to enact a caring stance toward my participants when it came to the observations. Even 

though this study focused on professors, given my own experience at ECU, from the very 

beginning of Chapter 1, I aligned myself with the students, especially those I perceived to be 

struggling (through the story of Yasmeen). Additionally, while data collection was taking place,  

I was also working as a student teaching supervisor, where my classroom observations were 

clearly more evaluative in nature. Thus, it was difficult for me to approach the observations in 

this study from the perspective of the professor, even as an adjunct professor at ECU myself. 

Future research with teacher educators that utilizes observational dataðeven if those data are not 

the primary source/are used to contextualize the interviews as done in this studyðcan utilize co-

teaching and participant observations rather than the more traditional approach I took here. If I 

had been able to co-teach with my participants, I could have gained further insight and 

understanding into their classrooms. By experiencing students alongside the professors, future 



289 

researchers may be less inclined to be evaluative during observations in a way that limits 

pedagogical insights into professorsô practice. 

Research on HSIs 

 

Future research on HSIs can help the fields of both higher education and teacher 

education better understand ñservingness.ò One line of inquiry utilizing larger, quantitative 

studies could examine servingness from a more birdôs-eye perspective. Qualitative research can 

be used to examine servingness from a more localized, individual perspective. 

Larger-scale Studies on ñServingnessò in Teacher Education and Higher Education 

The fields of teacher education and higher education would benefit from larger-scale 

quantitative and/or mixed-methods studies on the role of various departments within HSIs in 

serving the needs of their students. Larger-scale projects could examine the racial demographics 

of each department, relative to the undergraduate population of the entire institution. Within 

teacher education specifically, more research on the particular teacher preparation admissions 

criteria, and the ways in which programs respond to state requirements for employment and 

licensure, across a large number of HSIs could contribute to understanding the mechanisms 

through which certain racial demographics are over- or underrepresented. 

Examining Typology in Relation to Servingness 

Núñez et al. (2016) identified six types of Hispanic Institutions; two of the six types were 

4-year HSIs. They argued: 

     By considering forms of diversity not employed in the most common institutional 

classification approach, these findings distinguish HSIs in arguably more meaningful and 

useful ways. For instance, results suggest that institution control (public versus private) 

may be less relevant in distinguishing among four-year HSI when additional forms of 

diversity are considered. (p. 73) 
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While ECU and NSU would both be classified as ñBig Systemsò 4-year institutions using the 

above-mentioned typology (as mentioned in Chapter 3), an intersectional lens throughout this 

study demonstrated that social class and location were differing and distinguishing factors 

between these two institutions. Thus, future research may more closely examine the diversity 

within the ñBig Systemsò typology in relation to ñservingness.ò Yet, the similar challenges Dr. 

Anderson and Dr. Ruben faced in two very different 4-year public HSIsðregarding the range of 

studentsô prior academic knowledge and skills in introductory courseworkðsuggested that 

ñservingnessò can/should be examined not only across HSIs but also across different levels of 

courses within departments. In relation to teacher education, serving historically marginalized 

students who are interested in teaching is different from serving historically marginalized 

students who have already been admitted to a teacher preparation program. 

Conclusion 

In concluding this study, I return to one of my interviews with Dr. Anderson: 

I tell [students]éabout when I was at [university] working on my doctorateéthere 

was an Indigenous Native American from a reservation in Maine. He and I were the only 

two minorities in thisé33-student cohort. And, at the time, he was like 60 [years old] é 

and I used to go to him during the breaks and sayéwhy canôt we just study what we 

want? Why do we have to take this scripted curriculum? There are so many things in the 

university to learné. I was so eager to learnéand I said, what is this bullshit, man?... 

You takeéthese bullshit boring courses. You pay all this money to get a degree so that 

we can work for somebody elseé. What is the purpose of life? And he saidémy tribe 

believes that the purpose of life is to make the path wider for those behind us. And I 

never heardéit articulated like that. My tribe believes that the purpose of life is to make 

the path wider for those coming behind us. And so, you know, I point out to the students, 

whether theyôre here or K-12 students or at [another university] ésomebody has made 

the path wider for youé. Once you get this degree, what are you going to do? How are 

you going to give back? How are you going to pay it forward? 

 

As was the case in my interviews with Dr. Anderson, I was not excused from answering such 

questions that he posed to his own students. While wary of the (academic, social, economic) 

privileges that writing about racial inequities provides (white) academics (Schwitzman, 2018), 
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this study was my attempt at making the path wider. In the midst of a polarized political climate 

in which teachers and schools are too often blamed for societyôs problems, it is my hope that the 

insights of these professors provide hope and possibility in ways that: simultaneously uphold the 

democratic ideals of schooling and productively respond to (conservative) pathologizing 

discourses about people of color; move beyond critical critique; and (re)prioritize the humanity 

of both K-12 and college students. 
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Appendix A 

Professor/Teacher Educator Interview Protocols 

 

 

 Following Seidmanôs (2013) structure for interviewing, each interview lasted between 

45-90 minutes, depending on professorsô availability and/or how talkative they were. Interview 

#1 took place at the beginning of the Fall 2019 semester, interview #2 took place in the middle of 

the Fall 2019 semester, and interview #3 took place at the end of the Fall 2019 semester. (See 

Table 6 for dates and length of each professor interview.) As I worked to let professorsô 

responses shape the direction of the interviews (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007), the protocols that took 

place in practice were not identical for each professor interview. As such, here I include the 

questions that I asked to most, if not all, of the professor/teacher educator participants in each 

interview. Prior to each interview, I explained the overall purpose of each conversation. 

 

Interview #1:  

This interview focused on professorsô life histories and teaching philosophies. 

 

1. Tell me a little bit about who you are, both as a professor and as a person. 

a. How do you identify? 

b. What is your teaching philosophy? 

2. Tell me a little bit about how you became a professor of education.  

a. How have you developed your stance as a teacher educator? 

b. Were there other careers that you considered? What ultimately led you here? 

3. Tell me a little bit about your dissertation work and your own research. 

a. What has your research trajectory been like? 

b. How, if at all, does your dissertation and/or current research inform your 

teaching? 

4. What were you doing, personally and professionally, prior to becoming a professor of 

education? 

a. Tell me a little bit about your K-12 teaching experience. 

5. What events in your life have been significant in your decision to become a professor of 

education? 

6. What goals do you have for your students? Have these goals shifted during your career, 

and if so how? 

7. What goals do you have for yourself as an educator? Have these goals shifted during your 

career, and if so how? 

8. How do you define diversity? 

 

Interview #2: 

The second interview protocol focused on their instruction and was guided by the literature on 

preparing teachers for K-12 diversity (Cochran-Smith et al., 2015), the literature on preparing 

teachers of color (e.g., Kohli, 2009), and the literature on inclusive pedagogy (Valle & Connor, 

2011) (outlined in Chapters 1 and 2). In other words, I asked them questions about both the 

curricular content and accessibility of their courses. I also asked them follow-up questions about 
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interview #1 and things I observed in their classes and/or the institution. (Given that these 

follow-up questions were unique to each individual participant and could potentially reveal 

participant and/or institutional identities, they are not included in this protocol.) 

 

1. Tell me a little bit about the course you are currently teaching this semester that I am 

observing. How do you think it is going? 

2. Tell me a little bit about your students this semester.  

a. How are they doing? 

b. As a class, what do you feel are you studentsô biggest strengths and weaknesses? 

c. Are there any particular students who stick out to you as struggling a lot or doing 

extremely well compared to the rest of the group? 

3. When do education students take this course/How does this course fit into the teacher 

preparation curriculum, in terms of preparing students for diversity? 

4. How has this course shifted or evolved throughout your career as a teacher educator? 

a. Have you taught this course previously at ECU/NSU? If so, how does this 

semester compare to previous semesters? 

b. Have you taught a course like this at another institution? If so, how is it similar 

and/or different? 

5. What are some of the obstacles and/or challenges you have faced in teaching this course 

this semester? How are these obstacles similar and/or different to prior semesters? 

6. What type of textbook do you use? (scholarly, practitioner based, etc.) Do you feel like 

your students are doing the reading? Does it matter? 

7. What have been some highlights and/or moments of success this semester? 

a. Describe a teaching moment this semester that you feel went really well. 

8. How accessible do you think this course is?  

a. Do you provide any academic supports for this course? Why or why not? And if 

so, what, if any, accessibility measures or tools have you put in place for 

students? 

b. Are there any students in the course registered with office of disability services as 

having a disability and/or needing accommodations? 

9. How culturally relevant, responsive, and/or sustaining do you think this course is? 

a. What, if any, culturally relevant, responsive, and/or sustaining teaching strategies 

do you use? 

10. What do you think are the most important skills and/or knowledge that teachers need to 

successfully teach in urban K-12 schools? 

a. How do you address these skills and/or knowledge in the courses you teach/the 

course I am visiting? 

11. About planning: How much do you plan/prepare for this course? How much do you 

deviate from the plan and why? 

a. How does this compare to other courses youôve taught, in terms of how you 

approach it? 

12. Do you think it is easier to address ñdiversityò in some types of courses over others? 

13. Will knowledge of diversity in and of itself lead to equitable teaching? Both in K-12 and 

higher education? 

 

Interview #3: 
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The final interview asked them to reflect on the semester and was also guided by the literature on 

HSIs, where I asked them questions about how they felt the institution was serving its students 

(Garcia et al., 2019). I also asked them follow-up questions about interviews #1 and #2 and 

things I observed in their classes and/or the institution. (Given that these follow-up questions 

were unique to each individual participant, and could potentially reveal participant and/or 

institutional identities, they are not included in this protocol.) 

 

1. How do you feel this semester went, overall?  

2. If you could have changed something about how this course went, what would it be and 

why? 

3. What, if anything, would you change about this class if you were teaching it at a 

Predominantly white Institution?1 

4. Describe the diversity of your current students/class.  

5. How do you feel about the HSI label? For this school and/or for other schools? How does 

it impact your work? 

6. How do you like working here at ECU/NSU? What are some of the positives and 

negatives? 

a. What types of professional development opportunities are available? 

b. Do you feel supported? 

7. How important do you think coursework, in general, is for preservice teachers? How 

important do you think your course is for preservice teachers? 

8. In the first interview I asked what types of skills K-12 teachers need to be successful. In a 

similar vein, what are the important skills professors of education need to have in 

preparing teachers of color? Are these different than skills needed in preparing white 

preservice teachers and/or students not from historically underrepresented identities? 

9. This is more of a methods class. Have you taught theoretical, historical, and/or 

foundational classes? If so, what, if anything, do you differently? (For Dr. Ruben and Dr. 

Anderson, I asked the reverse, given that they were teaching a historical/foundational 

course as part of the study.) 

10. Do you think the notion of ñbest practicesò could be used to close the college 
achievement gap? 

11. One thing I have also been doing throughout this study is keeping an eye on current 

events both on campus, nationally, and globally. Are there any particular events that 

happened either here at ECU/NSU, in the United States, and/or globally during this 

semester/recently that may be affecting your teaching and/or your students? 

12. One thing I have thought about throughout this study is sample selection and recruitment, 

so I have some questions related to that: 

a. Why were you interested in participating? 

b. Would you have agreed to be in this study if you werenôt tenured? /Do you think 
tenure plays a role in this? / Do you have tenure? 

 

 

 

 
1 Given the all-white (appearing) demographics of Dr. Abbottôs class, I instead asked her: ñWhat, if 

anything, would you change about this class if it had predominantly students of color?ò 
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Appendix B 

Student Interview Protocol 

 

Following Spradleyôs (1979) structure for interviewing, I conducted one 30ï45-minute 

interview with the student participants, toward the end of the semester after I had gained their 

trust. (For more information about the student participants, see Table 5.) At ECU, interviews 

took place in my adjunct office. At NSU, interviews took place in the student café. Prior to 

starting the interviews, I reminded the students that I will protect their anonymity and asked them 

if they had any questions about the study. At the end of the interview, I provided my contact 

information in case they had any follow up questions about the study and/or if I could provide 

them with any advice or support as they moved through their teaching programs and early 

careers. Here I include questions that I asked to all of the student participants, as well the 

questions that were specific to each instructorôs course and added to this protocol in response 

to/to learn about other data ðprofessor interviews, observations, curricular documents, etc.  

 

1. Why did you choose to attend ECU/NSU? 

2. Why do you want to be a teacher? /Did you consider another major? 

3. Tell me what it is like to be an education major here/student interested in studying 

education. 

a. What major/program are you in? 

b. What year are you/Where are you in your program? 

4. How do you define diversity?  

5. Where/how do you learn about diversity in teaching/your program?  

a. In terms of coursework, is the way diversity is addressed across the courses you 

have taken similar and/or different?  

b. (If they mention being around ñdiverseò people, prompt them to describe how that 

helps them a little bit more.)  

c. (If they mention fieldwork, ask how coursework has helped with those 

experiences.) 

6. How important do you think coursework, in general, is for preservice teachers?  

7. How important and/or useful do you think this particular course is for preparing teachers? 

a. How does this class compare to other classes you have taken at ECU/NSU in 

terms of difficulty and/or importance and/or usefulness? 

8. What have you learned in this course that I am observing/studying? 

a. How is diversity addressed in this course specifically, through assignments, 

classroom activities, reading, exams, etc.? 

9. Where do you see yourself/your identities/your experiences represented in the class 

materials and/or discussions (if at all)? 

10. What skills and knowledge do you think K-12 teachers need to have to be successful? 

11. What skills and knowledge do you think professors of education should have? 

12. How are you doing in this class? 

13. How do you feel [professor] supports you in this course and/or in general? 
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14. How useful is [professorôs] feedback on assignments and/or to in-class 

comments/activities? 

15. What was your favorite course session/lesson and/or assignment and why? 

16. How familiar were you with the course content prior to this class? 

17. How does [professorôs] teaching compare to other professors here?  

18. How helpful are the professorôs personal stories/anecdotes in furthering your 
understanding of the material? 

 

Additional Questions Asked to Dr. Andersonôs Students (ECU) 

 

1. At the end of each class, Dr. Anderson assigns terms for you to research for the next 

week. How helpful is this in helping you understand the material? Is there anything you 

would change about the homework? 

2. Did you like the videos on race/how did you feel about spending class time watching 

them? What did you learn from them? 

3. Do you feel this class is welcoming of different perspectives? 

a. If so, how did this happen? / How did Dr. Anderson help make this happen? How 

did this become a ñsafe spaceò to talk about controversial issues?  

4. (In response to inclusion of students with disabilities in the syllabus) ï What have you 

learned about students with disabilities and/or disability in general? What kind of focus 

did disability receive in the course? 

 

Additional Questions Asked to Dr. Ocampoôs Students (ECU) 

 

1. Would you have liked the online component to have required you to write responses to 

your classmates? Why or why not? 

2. What have been the most useful aspects of the online component of this course? What 

have been the most useful parts of the in-person classroom management workshop 

component of the course? 

3. In particular, how useful did you find learning about the 6 soft spots? 

4. How familiar were you with classroom management and/or assessment prior to this 

course? 

a. Was your prior knowledge addressed in your coursework? In your field experiences? 

Or both? 

Additional Questions Asked to Dr. Rubenôs Students (NSU) 

 

1. How did you do on the midterm exam? 

2. How helpful/useful was the review session for the midterm? 

3. Is doing the Chapter Based Questions (homework prior to class) useful in helping you 

prepare for class? 

 

Additional Questions Asked to Dr. Abbottôs Students (NSU) 

 

1. Iôm curious about the course session on disability (that I could not attend, as it took place 

prior to Dr. Abbott joining the study). What did you do in class? What did you learn? 

How will you use it in your teaching? What does it mean in terms of diversity? 
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a. Had you ever heard about UDL, inclusive education, and/or disability prior to this 

course? If so, when/where/in what classes? 

2. How did you feel about the speakers on the last day of class?  

3. The syllabus indicates that you had the opportunity to explore and examine lesson plans. 

Did you turn in lesson plans? What happened to those lesson plans you turned in?  

4. Did you receive the rubrics for the assignment prior to the due date? 

5. What was your favorite art project (either done in class or at home)?  
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Appendix C 

Researcher Journal Entry on Time When Observational Data Were Collected 

 

Taken from my researcher journal, Table 9 details how the dates and general time frame I 

spent in each classroom might have impacted what I observed, and how what I observed might 

have been different if I visited at different points in the semester.  

 

Professor Participant 

and Time Period of 

Observation 

How Time Period Might Have 

Impacted What I Observed 

How Data Might Have Been 

Different if I Observed at a 

Different Point in the 

Semester 

Dr. Ocampo 

(ECU)ð Beginning 

of the Semester 

(9/3/19, 9/3/19, 

9/3/19 10/28/19) 

The bulk of my observational hours 

for Dr. Ocampo came from the first 

day of the semester during a 4-hour 

in-person classroom management 

workshop. (I classified this 4-hour 

workshop as ñworthò 3 observations, 

in terms of time spent in the 

classroom.) The students take this 

class while they are student teaching, 

but at the time of the observation, 

they had not yet started their student 

teaching. Dr. Ocampo mentioned they 

come in already nervous about 

classroom management/knowing it is 

going to impact their teaching. Thus, 

the students were very invested in the 

material. While they might have been 

a little anxious, they were not yet 

tired from student teaching and the 

semester. Their nerves about 

classroom management and that the 

semester had not worn down on them 

yet was evident in their continued 

interest throughout the session. 

Had I observed Dr. Ocampo 

in late October/early 

November, the students might 

have been tired from student 

teaching and preparing for 

and submitting their edTPA 

assessments. They may have 

even resisted some of what he 

was teaching, if they felt like 

they had a student or class 

that was just impossible to 

manage. 
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Dr. Anderson (ECU) ï 

Mostly beginning of 

the semester (9/26/19, 

10/3/19, 10/10/19, 

11/21/19) 

The bulk of my observations 

happened at the end of 

September/early October. Dr. 

Anderson asked me to wait until the 

last week of September to visit, after 

they had all gotten a chance to get to 

know each other/build a community. 

Thus, on the first day I visited, the 

community had been established, but 

the students did not seem too tired 

yet from the end of the semester. In a 

way, I feel like I got both Dr. 

Anderson and his students in their 

prime. The last observation was late 

November. The rigor had already 

relaxed, somewhat. 

While I think aspects of the 

positive classroom 

community would have 

remained the same, I think if I 

was observing Dr. Anderson 

later in the semester, the 

academic rigor might have 

declined. The last session 

started with students 

negotiating the time the class 

would finish, even though 

half of the class was going to 

be devoted to a 

celebration/party. 

Dr. Ruben (NSU) ï 

Throughout the 

semester (9/26/19, 

10/15/19, 10/22/19, 

11/19/19, 12/3/19, 

12/5/19) 

I observed Dr. Ruben 3 times before 

the midterm exam and 3 times after. 

I feel I was able to watch him and 

the students grow together 

throughout the semester, which was 

ideal. 

As Dr. Ruben shared in 

Chapter 5, it took a long time 

for this classroom community 

to ñcrystalize.ò Had I spent 

more time in the beginning of 

the semester, I might have 

seen less participation from 

the students. The students did 

seem to get more comfortable 

as the semester progressed. 

Had I spent more time at the 

end of the semester, I might 

have seen more student 

engagement. 

Dr. Abbott (NSU) ï 

End of the semester 

(10/24/19, 11/7/19, 

11/14/19, 12/5/19) 

 

My observations for Dr. Abbott were 

later in the semester, due to 

recruitment. She was the last 

professor who agreed to participate 

in the study in mid-October. 

Routines and norms had been fully 

established. The students seemed 

somewhat tired from the semester 

and not as fresh and excited about 

the material.  

Had I observed Dr. Abbott 

earlier in the semester, I 

might have been able to see 

how norms and routines were 

established and the processes 

behind those. The students 

may have also had a little 

more energy and been more 

willing to participate in 

instances where I noted they 

were not.  
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Appendix D 

Information Used for Informal Review of Sample of Institutions of Higher Education  

in the State in Which the Study Took Place* 

*See Chapter 3 for more details on how the informal review was conducted. 

 

School & PwI/MSI 

Status, Percentage 

of Pell Grant 

Recipients, Type of 

School, & 

Endowment 

Fall 2018 

Admissions Requirements 

Acceptance 

Rate 

(2017-2018) 

Graduation Rate and Outcomes 

(2017-2018) 

ECU: MSI-HSI 

(became HSI before 

2008); 65% of 

undergraduate 

students received 

federal Pell grant in 

2017-2018; public, 

4-year; $12.5 

million endowment 

in 2018 

1.HS GPA & transcript 

2.recommendations 

3.SAT/ACT (SAT Evidence-

Based Reading and Writing: 

25th percentile score-430 & 

75th percentile score-530; 

SAT Math: 25th percentile 

score - 420 & 75th percentile 

score-530) 

4.TOEFL 

96% 

acceptance 

rate, 23% of 

accepted 

students 

enrolled 

73% retention rate for full -time 

students vs. 32% retention rate for 

part-time students; 39% Overall 

graduation rate & 31% transfer-out 

rate within 150% of ñnormal timeò to 

completion of their program; 6-year 

graduation rate by race/ethnicity: 43% 

Asian, 32% Black or African 

American, 42% Hispanic/Latinx, 43% 

white, 33% two or more races, 43% 

race/ethnicity unknown, 0% non-

resident alien, 0% American Indian or 

Alaska Native 

NSU: MSI-HSI 

(became an HSI in 

March 2016); 44% 

of undergraduate 

students received 

federal Pell grant in 

2017-2018; public, 

4-year; $43.9 

million endowment 

(US News) in 2018 

1.HS GPA & transcript 

2.Completion of college-

preparatory program 

3.recommendations 

4.TOEFL 

 

SAT scores are optional. 41% 

of enrolled first-time students 

submitted scores. SAT 

Evidence-Based Reading and 

Writing: 25th percentile 

score-500 & 75th percentile 

score-590; SAT Math: 25th 

percentile score - 490 & 75th 

percentile score-580 

71% 

acceptance 

rate; 31% of 

accepted 

students 

enrolled 

79% retention rate for full-time 

students vs. 38% retention rate for 

part-time students (started studies in 

Fall 2017 and returned in Fall 2018); 

71% overall graduation rate & 19% 

transfer-out rate within 150% of 

ñnormal timeò to completion of their 

program; 6-year graduation rate by 

race/ethnicity: 75% Asian, 63% 

Black, 74% Hispanic/Latinx, 50% 

Native Hawaiian or other, 73% white, 

68% Two or more races, 69% 

Race/ethnicity unknown, 52% non-

resident alien 
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Institution #3: MSI-

HSI (became HSI in 

2011-2012 school 

year); 27% of 

students received 

federal Pell grant; 

private, 4-year; 

$87.7 million 

endowment in 2018 

1.HS GPA & record 

2.completion of college-

preparatory program 

3. Recommendations 

4.TOEFL 

 

Standardized test scores are 

optional for students with a 

3.3 GPA. If GPA is below 

3.3, standardized test scores 

are required. 

89% 

acceptance 

rate; 14% 

of accepted 

students 

enrolled 

80% retention rate for full-time 

students vs. 43% retention rate for 

part-time students; 46% overall 

graduation rate & 35% transfer-out 

rate within 150 years of ñnormal timeò 

to completion of their program; 6-year 

graduation rates by race/ethnicity: 66% 

Asian, 41% Black, 52% 

Hispanic/Latinx, 50% Native Hawaiian 

or other, 68% white, 44% two or more 

races, 42% race/ethnicity unknown, 

70% non-resident alien. 

Institutions #4, #5, 

#6 (multiple 

campuses): MSI-

HSI (became HSI in 

2015-2016 school 

year); 58% of 

students received 

federal Pell grant; 

public, 4-year; $1.33 

billion endowment 

in 2018    

1.HS GPA & transcript 

2.Completion of college-

preparatory program 

3.SAT/ACT (95% of enrolled 

first-time students submitted 

SAT score. 10% of students 

submitted ACT score. SAT 

Evidence-Based Reading and 

Writing: 25th percentile 

score-510 & 75th percentile 

score-590; SAT Math: 25th 

percentile score - 510 & 75th 

percentile score-600. ACT 

composite (25th percentile-

19, 75th percentile- 24), ACT 

English (18, 24), ACT Math 

(18, 25) 

4.TOEFL 

63% 

acceptance 

rate; 16% 

of accepted 

students 

enrolled 

88% retention rate for full-time 

students vs. 50% retention rate for 

part-time students. 64% overall 

graduation rate and 21% transfer-out 

rate within 150% of ñnormalò time to 

completion for their program; 6-year 

graduation rate by race/ethnicity: 72% 

Asian, 61% Black, 55% 

Hispanic/Latinx, 67% Native 

Hawaiian, 68% white, 56% two or 

more races, 52% race/ethnicity 

unknown, 53% non-resident alien 

Institution #7: MSI-

HSI (became HSI in 

2010-2011 school 

year); In 2016-2017, 

64% of freshman 

students received 

some type of 

financial aid either 

in the form of grant 

or scholarship from 

the federal, state, or 

local government 

and the institution; 

public; 2-year; $16.9 

million endowment 

in 2017 

Open admission policy N/A 68% retention rate for full-time 

students, and 48% retention rate for 

part-time students; 30% graduation 

rate and 12% transfer-out rate for 

students within 150% of ñnormal timeò 

to completion of their program; 

Overall graduation rates by 

race/ethnicity: 33% American Indian, 

45% Asian, 24% Black, 31% 

Hispanic/Latinx, 33% Native 

Hawaiian, 34% white, 37% Two or 

more races, 30% race/ethnicity 

unknown, 29% non-resident alien 
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Institution #8 

(Community 

College): MSI - 

HSI (HSI before 

2008); 62% of 

students receive 

federal Pell grant; 

public; 2-year; 

barely has an 

endowment 

Open admission policy N/A 57% retention rate for full-time 

students, and 39% retention rate for 

part-time students. 10% overall 

graduation rate, and 12% transfer-out 

rate for students within 150% of 

ñnormal timeò to completion for their 

program; Overall graduation rates by 

race/ethnicity: 10% Asian, 7% Black, 

11% Hispanic/Latinx, 0% American 

Indian, 0% Native Hawaiian, 12% 

white, 16% two or more races, 7% 

race/ethnicity unknown, 0% non-

resident alien. 

Institution #9: MSI 

- HSI & PBI 

(became HSI 

during 2015-2016 

school year); 77% 

of students 

received federal 

Pell grant in 2014-

2015; private; 4-

year; $14.4 million 

endowment in 

2017 

1.HS GPA & transcript 

2.recommendations 

3.TOEFL 

 

SAT is not required. 77% of 

enrolled first-time students 

submitted SAT, and 7% 

submitted ACT. SAT 

Evidence-Based Reading and 

Writing: 25th percentile 

score-430 & 75th percentile 

score-530; SAT Math: 25th 

percentile score - 430 & 75th 

percentile score-5300. ACT 

composite (25th percentile-

16, 75th percentile- 19), ACT 

English (15, 20), ACT Math 

(16, 18)   

61% 

acceptance 

rate; 17% 

of accepted 

students 

enrolled 

60% retention rate for full-time 

students (no data for part-time); 34% 

overall graduation (transfer-out rate 

not reported) within 150% of ñnormal 

timeò to completion of their program; 

6-year graduation rate by 

race/ethnicity: 50% American Indian 

or Alaska Native; 60% Asian; 32% 

Black or African American; 37% 

Hispanic/Latinx; 34% white; 50% Two 

or more races; 23% race/ethnicity 

unknown; and 30% non-resident alien 

Institution #10: 

MSI - HSI 

(became HSI 

during 2014-2015 

school year); 51% 

of undergraduate 

students received 

federal Pell grant; 

public, 4-year; 

$20.3 million 

endowment in 

2018 

1.HS GPA & transcript 

2.Completion of college-

preparatory program 

3. Formal demonstration of 

competencies 

4. SAT/ACT (95% of 

enrolled first-time students 

submitted SAT, and 9% 

submitted ACT. SAT 

Evidence-Based Reading and 

Writing: 25th percentile 

score-450 & 75th percentile 

score-550; SAT Math: 25th 

percentile score - 430 & 75th 

percentile score-540. ACT 

composite (25th percentile-

16, 75th percentile- 23), ACT 

English (15, 23), ACT Math 

(16, 23)  

Letters of rec and TOEFL are 

recommended, but not 

required. 

93% 

acceptance 

rate; 22% 

of accepted 

students 

enrolled 

70% retention rate for full-time 

students, and 17% retention rate for 

part-time students. 52% overall 

graduation rate (and no transfer rate 

reported) within 150% of ñnormal 

timeò to completion of their degree 

program; 6-year graduation rates by 

race/ethnicity: 100% American Indian, 

62% Asian, 43% Black, 49% 

Hispanic/Latinx, 55% white, 44% two 

or more races, 42% race/ethnicity 

unknown, 100% non-resident alien 
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Institution #11: 

PwI; 19% of 

students received 

federal Pell grant 

(US News; public, 

4-year; $39.6 

million 

endowment in 

2018 

1.HS record/transcript 

2. SAT/ACT (87% of 

enrolled first-time students 

submitted SAT, and 25% 

submitted ACT. SAT 

Evidence-Based Reading and 

Writing: 25th percentile 

score-580 & 75th percentile 

score-670; SAT Math: 25th 

percentile score - 580 & 75th 

percentile score-680. ACT 

composite (25th percentile-

25, 75th percentile- 30), ACT 

English (25, 30), ACT Math 

(25, 30)  

3.TOEFL 

 

GPA, completion of college-

preparatory program, and 

recommendations are 

recommended, but not 

required 

50% 

acceptance 

rate; 23% 

of accepted 

students 

enrolled 

93% retention rate for full-time 

students and 100% retention rate for 

part-time students; 86% overall 

graduation rate and 10% transfer-out 

rate within 150% of ñnormal timeò to 

completion for their program; 6-year 

graduation rates by race/ethnicity: 

100% American Indian, 87% Asian, 

72% Black, 82% Hispanic/Latinx, 

67% Native Hawaiian, 88% white, 

80% two or more races, 88% 

race/ethnicity unknown, 67% non-

resident alien 

Institution #12: 

PwI; 33% of 

undergraduates 

receive federal Pell 

grant; public, 4-

year; $207.2 

million 

endowment in 

2018 

1.HS GPA & transcript 

2. Formal demonstration of 

competencies 

3. SAT/ACT (94% of 

enrolled first-time students 

submitted SAT, and 12% 

submitted ACT. SAT 

Evidence-Based Reading and 

Writing: 25th percentile 

score-520 & 75th percentile 

score-620; SAT Math: 25th 

percentile score - 488 & 75th 

percentile score-603. ACT 

composite (25th percentile-

20, 75th percentile- 27) ACT 

English (20, 27), ACT Math 

(21, 27) 

4. TOEFL 

College-preparatory program 

and letters of 

recommendation are 

recommended 

73% 

acceptance 

rate, 26% 

of those 

accepted 

enrolled 

84% retention rate for full-time 

students and 38% retention rate for 

part-time students; 72% overall 

graduation rate and 16% transfer-out 

rate within 150% of ñnormal timeò to 

complete their program; 6-year 

graduation rate by race/ethnicity: 67% 

American Indian, 62% Asian, 52% 

Black, 61% Hispanic/Latinx, 100% 

Native Hawaiian, 76% white, 71% two 

or more races, 67% race/ethnicity 

unknown, 80% non-resident alien 
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Institution #13: 

PwI (Ivy League); 

24% of 

undergraduate 

students in Fall 

2019 received Pell 

grant; private, 4-

year; $25.4 billion 

endowment in 

2018   

1.HS record 

2.recommendations 

3.SAT/ACT. 68% of enrolled 

first-time students submitted 

SAT, and 55% submitted 

ACT. SAT Evidence-Based 

Reading and Writing: 25th 

percentile score-710 & 75th 

percentile score-770; SAT 

Math: 25th percentile score - 

730 & 75th percentile score-

800. ACT composite (25th 

percentile-32, 75th 

percentile- 35) ACT English 

(34, 36), ACT Math (30, 35) 

4.TOEFL 

5% 

acceptance 

rate, 69% 

of accepted 

students 

enrolled 

98% retention rate for full-time 

students; 96% overall graduation rate 

(no transfer-out rate reported); within 

150% of ñnormal timeò to completion 

for their program; 6-year graduation 

rate by race/ethnicity: 100% American 

Indian, 97% Asian, 94% Black, 94% 

Hispanic/Latinx, 97% white, 95% two 

or more races, 85% race/ethnicity 

unknown, 95% non-resident alien 

Institution #14: 

PwI; 31% of 

undergraduate 

students received a 

federal Pell grant; 

private; 4-year, 

$64.3 million 

endowment in 

2018 

1.GPA & transcript 

2.completion of college-

preparatory program 

3.recommendations 

4.formal demonstrations of 

competencies 

 

SAT/ACT are recommended, 

not required. 92% of students 

submitted SAT scores. 16% 

submitted ACT scores. SAT 

Evidence-Based Reading and 

Writing: 25th percentile 

score-500 & 75th percentile 

score-600; SAT Math: 25th 

percentile score - 500 & 75th 

percentile score-590. ACT 

composite (25th percentile-

20, 75th percentile- 25) ACT 

English (20, 25), ACT Math 

(18, 24) 

70% 

acceptance 

rate; 14% 

of accepted 

students 

enrolled 

78% retention rate for full-time 

students. 33% retention rate for part-

time students. 65% overall graduation 

rate (no transfer-out rate reported) 

within 150% of ñnormal timeò to 

completion for their program; 6-year 

graduation rate by race/ethnicity: 

100% American Indian, 55% Asian, 

52% Black, 53% Hispanic/Latinx, 

100% Native Hawaiian, 70% white, 

59% two or more races, 75% 

race/ethnicity unknown, 50% non-

resident alien. 

Institution #15 

(Community 

College): PwI; 

66% of students 

receive federal Pell 

grant; public, 2-

year; could not 

find endowment 

information 

Open admission policy N/A 66% retention rate for full-time 

students and 40% retention rate for 

part-time students; 43% overall 

graduation rate and 14% transfer-out 

rate within 150% of ñnormal timeò to 

completion of their program; 6-year 

graduation rate by race/ethnicity: 0% 

American Indian, 67% Asian, 21% 

Black, 44% Hispanic/Latinx, 50% 

Native Hawaiian, 47% white, 38% two 

or more races, 46% race/ethnicity 

unknown, 100% non-resident alien 
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Appendix E 

 

Diversity Curriculum and Pedagogy in the HSI Context: A (Data Analysis) Play 

 

 

(As described in Chapter 3, italicized text indicates that the words were added for interpretive 

purposes and were not part of an interview, informal conversation, or observation.) 

 

TG: Iôve talked with each of you in depth about your lives and your teaching, and I have truly 

enjoyed spending time with you and your students. I have spent the last year trying to write about 

our conversations and what I observed. I know there is much to learn from all of you, but I am 

having a hard time writing about it without imposing my own lens or the lenses of the literature 

that I have read. So, I thought it would be helpful for us to come together to talk. I appreciate 

that you all made the trip into the city, especially with COVID-19 and everything. 

 

Dr. Ruben: Of course. Research is an important, but sometimes difficult, endeavor. I got a good 

feeling from you when you reached out to me to participate in the study, and I believe your 

intentions are sincere. I am happy to help. 

 

Dr. Anderson: Likewise. Iôve been in your shoes as a grad student. Just remember us when 

youôre famous and out there in the world, after you get this degree. 

 

Dr. Ocampo: I loved the research process and being a doctoral student, so I am also happy to 

help and make sure you have that experience. 

 

Dr. Abbott: I like helping people, and Iôve been in your shoes. This is not a heavy lift. Iôm happy 

to be here, too. 

 

TG: Great, thank you. Okay, so why donôt we start with each of you introducing yourselves? Just 

a little bit about who you are and the class you are teaching that is part of this study. 

 

Dr. Abbott: (looks around before answering) Hello, my name is Dr. Abbott, and I am teaching 

the social studies and the arts in the elementary classroom methods class at NSUé what else did 

you want us to say? 

 

TG: Just a little bit about who you are. 

 

Dr. Abbott: Oh, sure. Iôm a Black heterosexual woman from Massachusetts. Iôve recently been 

labeling myself as a creative. I donôt have a formal background in the fine arts, but I can make 

things. And so, I try to bring that into the classroom at NSU. It also helps me bring in the 

personal, since Iôm still working on that interpersonal piece of teaching. Especially with only 

nine students in the class...Iôm used to larger groups. The level of intimacy with smaller groups is 

challenging for me. 

 

Dr. Ocampo: Iôm Dr. Ocampo. I teach the classroom management and assessment methods 

course at ECU. I identify as a Hispanic male. Iôm very interested in race and ethnicity. In fact, I 
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just had my DNA done, and I found out that Iôm actually 60% Italian, and 40% Hispanic. 

However, in the United States in 2019, what you look like is more important than what you are 

in a lot of ways. So, thatôs how I identify because thatôs how a lot of my students identify, and I 

think itôs just helpful. 

 

Dr. Ruben: Iôm Dr. Ruben, and I teach the history of education course at NSU that is part of the 

study. I am Latino and Jewish. Originally born in Argentina and lived part of my early years in 

Uruguay before joining the Israel Defense Forces. So, my first teaching experience was actually 

in the army, and after realizing I had some talent there, I decided to double major in history and 

education. I met my wife in Israel, and we came here to the United States for graduate school, 

never thinking of staying here, to be brutally honest. But here we are however many years later. 

And I can somewhat relate to what you are saying, Dr. Ocampo. In my role as a Latino 

professor, I understand a lot about where the students are coming from, especially those from 

immigrant families, and I try to support them how I can. Some of them seek me out when they 

need guidance. But, for me, their presence is also validating. It is great to see the growth in the 

Latino population on campus, even if the university doesnôt know how to handle such growth 

from a budget perspective. Anyway, I think my class is going okay, not great according to my 

criteria. I have all first semester freshmen, and this is new for me. Challenging, in terms of 

classroom participation and doing a close read of the text in class. Itôs not that Iôm not enjoying 

the students. I think they could just get more out of the class if they had a bit more prior 

experience. 

 

Dr. Anderson: Iôm Dr. Anderson, and Iôm teaching the challenges in urban education course at 

ECU that is part of the study. Iôm proud of the classroom environment and culture that weôve 

developed. But, like you Dr. Ruben, there is such a wide range of academic skills and prior 

knowledge. I realize thatôs on me, though, and while I need to expect more from the seniors than 

I do from the freshmen, I have to meet everyone where they are at. So, Iôm trying to make things 

as concrete as possible, and I try to make sure everyone is successful in some capacityéa little 

about me, Iôm an African American male. Forty-three years of experience in K-12 and higher 

education, mostly in the Boston area as a teacher, assistant principal, principal, and 

superintendent. Who am I? I donôt think we have enough time for that. 

 

TG: Thank you. Okay, letôs just dive right into it, if thatôs okay. How do you teach about diversity 

in your courses at your respective HSIs? 

 

Dr. Abbott: I certainly donôt reference the HSI label in my class, and Iôm not even sure where 

thatôs represented in my students. But, in my class, we are always attending to diversity. And as 

a progressive educator, diversity should really be throughout the entire curriculum, not just a 

separate lesson. This semester, I am really happy with the intentional focus on Native American 

and Asian perspectives, and students are required to incorporate one of those perspectives in 

their News Talks. I use childrenôs literature to help introduce them to the ideas of students who 

learn differently, or students with disabilities, and LGBTQ diversity. The focus on LGBTQ 

diversity aligns with my research. I didnôt focus so much on that when I did my dissertation. But 

the interest came, I think 2009, when I learned about Carl Joseph Walker-Hoover. An 11-year-

old kid out of Springfield, Massachusetts. He didnôt identify as gay, but his gender expression 

was maybe a little more effeminate. A Black kid out of Massachusettsé. he had hanged himself, 
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and so when I learned that story, and then Iôd say three or four months later, a brown kid, I think 

heôs out of Florida, similar situation in school. He was described as a little more flamboyant, but 

still not accepted and supported, and he killed himself. So, when I learned those two stories, 

these are 11-year-old kids. They could have been in my classroom, right? And Iôm presenting 

myself as this person, this champion of diversity and multicultural ed, and Iôm not talking about 

this aspect of diversity, so that was the trigger for me. I started looking at childrenôs literature, 

and then I figured that would be an easier way to kind of bring the narrative and the conversation 

into the classroom. But I still have folks who are uncomfortable, you know, ñI canôt talk about 

that,ò or, you know, ñWhat am I supposed to do with it?ò And I say, but if youôve got young 

people losing their lives because they feel teachers are not supportive, we need to figure out a 

way to have these conversations and to be supportive. Relatedly, I am also happy that the 

students in my social studies class have also begun introducing themselves with their PGPsé 

 

Dr. Anderson: PGPs? 

 

Dr. Abbott: Preferred gender pronouns.  

 

Dr. Anderson: Oh, right. Yes, I am sure there are varied sexual preferences among the students 

in my class, as well. 

 

Dr. Abbott: Interesting. Yeah, I donôt ask about my studentsô identities or differencesé 

 

Dr. Ocampo: Yeah, I donôt take a poll. 

 

Dr. Ruben: Right, I only know about their diversity based on how they are presenting 

themselves. 

 

Dr. Anderson: I donôt even try to define the diversity. I appreciate it, especially here at ECU. I 

recognize the challenges, but I donôt define it. I just hadnôt heard about this PGP. 

 

Dr. Ruben: I donôt really address sexuality in my classes. Part of that is because we have so 

many resources on campus for the LGBT community and for teaching about LGBT diversity, 

and if the students are in the teacher preparation program, they will take a class on gender. But 

part of that also is that I donôt really know much about it. I come from such a narrow, machista 

world.  

 

Dr. Ocampo: Well, also, if diversity means everything, then it means nothing. When it comes to 

diversity, Iôm focused a little bit on gender, but more on race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic 

status, since that is what is related to the achievement gap.  

 

Dr. Anderson: I think itôs also important to focus on the historical conditions that led to the 

achievement gap. I think itôs important for teachers to understand that the system was set up 

from the beginning to only educate certain folks. 

 

Dr. Ocampo: I believe the hidden curriculum, school as factory thing, to an extent. But the 

structures of schools in terms of classes and bells and teachers being in charge and students 
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striving for grades is pretty much the same in any neighborhood. So, Iôm more focused on the 

practical and how students can succeed in school as a pathway to the middle class. Thatôs what 

my father was able to do, and Iôm trying to pay that forward for the students here at ECU and 

their future students. I want my students to become successful teachers for two reasons. One is so 

they can impact students in the community, and two so that they can stabilize themselves 

financially. They can get good health insurance and raise their families in a healthy way. But I 

think that one of the things that we need to do is teach our students, who are going to be teachers, 

to be more rigorous with their students in the field. Which is really difficult to do because given 

that sometimes theyôre not the strongest students, and they havenôt experienced a lot of rigor, itôs 

hard to expect them to do the same, but we need to start raising the bar in terms of expectations 

for everybody, and urban schools in general, and probably the students, I think theyôre just really 

used to kind of mediocrity, and just kind of getting by, so trying to change that dynamic a little 

bit. 

 

Dr. Anderson: So, you think we should just ignore the history in our courses? 

 

Dr. Ocampo: I donôt think teachers can reverse centuries of oppression. You can reverse 

centuries of oppression or generations of drug addiction and prison, whatever the case may be, 

divorce, trauma... you can reverse all that because of your exceptional personality? Thatôs 

arrogant. 

 

Dr. Ruben: Of course, you need to change structures. But teachers can change the minute-to-

minute. The history of education is made through practitioners, so what teachers do in the 

classroom impacts that history. Teachers have an incredible role and responsibility in our 

society. 

 

Dr. Ocampo: Of course, and I agree. The most impactful variable for student success is the 

quality of the teacher. We know thatôs true. So, we need to do everything we can to make 

becoming a teacher challenging. But I guess where I need to do some more thinking is that 

sometimes I am conflicted between putting the best teachers out there and making sure my own 

students get jobs. Iôd never put someone out there that I thought would be a poor teacher. But 

Iôve written glowing recommendations for students who I didnôt think would be the best teacher, 

and sometimes the recommendation isnôt quite in line.  

 

Dr. Anderson: I wouldnôt worry too much about that. Because even if teachers meet more 

rigorous standards and are the best, what matters also is the school leadership. Just like teachers 

have a responsibility to nourish and develop all kids, school administrators have a responsibility 

to nourish and develop the teachers. Just like a teacher needs to differentiate in their classroom, a 

school leader needs to differentiate and provide each teacher with what they need to be 

successful.  

 

Dr. Abbott: I think Iôm focused less on the standards for becoming a teacher and more on 

making sure my students are responsive and ready for any student who is going to be in their 

classroom. I know they donôt plan to work with students who look like me. Thatôs why I think 

my class is important. It gives students an opportunity to move away from their own familiarities 

and experiences. 
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Dr. Anderson: Yes, it is so important for everyone to be exposed to other perspectives...  

 

Dr. Ruben: And be open to changing how you think and to learning moreé 

 

Dr. Anderson: Yes. I hope that my students become enlightened in some way by the 

conversations we have in class. But it is not my job to just turn suburban studentsô minds... 

 

Dr. Ocampo: You have students from the suburbs in your class? 

 

Dr. Anderson: Not many, but a few. There is this one young lady in particular who lives in a 

gated community. She has said that it is hard work that contributes to your lifeôs outcomes. And 

not race or anything else. Thatôs probably what she was taught by her parents, and from their 

perspective, they did work hard. So, their reality is that everyone has the same opportunities.  

 

Dr. Abbott: Even though itôs probably hard to hear that, given our lived experiences, I take a 

similar approach with my students. I present multiple interpretations of the realities I see and let 

them decide for themselves.  

 

Dr. Ruben: But then doesnôt the classroom become like a Jerry Springer talk show? ñIt is this 

way because I experienced it.ò Surely we want students to relate to the content, and admittedly in 

my own class of all first semester freshmen, I wish the classroom community was more 

crystallized so students would feel comfortable sharing their frustrations and fears in relation to 

the content. But how are they developing an interest and learning something new if the entire 

class becomes only about affirming everyoneôs point of view? 

 

Dr. Anderson: I think itôs more about the experience than the content. Thatôs why Iôm never 

going to tell a student they are wrong because they are partially right. History is soé. His-story. 

Even what Iôm saying doesnôt mean itôs true. Where did I learn that, and who told me? Besides, 

your class isnôt going to be the thing that changes the world. Weôre not making an atom bomb 

here. The curriculum is scripted so you can get a degree. I focus on what comes after the degree. 

No matter what school Iôm teaching at, I ask students, once you get this degree, how are you 

going to make the path wider for those coming behind you? How are you going to pay it 

forward? You have a gift, and you have an obligation to use your gift to better this world, no 

matter who you are or what your upbringing is.  

 

Dr. Abbott: Well, I think sometimes you need to tell students what they are saying is wrong. 

Surely not about political ideas or contentious topics. But basic things like racial 

microaggressions, I feel I need to point out to the students. I used to be afraid to address them, 

given who I am and who my students are. But Iôve gotten more comfortable over the years. Of 

course, I still have to be delicate with how I talk to the students and think about how what I say 

may point negatively at me.  

 

Dr. Ocampo: I guess thatôs whatôs different about working at ECU. I mean, for the most part, our 

students come from urban schools, so rarely do I need to help them unpack their assumptions. Of 

course, thinking about assumptions and biases is important for any student, but with limited time 

you pick and choose. The curriculum is a limited resource. So many people who work in schools 
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who are from privileged backgrounds say things that they donôt even realize are hurtful or 

inappropriate.  

 

Dr. Anderson: Not even just teachers from privileged backgrounds. I know of instances where 

teachers of color have been cruel and worse than a lot of white teachers, and it goes back to what 

Paulo Freire points out in Pedagogy of the Oppressed. Itôs like when youôve been oppressed, you 

take on the character of the oppressor when you get in a position of power because you think that 

this is how things are done, and you even start to hate yourself, you know, because youôve been 

made to think that youôre less than, and then when you achieve something, then you look at 

others who look like you, and you think of them as less than, so itôs like a vicious cycle. 

 

Dr. Ocampo: Yes, now that you mention it, every once in a while I do get a student who went to 

an urban school who also has pretty negative views of them. I try to frame studentsô experiences 

in urban schools as a net positive, but sometimes they have very specific reasons about why it 

was negative. ñThe other kids were animals and fooled around constantly. I couldnôt get anything 

done. I feel like I didnôt learn as much as I could.ò Now, what am I supposed to do with that? Iôm 

not going to argue with her because she knows more than I do. I canôt say, ñWell, thatôs 

inappropriate.ò Who am I to say that? I didnôt go to an urban school.  

 

Dr. Ruben: And, as I shared with my students this semester, Freire reminds us that ñthe educator 

is not only educating. They are also a learner. And at times, the student who is normally a learner 

is also a teacher. Teaching and learning are lifelong enterprises, but also there is always 

something we can learn from our students.ò So, in your case, Dr. Ocampo, there is something to 

be learned from that student. 

 

Dr. Ocampo: Yeah, Iôve done a lot of research and consulting on classroom management, but I 

learn a lot about urban schools from the students here at ECU. They arenôt that far removed  

from them. 

 

Dr. Abbott: Wherever theyôre going to teach, we need to make sure that students certainly 

recognize diversity and process that alongside their lived experiences. But we need to not get 

weighed down with the diversity and think that all this extra stuff needs to happen, and 

remember that we have humanity in our classrooms. And students, who are certainly other 

peopleôs children, to borrow from Delpit, need to be treated with respect. 

 

Dr. Anderson: I mean, thatôs the reason I went into teaching. I wanted to be someone who 

nurtures and develops kids, rather than crushes their spirits the way my coach and teachers 

crushed mine when I was in a college prep high school. The coach said I didnôt look like a 

football player, and the teachers told me I needed to go to trade school since I wasnôt college 

material. They destroyed my dreams. And when I started skipping school, not one time did a 

teacher ever put his arm around me and say, you know, whatôs going on. So, Vietnam was my 

only option after barely graduating from high school. And, after coming home, when I started 

teaching in Boston at the height of desegregation, kids of all races and backgrounds just flocked 

to me. It was like I had a gift. And, in that first year my motherôs words came back to me from 

when I was in Vietnam and thought I wasnôt coming home ï ñG-d has a plan for you.ò ï  and I 
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realized I survived the war so I could dedicate my life to working with kids. So that no kid would 

have to go through what I went through. 

 

Dr. Abbott: Wow. I mean, I grew up in the Boston area, also. And, while I didnôt end up in 

Vietnam, I was certainly tracked into vocational type courses in high school. I did graduate from 

college, but I was not at all prepared for the level of rigor in law school, which was how I ended 

up becoming a teacher. My mom was a teacher, and when I was living at home after being 

counseled out of law school, she told me to sign up to be a sub. I didnôt want to do it, but I 

needed a paycheck... 

 

Dr. Ocampo: I mean I can certainly relate. I had a lot of trouble in elementary school, and I 

remember as a young child wondering why the teacher wasnôt explaining the assignments to me. 

And I also spent time in a segregated classroom, and I didnôt understand why I was put there. I 

was one of the only Hispanic kids in my school, and I certainly wondered if that played a role in 

how teachers viewed me...  

 

TG: Dr. Ocampo, you never told me that in our time together last year. 

 

Dr. Ocampo: Well, it didnôt seem completely relevant to the questions you were asking. Surely if 

you asked me outright if I had trouble in school I would have been honest. I have nothing to hide. 

 

Dr. Ruben: Itôs interesting you say it is not relevant. I think for the rest of us, this was something 

that came up immediately in our interviews. 

 

Dr. Abbott: Mmhhm. 

 

Dr. Ruben: Myself, I didnôt struggle with my academics, but I was a behavior problem and had 

problems with authority figures.  

 

Dr. Anderson: Yes. First question she asked. I canôt tell anyone about myself without also talking 

about what happened to me in high school. 

 

Dr. Ocampo: I guess Iôm just really focused on the practical. My story is one of academic 

resilience. I attribute my eventual success in school to my peer group, family, and also I had a 

teacher or two who really believed in me. 

 

Dr. Anderson: Exactly. Teachers can nurture and develop kids, or they can crush their spirits. 

 

Dr. Ocampo: But we canôt reach every kid. One thing Iôve never heard a professor of education 

say, that I taught in my classroom management class, is you canôt reach everyone. Sometimes 

teachers need to be okay saying, ñYou know what, this kid has too much going on in his life 

right now.ò Sometimes you have to lose the battle to win the war.  

 

Dr. Anderson: So, are you encouraging teachers to sift and sort kids, and say these are the ones 

who are going to make it, and these are the ones who wonôt? 
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Dr. Ocampo: Of course not. Iôm talking about the one or two ñknuckleheads,ò for lack of a 

better term. When we were doing the seating chart activity in my class, I told students we want 

to be careful labeling kids, but youôre going to do it in your mind anyway. Itôs only natural. And 

this brings up an inherent conflict in studying and researching diversity. On the one hand, we 

want to treat every child like an individual, apart from whatever identities they have and not 

stereotype them. I donôt think anyone would disagree with that. But, then if the whole point of 

diversity studies and ethnic studies is to learn about the tendencies of certain groups, then what 

was the point of learning all that stuff to begin with? If I see an Asian student in my class, and 

Asian students tend to be quiet and defer to authority, do I just ignore that? Now, obviously what 

I tell my students is you put what youôve learned, or your, you know, your assumptions or your 

research about an ethnic group and you stick that in the back of your head, you know itôs there. 

And then you interact with the student, and you can kind of get a sense of whether or not they 

match the research. So, thereôs a little bit of wiggle room, but generally speaking, if we think, 

you know, lower SES students generally suffer from this, and we have a school full of lower SES 

students, right, then weôre going to address that before it becomes an issue because we know it 

based on the research. But the minute we do that weôre assuming things about them.  

 

Dr. Ruben: It is interesting to me that you unequivocally accept what the research says, when in 

reality, we can design any instrument to measure what it is we want it to measure. I have seen 

this here with my colleagues at NSU and how they approach assessing the strengths of our 

teaching program. We want to believe certain things about our program in spite of what the data 

says or what it doesnôt.  

 

Dr. Anderson: Right, I mean look at the study of eugenics! All that researchðand we talked 

about this in my classðall that research that said Black folks were less than... 

 

Dr. Ocampo: Well, and this is where having valuable practical experience is important. I donôt 

believe every research study is perfect. But Iôve spent enough time in schools to have developed 

an understanding of best practices, or what works for the largest number of students. The 

research does happen to support what I think, but I work backwards, starting with my experience 

in the schools. 

 

Dr. Anderson: Man, look, Iôm not naive enough to think that schools can reach every kid. Or 

even that school itself can solve our worldôs problems. My quest is like, how do I break the cycle 

of poverty, you know. You have to do more than just tell kids you gotta read and write, you 

know, reading, writing, and arithmetic. If you study hard, then youôll get a good job. Itôs like, no, 

youôve got to understand where you are in this world, that youôre a citizen of a global 

environment and that you have a responsibility and an obligation to try to make a difference, you 

know, itôs not just about improving yourself. Itôs about making the, it sounds corny, making the 

path wider for those coming behind you. 

 

Dr. Abbott: As future teachers, though, my students have an obligation to do what it is the state 

has hired them to do. Which is to teach the state standards. Iôm a firm believer in the standards. 

And where you do a disservice to students is when you are focusing more on trying to rescue 

people than educating them. Sometimes Iôve actually said in my classes that students have their 

own lives and families, and you donôt need you to rescue them. I havenôt said that in the social 
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studies class, but maybe thatôs because it hasnôt really come up. But at least every activity we do, 

they need to explain how the pedagogical tool they are making connects back to one of the state 

standards for social studies. 

 

Dr. Ocampo: I told my students in the classroom management course, that the purpose of 

classroom management is maximizing time on task. Students in urban schools donôt have time to 

waste, and when you are wasting time, itôs a disservice. Itôs child abuse. They are too far behind. 

And look, we value group workébut when you do the SATsécan you work with a group?  

Forget what people say and look at what they measure and what they value. Thatôs the kind of 

stuff you need to focus on in your teaching, and classroom management is a tool for that.  

 

Dr. Anderson: Look, as a school administrator in Boston, I experienced a lot of success creating 

teams that were successful, and, not just athletic teams, but academic teams. I ended up being 

Massachusetts Principal of the Year, National Distinguished Principal. I was invited to the White 

House like six times for the work that we did, and I think thatôs why the universities wanted me 

to work with them. As a school leader in Boston, the superintendent asked me to take a bigger 

school that was surrounded by five housing projects and then we ended up winning the Blue 

Ribbon Award, and highest reading and math scores in the city and all that. But I still think one 

of the biggest mistakes that we make in America is we teach kids and test kids individually, and 

then expect them to go off to work as a member of a team, and for many thatôs a difficult 

adjustment because they havenôt been trained to do so. 

 

Dr. Ruben: Yes, there are certainly hegemonic understandings and norms of schools, and one of 

them is certainly around meeting the state standards and getting certain scores on standardized 

tests. Certainly, at the college level, yes I want my students at NSU to get Aôs, but I ask them 

what do those Aôs represent?  

 

Dr. Abbott: Iôve also tried to get my students at NSU to question the meaning of grades, but they 

donôt want to hear it. My students are very concerned about grades.  

 

TG: Yes, Iôve noticed that, too, Dr. Abbott. Sometimes it seems they miss the point of the 

assignments because they are so concerned about their grades. 

 

Dr. Abbott: Whether or not they missed the point, the real test is always when they get to their 

own classrooms, and Iôm not there. What they say and write in their reflections is, in some part, 

guided by the fact that they are still trying to be good students.  

 

Dr. Ocampo: Well, I donôt know about the college level, but certainly in K-12, kids are being 

punished if we donôt give them grades. I shared that with my students at ECU. And even though 

the real test comes when they are on their own, I think I can get a sense of how someone is going 

to be as a teacher when they are a student at ECU. I think I can also get a sense of how they 

were as a high school student. 

 

Dr. Anderson: Oh really?  
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Dr. Ocampo: Yeah, I mean the real ñknuckleheads,ò for lack of a better term, arenôt sitting in my 

class. Theyôre not trying to become teachers. Besides, the state has weeded them out with the 

stricter requirements to be a teacher.  

 

Dr. Anderson: Well, Iôm not sure they are in my class either, even though there are no state 

requirements to be in my class! Itôs all about perspective and believing that every student has the 

capacity to learn, unless they have a chemical imbalance, and it is up to the adults in their lives to 

help them realize that capacity. 

 

Dr. Ruben: Along that line, in my class, I presented to my class an alternative point of view from 

the researchers in the 70s and 80s in the new sociology of educationé [who felt] defeated 

because they were feeling like we canôt change schools until we change society. Actually, 

teachers have a lot of power. The question is how they use poweréhow you have agency, how 

you can go counter hegemonic so you can really open possibilities for students. 

 

Dr. Abbott: I think I tried as a middle school teacher to do that. To open up possibilities. I even 

went, maybe beyond what being a progressive educator does, and when possible, I tried to serve 

as an ally and act for change on behalf of my students. But, I was also rigid, and I think that was 

because...a lot of those kids looked like me...I thought about the things people did to mentor me 

and get me to wherever I was, and I felt that [there] was not much room for flexibility because 

the world wasnôt going to be flexible with Black and brown kids or kids from the city...I always 

made sure that I was professionally dressed...I never wore sneakers. I didnôt wear jeans 

because...my thought was, thereôs going to be one child here who left the house and mom was in 

rollers and a bathrobe, so theyôre going to get to see a Black woman who is looking professional 

and presents herself in that way...I thought a lot about my identity as a role model for the 

students. Sadly, I donôt know that they viewed me as such... I say that because...when the day 

was over, people werenôt hanging out in my classroom. They were hanging out in Veronica 

Richardsô classroom... this German white woman, who...I guess she was fun...If Iôm this drill 

sergeant...even if I am from the community, and I look like the community, students thought Iôm 

not trying to hang out with you after school... because that doesnôt seem like fun...there were a 

few occasions when...some students would look to me in that way... some of them would see me 

in the community, so in school, the students might ask to spend some time with me, and where I 

could make that happen, I certainly would.  

 

Dr. Ocampo: Well, I asked my students in the classroom management class, ñThink back to all 

of your years of K-12 schooling. First, picture your favorite teacher. Then, picture the teacher 

you learned the most from. For how many of you is the first person the same as the second?ò 

And only three students raised their hands, out of 12 students. So, your favorite teacher isnôt 

necessarily the one you learned the most frométhe ultimate goal is not to be the favoriteéwe 

all know the teacher who is buddy-buddy with the students, but there isnôt a lot of work being 

done. They might like you in the moment, but in the end youôre doing a disservice. Structure is 

incredibly valuable, particularly for students who maybe come from very unstructured 

households, and again, itôs liberal ignorance to assume that all students need the same 

classrooms, and those classrooms should be these free places where people get to do whatever 

they want to do, and ñYou donôt understand, your students if you think thatôs what they need.ò 

But, first of all, so many inner city schools are so chaotic, I donôt mean for the teacher, I mean 
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for the students, that some of them are probably so refreshed, even if they canôt articulate it, to 

have this orderly environment, and if you look at the research on what makes students 

successful, a lot of it is about discipline and self-restraint, and delaying gratification and 

persistence and grit and all those things take discipline. If youôre wealthy and you have all these 

safety nets and all these opportunities when youôre done with school, you can probably get away 

without having too much discipline. But if you want to change your socioeconomic status you 

canôt. So, I think that people have these knee jerk clichés that they spew forth that often donôt 

hold a lot of weight. 

 

Dr. Anderson: (chuckling) My man with what the research says!  

 

Dr. Ocampo: Obviously Iôm generalizing here. Not all kids come from unstructured 

householdsé 

 

Dr. Anderson: Well, when I look back on my time as a teacher in urban schools, Iôm thinking 

about the teachersô loungeé 

 

Dr. Ocampo: The worst place. The only thing that happens there is a lot of whining and 

complaining... 

 

Dr. Anderson: Right, exactly. What I enjoyed the most of all the roles Iôve had in schools ï 

teacher, assistant principal, principal, superintendentð was being a teacher and a coach, but 

because of my relationship with kids, I would hear them talking about teachers in the building 

and how teachers were treating them unfair. I also had the opportunity, because I was a teacher, 

to sit in the teachersô rooms. And Iôd hear the teachersðteachersô rooms are toxicðand Iôd hear 

them talking badly about the kids and about the kidsô parents, and I realized thereôs a disconnect 

between many of the teachers and many of the kids. And I approached the headmaster about it, 

but I realized that I needed to get in a position of policy. Like I need to be able to impact policy 

and change some things. Thatôs when I went back to school and got my masterôs degree, and I 

became assistant principal and then eventually my PhD to become a superintendenté 

 

Dr. Ruben: And those teachers may have been engaging in, at the time, was considered 

progressive practices. Thatôs something I emphasize in my class. That progressive does not 

always mean truly progressive or without its problems. Even back in the 1850s, ñprogressiveò 

was used to rationalize racial segregation. As I shared with my students, ñ[they said] itôs good for 

the Black kids to go to separate schoolsé they will be very frustrated going to school with white 

kids because they donôt have the intellectual capacityé They were convinced it was good for 

theméThis is what some of us call benevolent discrimination. But benevolent or not, itôs still 

discrimination!ò However, itôs still important to not be a revisionist when reading history and not 

read it in the present.  

 

Dr. Anderson: And I donôt know that racial discrimination is that complex. Thatôs why I try to 

focus on, like what do we think was the root? Why were people acting like that at that time? I 

mean I grew up in a racist city and experienced racism, unimaginable racism, and for a long 

time, you know, embraced that, and felt hatred towards Irish Catholic and South Boston boys. 

And then you have the Afro-centric perspective, too, you know, about we were kings, and we 
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were taken from our lands, and the white man did this to us. Itôs like, man hold on a minute, 

everyone wasnôt a king, number one. But, then itôs like do you think that all white men were that 

smart? They werenôt! Just the people with money! They were looking at; how do I get this crop 

grown? And whatôs the most economical way to grow this crop so I can get paid. What? I can 

buy folks in, you know, if youôve never been around Black folks, itôs like, maybe they are 

animals. They speak a different language; they donôt act like I do. Like, shit, give me six of 

them. They can work the field! Itôs like, I donôt even think it was that deep. And then what they 

did is they took poor white folks and made them the overseers, you know, like youôre not going 

to make money. Weôre making money, but youôre better than they are because youôre white, you 

know. So, itôs a white-Black thing versus an economic thing, you know. Theyôre still poor white. 

Theyôre poor Black. Youôll get a little bit better condition than they do, but youôre white. Put that 

white badge on, you know. ñIôm white!ò But youôre broke, you know, theyôre making the 

money. Theyôre buying up everything. So, this countryôs been so caught up in the racial thing, 

you know, back and forth that we lose sight of what were the conditions that made it possible? 

Like what were the real conditions because the same thingôs happening right now. Theyôre doing 

it differently, you know. You got the school-to-prison pipeline, and youôve got the war economy, 

and meantime, folks who have stock in those war industries, theyôre getting richer and richer and 

richer, and their kids arenôt going off to fight and die. And then you got ignorant, poor Black and 

Spanish kids who are being funneled to these privately owned prisons, and theyôre making 

products, theyôre making furniture...itôs the new slavery...itôs a different model, but itôs all based 

on economics. You donôt need to pick cotton now. 

 

TG: I have my students at ECU read part of The New Jim Crow in our class. 

 

Dr. Anderson: Mmhhm. 

 

TG: So, they should read the whole book, but I also had them just readé 

 

Dr. Anderson: But why? Why donôt you have them read the whole thing? 

 

TG: I really should have the whole thing, and you know what, I think maybe next time I teach 

this class, weôre just going to read books. (Dr. Anderson laughing) 

 

Dr. Ocampo: But, also, itôs not always practical for her to assign the whole thing. I know that, 

for the most part, theyôre only going to read as much as they need to. So, I try to make it so that 

what they need to read is enough to get them through, you know what I mean, to make that link 

about why itôs important. It always struck me as odd, and I tell my students this all the time, 

when I was in school, like walking to history class and looking at the syllabus and it would say, 

like, okay for Tuesday read pages 12-116 and then, who is doing all that reading? So, I figured, 

Iôm going to give them fewer, less reading with the hopes that theyôll actually do it... ócause if 

you tell me to read 5 pages, 10 pages, okay. If you tell me to read 120 pages, Iôm not even going 

to read 5 pages. Iôm going to be overwhelmed. 

 

Dr. Anderson: Yeah, I mean, I donôt think my students are keeping up with the reading. They 

have so many other things going on, and some of them donôt have that discipline or that focus 

yet. Thatôs why I try to make our time together a real learning opportunity for them. 
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Dr. Ruben: Yes, but my question from earlier remains. Listen, Dr. Anderson, I certainly wish I 

had more of the classroom environment that you have at ECU with my students at NSU. And, 

when Iôve had classes of upperclassmen, Iôve had more participation and engagement with the 

text than I do with this group of first semester freshmen. But how are they learning if what 

everyone says goes in your class? I mean, Dr. Ocampo, you mentioned liberal clichés earlier, 

and I certainly have issues with the present dominant discourse on race relations. So, I would 

never suggest a dogmatic approach to talking about diversity. Iôm a leftist, but Iôm not one of 

these intolerant left people, and Iôm not saying you should tell this woman from the suburbs that 

she is quote ñwrong.ò But what is she learning from your class, exactly, if the message she took 

away is that everyone has the same opportunities? 

 

Dr. Anderson: Well, one student of color did respond to her perspective and suggested there 

were things this young lady did not understand because she was white. 

 

Dr. Abbott: What did she take away from that interaction? 

 

TG: I spoke with this white student, actually. She said, ñItôs not that I have anything against the 

person who said that to me, but Iôm like, you donôt know my background, you donôt know, like 

my family, you donôt know, like [my sister who is married to a Black man]. Yes, Iôm white. I 

went to a suburban school. I live in a little private lake community that Iôve talked about, but 

thatôs the whole point of the class. You canôt judge a book by its cover because you never know 

somebodyôs background. So, like, at that point, I felt like she was kind of saying, youôre 

privileged, you just donôt get it, what theyôre relating to...Itôs hard not to take it as a jab, but 

thatôs like, that was like one of the whole points. That race has nothing to do with your biology, 

like race is, you know, where your roots are from, but because in society, everything is based on 

your race and then your economic status, like, everything is based on that and people just make 

assumptions, and like, itôs his class where you canôt. You have to get rid of those filters that you 

have on where youôre like oh, oh, oh, oh and just see everybody as a whole. And like that one 

comment, I was just like, okay, so I guess everybody thinks Iôm a spoiled white chick. I came 

from the suburban area, like I donôt know what Iôm getting myself into being at a school thatôs in 

an urban area type thing.ò 

 

Dr. Ocampo: It sounds like for the first time she was experiencing what itôs like to be 

stereotyped.  

 

TG: Yes. As a fellow white woman, I can relate to that feeling of defensiveness. I was defensive 

in an interview with Dr. Anderson when he suggested itôs possible students have dropped my 

class because Iôm too hard on them, and they need to know I believe that they can do ité 

 

Dr. Anderson: I wasnôt trying to make you feel bad... 

 

TG: No, itôs okay! I needed to hear that, and I appreciate that you arenôt afraid to ask me hard 

questions like why I donôt assign students the whole book. In that moment, I was defensive, and I 

sense that Iôve been having these race and other difficult conversations much longer than this 

student. I guess the difference is that moment made me reflect. Iôm not sure this girl is there yet.  
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Dr. Anderson: How do you know if she is there or not? 

 

TG: Well, I asked her whether that changed her experience in the class or whether this was an 

isolated incident. She shared, ñNo, it was like a one-off thing, and I know they didnôt really mean 

it like that. Like, I didnôt obviously say anything back, but it just was like a comment that was 

made. It stuck with me for a couple of days, and it did kind of annoy me. But it was just a 

comment that was made that I was like, this is the whole point of the class. Like heôs opening our 

eyes to, like, everything that youôre taught, or what you think you know, is not true.ò 

 

Dr. Abbott: Well, it does sound like she was at least a little bit reflective. She said the comment 

stuck with her for a couple of days, and the fact that she was bringing it up again, at the end of 

the semester, means maybe she is still thinking about it. 

 

TG: Thatôs true. I guess Iôm also just wondering how students of color feel in Dr. Andersonôs 

class when the white women take up so much of the class time talking about how race doesnôt 

matteré or like, Dr. Anderson, when Hillary got so defensive after suggesting that the hijab is 

oppressive, and the older Muslim student in the class from Iran said she doesnôt see it that way. 

And Hillary got all offended and legitimized her perspective because she is married to a Muslim 

man, and that sheôs ñcloser to the issue than she appears to be.ò It was similar to Allison 

referencing her Black brother-in-law as a reason she may understand race and privilege more 

than her classmates of color thinks she does... 

 

Dr. Anderson: Well, did you talk to any of the students of color in my class? 

 

TG: I did talk to two Hispanic students, one of whom was white. But none of the Black students. 

In fact, none of my student participants in this study were Black. 

 

Dr. Anderson: What did the Hispanic students say? 

 

TG: They said the class was open to multiple perspectives. 

 

Dr. Anderson: I mean, I tell everyone, look as long as your intentions are good, and you are 

respectful, then everyone has a right to express their perspective. Only then can you have growth. 

Thatôs like with Oliver admitting he was a Republican; I shouldnôt have shown any surprise. I 

did, but I shouldnôt have. 

 

Dr. Abbott: I think Black folks, too. Weôre so used to this...  

 

Dr. Ruben: And same for Latinos. Weôre so used to microaggressions and things of the like. 

They happen constantlyé 

 

Dr. Abbott: In the other class I teach where there is a practicum component, a lot of the white 

students say stereotypical or even racist things about [City] , or doing their practicum at a school 

in [City] , that they donôt even realize are racist. And what I have found is that the brown and 

Black students are from [City], right. And Iôve had one or two folks that say, ñNo, that is not 

right, I actually went to that school as a young person,ò or ñI live around the corner from that 
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school, and that is not true, so you all need to work through that stuff.ò Iôd say, without a fault, 

that tends to happen with most of the Black and brown kids that I have in the classroom. So, they 

kind of refute those things and kind of buck that for the students. 

 

Dr. Ruben: Yes, the ethnic minorities usually pick up on things. Like we were reading a 

childrenôs story from the 1850s. Itôs called ñThe Kind Negro,ò and it starts with, I donôt 

remember the name of the character, but something like, sheôs Black, but sheôs a wonderful 

person. So, sheôs Black, but, so of course, particularly the students, you know, the ethnic 

minorities, they immediately pick up that but. What do you mean by but?  

 

TG: Are there ever any white students who will say, like, they pick up on the, oh you said, but, 

or, you know, like sheôs a Black woman, but? 

 

Dr. Ruben: Uh (pause) 

 

TG: Or is it usuallyé 

 

Dr. Ruben: Yeah, there are some white students that pick up the issues that many others will not 

even do that maybe because of their own, kind of, I donôt know if they are privileged or not 

because I have no idea about their backgrounds, but, at least they have a little bit more of the 

cultural capital and probably are more used to be able to feel safe raising questions about issues 

that others, perhaps, have not. Of course, the issue of safety is a whole other conversation. 

Sometimes safety just leads to tangents, rather than staying focused on gaining critical thinking 

skills about the topic of discussion...but anyway... 

 

Dr. Abbott: And, so, maybe that was shocking or upsetting for you, TG, that the white women 

from the suburbs were taking up so much of Dr. Andersonôs classroom space. Or that you 

perceived that as what was happening. Especially in an institution in which white students are 

the minority. But as women of color, and Black women, if we internalized and got upset over 

every problematic thing that was said, weôd never survive. Maybe you are projecting your own 

insecurities onto the women in Dr. Andersonôs classé 

 

TG: Thatôs certainly possible, and I appreciate your saying that. And now that I think about it, it 

may be significant that students of color even felt comfortable enough to say something in Dr. 

Andersonôs class. I think, too, it seemed to go against what Dr. Ocampo mentioned to me about 

this campus being so inclusive and tolerant of diversity and difference. 

 

Dr. Ocampo: Right, but then doesnôt that include our white students, too? I mean, at least at 

ECU, most of our white students are still working class, first generation, and also from the urban 

schools. In some ways, there isnôt much difference between them and our students of color in 

terms of our ultimate goal of helping them move up to the middle class via teaching. These one 

or two girls sound like just two bad apples. No school or classroom is perfect. 

 

Dr. Ruben: Yes, I mean this is my issue with dogmatic ways of talking about white privilege. It 

muffles the white students or anyone who doesnôt talk about white people in a certain way. 

White people are not a monolith, and some white people at one point in time were not even 
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considered white! And Iôm not afraid of not being politically correct. Thatôs not why I donôt want 

to talk about white privilege. I just donôt want to fall into the trap of having a dogmatic debate 

among the muffled. How much time and what levels of theoretical background are needed to 

unpack experience and look at how this intersects with systemic and structural conditions? 

Therefore, I make choices about the direction of class discussions. I think of myself as a leftist, 

right, and actually if you read my writing, itôs extremely provocative... 

 

Dr. Anderson: But why are we talking about white folks at all? Like I said earlier, we need to 

just stay focused on the conditions that make these racial categories possible...and to me, thatôs 

capitalism, greed, and neoliberalism.  

 

Dr. Ocampo: Right, but also, we need to be giving our students tools to overcome the obstacles 

that come from these conditions. That seems, to me, a more practical approach. 

 

Dr. Anderson: Thatôs right. Itôs like how I tell my students the story of how when I was working 

in the schools, and the Black students thought the Chinese students did better on the standardized 

tests because they are Chinese. Itôs like, no, you are playing basketball after school, and what do 

you think the Chinese kids are doing? They are studyingé 

 

TG: Yes, one of the students I interviewed in your class, Dr. Anderson, mentioned that anecdote 

and said it was helpful in thinking about how he might approach his future students who may 

engage in similar thinking. 

 

Dr. Ocampo: Right. Too much of the conversation about urban schools is focused on student 

failures, rather than their successes. And itôs not saying these oppressive systems donôt exist, or 

even saying it is okay that these oppressive systems exist, which I feel like is the pushback I get 

by focusing on academic resilience. But Iôd rather focus on what we can do now. 

 

TG: Itôs less deterministic, kind of. Like if all we are teaching students is that these all-powerful 

systems have already determined their life outcomes, then where is the room for resistance and 

change?  

 

Dr. Abbott: And, also, these conditions sometimes fall under the umbrella of heavy political stuff. 

I work hard to try to not bring so much of that into my class. Part of that too is Iôm not a 

psychologist or a psychiatrist, so if something comes heavy at me, how the hell am I going to 

respond that? I donôt know what to do with that. Iôm not good with those things, so I try to pay 

attention to what I bring into the classroom. And then I also donôt want to be so biased. I didnôt 

talk about Trump any more than I did Obama in the classroom. Because itôs not my place, and I 

know that there was probably one person in the classroom who wasnôt happy that Obama won, 

and thereôs probably one person in the classroom who wasnôt happy that Trump won. And, 

again, itôs not a political...Itôs not a debate class. Thereôs certainly, in a social studies class, room 

and opportunity for that, but in those ways I try to stay neutral, and I donôt like it when I have 

peers and colleagues who are just very intentional in that way. I think itôs bad enough that weôre 

singing this whole democracy song, and inclusion and all that kind of stuff. But then, I donôt 

know, just to kind of bring in the heavy political stuff...I donôt do that. 
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Dr. Ruben: Well, and certainly you can give students the tools to navigate the current 

sociopolitical climate without appearing to be biased. I live in a state of anxiety as I donôt 

remember for a long time. I think from, since my times of being in the army and being at war I 

donôt experience this level of anxiety because of the larger context of things. Not personal, but 

really, I feel responsible for my generation screwing up everything. That we are having globally 

a return to fascism in some ways, neofascism, populism some will choose to call it. The political 

context gives me a great level of anxiety, even though I am in a good situationé the 

environment, climate change, is giving me a great level of anxiety, not for me because by, you 

know, how many years, maybe do I have left? I mean, hopefully, 20, 30éIt might not happen in 

my lifetime. It will happen to my grandchildren. I feel that anxiety, and in a way I am trying to 

channelize some of those into the urgency for my students here to understand that they, if they 

choose to become teachers, they have an incredible responsibility because they have the potential 

to change the world, and itôs not just a naive dream. You can do it.  Iôm not going to spend time 

on the impeachment [of Donald Trump]. There are more important things, particularly when I 

know what the outcome will be, so do I want to get even more depressed? (laughing) Instead I 

try to give them a little more social theory to help them understand and unpack what is going on 

hereé And larger issues, we have discussed. We have discussed the issues of the polarization of 

those who have and those who have not and the access to quality education. We have dealt with 

issues of ethnicity and race and gender, not totally in depth. Itôs an introductory class. But at 

least, thatôs why I spend a little bit more time than I have done in the past, and I have 

incorporated a little bit more of social theoryéto provide them tools to unpack things, to learn 

something that can then be transferred and used to understand a particular context.  

 

Dr. Ocampo: I mean, once Trump won the election, I stopped watching the news. 

 

Dr. Anderson: Well, Trump is only the symptom of much larger problems. And until we really 

address those problems, democracy and inclusion are going to seem like farses. Like Dr. Abbott 

was saying.  

 

Dr. Ocampo: I mean, is full inclusion in the classroom even possible? There are some students 

whose needs just cannot be accommodated in the general education classroom, and itôs a 

disservice to teachers when their preparation programs tell them that is possible. They think, ñI 

must be doing something wrong because this is supposed to work.ò At least, thatôs how it 

happened for me.  I learned how to teach by watching other teachers in the school where I 

worked, rather than focusing on what was taught in my undergraduate program. 

 

Dr. Abbott: But it doesnôt mean we canôt still emphasize lived experiences and diversity in our 

courses. The assumption that I have is that my students have not been around Black folks. So, I 

try to emphasize ñthe Black experienceò and give students a sense of myself, which isnôt always 

easy for me. Mostly through the songs listed in the syllabus. Those are the soundtracks of my 

lived experience. What I havenôt done, because Iôm afraid, is ask the students what they are 

learning about me and/or the Black experience from the songs. But, also, Iôve noticed that they 

shy away from race and ethnicity at times. Like, when they are sharing their pennant 

assignments, Iôm like, so where am I? And then some of the students, well thereôs some women 

here. Iôm like, okay, theyôre thinking in that way, or thereôs somebody who had a connection to 

Massachusetts. Iôm like uhhh, okay. But the race and the ethnicity stuff doesnôt typically appear. 
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Dr. Anderson: Why are you afraid? 

 

Dr. Abbott: Sometimes the formal course evaluations, ñOh, sheôs racist,ò or, ñShe doesnôt 

consider other peopleôs point of view.ò And Iôm thinking, well, if Iôm here to help people to 

grow, and something youôre saying is wrong, I have to tell you that, right? So, and I learned to 

maybe say it with a smile and then, maybe Iôm not as mean or as racist? So thatôs been a 

balancing act for me to try to figure out how do I have those difficult conversations with students 

in a way thatôs not going to, you know, point negatively, or impact me in a way. 

 

Dr. Ocampo: Sometimes you donôt even have to emphasize the diversity or call attention to it. At 

least at ECU. TG was telling me that my students, when she talked to them, didnôt think 

diversity was addressed in my class. And, no, I didnôt always call attention to it in the examples 

and anecdotes I gave in class. But, given who we are, who our students are and where theyôre 

teaching itôs kind of pervasive... itôs kind of just implied.  

 

TG: Well, one student thought it was addressed in the assessment portion of the course, in terms 

of the prior knowledge students will bring. But, right, neither of them thought diversity was 

addressed in the classroom management part of the course. 

 

Dr. Ocampo: Well, classroom management is a prerequisite to everything, and it is going to 

dictate so much of their emotional life at school. I donôt combine it with assessment or anything 

else because I donôt want it muddled.   

 

Dr. Abbott: Do you think diversity would muddle it? 

 

Dr. Ocampo: Not necessarily. But I tend to draw on theories of behaviorism and Maslowôs 

hierarchy of needs, which I guess maybe donôt talk a lot about diversity. But I draw on those 

theories because itôs commonsensical. Students need to have their physical and emotional needs 

met before anything else, or they arenôt going to care about academics. The overriding purpose 

of classroom management, in addition to maximizing time on task, is physical and emotional 

safety.  

 

Dr. Anderson: But also, itôs not just about academics. Students need to know you care about 

them, and that is why you are working on their behalf to get their needs met.  

 

Dr. Ruben: Yes, we talked about this in TGôs first visit to my class. We discussed teachingôs 

crucial role and teachers as caring and critical cultural and political workers. Caring means 

creating an environment where you love them as studentsé you donôt necessarily need to love 

them as people, but you need to love them as students. One of our alumni here at 

NSUé[scholar] she complicates caringébut we can all agree there is a basic sense of solidarity, 

interest, importanceéand critical because you question how things workéand who benefits and 

who doesnôt...We need to educate everyone, regardless of the environment they come from. And 

the way to do that is to embrace democracy and inclusion, even if it doesnôt feel like a reality. 

 

Dr. Abbott: What does that mean? Political worker? 
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Dr. Ruben: Embracing things like diversity, inclusion, multiculturalism, cosmopolitanism, that is 

a political act. Even just saying that being American nowadays incorporates a lot of 

cosmopolitanism is something the alt right disagrees with. There is no apolitical when it comes 

to teaching.  

 

Dr. Anderson: Cosmopolitanism...yes, one of the young ladies of color in my class was saying 

the other day, her perspective is, ñThere is one race. The human race. But this race thing was 

created to keep people in groupséfor ideological oppression.ò 

 

TG: And what was interesting was this was in response to your question, ñWhat is race, and 

where did it come from?ò And Hillary was saying, ñRace is the color of the skin based on where 

you are from.ò And you asked her, ñWhat does that mean?ò And she said, ñWhether your parents 

are from Nigeria or Switzerland is your race.ò And you replied, ñI have a grandparent from a 

plantation in [one of the Carolinas, in the United States] and [another country]. So, whatôs my 

race?ò And she said something vague, along the lines of people in different places can have the 

same race...and even after the student of color made that comment, she said, that from a very 

ñscientific point of view,ò race is where you are from. 

 

Dr. Anderson: Well, she said that before we watched Race: The Power of an Illusion. And maybe 

she didnôt get completely there by the end of the class. But it doesnôt mean she didn'tô learn 

anythingé like Dr. Abbott said. The real test comes after she graduates and whether she can 

make the path wider for those coming behind her.  

 

Dr. Ocampo: And even if teaching is never apolitical, that doesnôt mean we should be pushing a 

political agenda in our classes. We need to look at each individual case and adopt a unique 

approach, rather than stay caught up on politics or worrying about offending people by saying 

things like students need structure or we canôt reach every student, or generally speaking, the 

education in urban schools is not as good as it could be or should be. Thereôs a reason why Black 

and brown families head to the suburbs when they can. 

 

Dr. Anderson: Well, itôs not rocket science why kids in the suburbs perform betteré 

 

TG: Yes, and one of the students I spoke with in Dr. Andersonôs class shared with me that no 

matter what school he ends up teaching in, itôs important to learn about the conditions that make 

urban schools what they are. And that heôd even try to combat deficit thinking in suburban 

studentsô minds about students or people in urban areas. Interestingly, he also said, ñIôm going to 

figure students in suburbs may be going to go for high positions in jobs, and some of them might 

influence urban schools. So, Iôd really like them to try and get them to that mindset that they 

realize that there are problems that create those problems in urban schools and areas, and that 

they can possibly fix them by doing certain things.ò 

 

Dr. Abbott: That really does show the power and importance of being exposed to multiple 

perspectives and things beyond your own experiences.  

 

TG: Yes, and Dr. Abbott, one of your students was sharing how she learned that having these 

difficult conversations can happen at a younger age than she thought. She said, ñOne big thing I 
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learned that I really took away from Dr. Abbottôs class was teaching kids about the Holocaust, 

but I didnôt realize how young you can start teaching it and the way to introduce it, as well as 

other things. Just like teaching them to be cognizant of whatôs going on in the world around 

them, which I think is a big thing.ò 

 

Dr. Abbott: Thatôs great. I guess itôs good to hear that because I was feeling a little disappointed 

with the ñTaking Informed Actionò part of their Talk and Teach demonstrations. I wished that 

aspect had been more substantive. So, when we did the signage around the campus with the 

Earth Day Group about recycling, I would have loved for that to have been more meaningful and 

purposeful. And with the bullying and antibullying group, we signed that pledge, but we didnôt 

really do anything with it. 

 

TG: Yeah, I kinda gasped in my head when one of the girls in the Earth Day group said it didnôt 

matter if the signs got taken down because they already did their part for the project. 

 

Dr. Abbott: Interesting. Iôm not even sure I registered that comment in that way. I guess, you 

know, there are always places or opportunities for improvement. Like after that second lesson 

you observed, TG, I know you came to mind, or your focus, and Iôm thinking, you know what? 

The stuff about diversity was not even included there, so maybe it comes in in other kinds of 

ways, like me being in the classroom and just having some conversations. And when students 

donôt see the larger point or picture in thingsðlike when I get pushback for us spending time 

making things in classðI feel like itôs because I havenôt done a good job explaining the 

importance. You know, didnôt get resistance with the pronoun introductions, for example. I was 

very intentional about why we were doing that.  

 

TG: And that perspective gives you, and the students for that matter, a lot more agency. Rather 

than my perspective, which, of course, is rooted in the literature on Black women professors and 

getting more pushback. But my perspective also constructs a particular Black woman professor 

dealing with particular resistant white students. I need to stop wondering what your class would 

have been like if you were white and/or male and instead look at it for what it is. I did get the 

sense that students got a lot out of your class. I mean, one of the students I interviewed said you 

were definitely one of the better teachers she had because you constantly kept emphasizing ways 

to reach future K-12 students. 

 

Dr. Abbott: Well, thatôs of course great to hear. Of course, I want to hear good things. 

 

Dr. Ocampo: Right, I mean that should be the purpose of any methods class. Giving our students 

as big a toolbox as possible for when they walk into their student teaching and their future 

classrooms. I think that at ECU we should do more courses in methods and less on, they call it, 

foundational or background stuff because what our kids need is a really big toolbox with tools 

that they know how to use well. 

 

Dr. Anderson: But, also, any good teacher is going to have to, or should, consider whoôs sitting 

in front of them. It doesnôt matter how knowledgeable they are with their content if they canôt 

reach the kids, and depending on your culture or your background or your language, you know, 
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the teacherôs content may just bounce off your head if itôs not presented to you in a way that you 

can understand it. 

 

Dr. Ocampo: Well, right, let me be clear. Just because the students at ECU come from the 

neighborhood schools, it doesnôt mean they are all unequivocally ready to teach. Some of our 

students, first of all, recognize they arenôt a good fit to teach, dispositionally. But more often 

than you might think, we end up counseling people out of the program. And this is after they 

pass the Praxis and are admitted into the program. Student teaching is really designed for people 

who can do it full time. And so, with our students, who are sometimes juggling other 

responsibilities with student teaching, the stress exacerbates interpersonal issues, and we get 

complaints from the cooperating teacher. The cooperating teachers have very high standards, as 

they should. And, you know what, itôs okay because not everyone needs to be a teacher!  

 

Dr. Ruben: And I think thatôs where the value comes from classes like mine and Dr. Andersonôs. 

Because at least in our classes they are learning things that are useful and important, whether or 

not they end up teaching. Not just about the history of schooling, but how to gain the levels of 

confidence for them to start gaining a public voice on those matters that are more professional 

and engage in a dialogue. Which, it sounds like they are learning more of the dialogue and 

public voice piece in Dr. Andersonôs class. But, in my class at least, Iôve been trying to help 

them with their writing and help them with the examsé of all the sections of the history of 

education, mine is the easiest by far, in terms of the amount of work! 

 

TG: Yes, one of your students, Dr. Ruben, shared how you donôt trick them like most teachers 

do. What you said was going to be on the test was on the test. And both students shared that they 

felt like you cared about themé 

 

Dr. Ruben: And some of the instructors at NSU, I would like it if they would be far more 

accommodating when you have students that have some major needs or problems. Just the other 

day, there was a student who was failing her section of the history class, so I told the instructor, 

give the student an Incomplete, and I will complete the class with her, so I gave her a whole new 

plan of work with her that we are going to work over the break and everything, and also I told 

her, okay, when you will have students struggling in your class, youôll remember this. The best 

way you can say thank you to me is if you approach your own students in this way. Now we do 

have some good people who engage in this way at NSU, but I wish we had more. 

 

Dr. Ocampo: Yeah, I mean once people get tenure, they have little incentive to try to improve 

their teaching. At least, thatôs been my experience at ECU. Listen, I love tenure for me, but is it 

whatôs best for the students? The people who show up willingly to PDs on teaching are the ones 

who donôt need it.  

 

TG: Well, tenured or not, all four of you do good work on behalf of your students. And I feel like 

youôd do that anyway even if your schools werenôt HSIs. Especially since at both campuses, itôs 

like the one thing you all have in common is that youôre still trying to figure out what it means to 

be an HSI.  
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Dr. Anderson: Yeah, I mean I shared with you I hadnôt heard of that designation until you 

mentioned it. And it has no impact on how I feel or what I do with the students. No matter where 

Iôm teaching, itôs like how are you going to make the path wider for those coming behind youé 

 

Dr. Ocampo: I mean, you asked whether I would teach this class differently if at a PwI. And, I 

said I would. But also, Iôm assuming that PwI is in a suburban area. Like I said earlier, many of 

the white students at ECU are also from urban schools. 

 

TG: But what I appreciate about you, Dr. Ocampo, is that you also described your students as 

inexperienced. So, you arenôt saying that they are necessarily experts on teaching in urban 

schools. Just that they have lived experiences as students that is helpful.  

 

Dr. Abbott: Right. Itôs that role of lived experience. Thatôs what is most important. And 

continuously working on expanding that and learning more about folks who might not have the 

same background as you. 

 

TG: And, I think as professors, you all capitalize on that. Or at least, you share parts of your 

own lived experiences, and even that is a form of teaching.  

 

Dr. Ocampo: And sometimes that sharing is subconscious. You know, I didnôt grow up in an 

urban area. But the students assume I did, which is like instant credibilityé 

 

TG: Right, the Hispanic male student I interviewed said he felt connected to you in that way.  

 

Dr. Ocampo: And I did teach in an urban areaé 

 

TG: Right, and he wasnôt just connected to you because you were Hispanic. It was because of 

your credentials, too, and your experience teaching in the Bronx. In fact, he told me that he 

thinks professors of education should have 20-25 years of K-12 teaching experience in one 

specific area or subject. 

 

Dr. Ocampo: I mean, yes I only taught for 3 years in the high school classroom, and more time in 

the K-12 classroom would certainly make any of us better teachers. But I did do itðwhich canôt 

be said of all my colleaguesðand Iôm still in the schools researching and consulting. Itôs way 

harder teaching K-12 than college. I wouldnôt want to go back to that! 

 

Dr. Abbott: Interesting. I see the value in what your student is saying. And, personally, I didnôt 

go to graduate school with the intent of being a professor. I was planning on going back to the 

classroom, but some of my colleagues were applying for professor jobs, and so I applied, too. So, 

in that way, I became a professor of education by happenstance. I did end up focusing on middle 

school in my K-12 teaching. That was where I needed to land. But prior to that I had a wide 

range of experience across multiple grades and content areas. As a sub, I just wanted to go where 

I was neededðeven in bilingual classrooms where I didnôt speak the language. I think that 

helped me learn the landscape of teaching and education, where children are, who children are.  
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Dr. Anderson: I mean, Iôm a grassroots kind of guy. Iôve never been in higher education full 

time. 

 

Dr. Abbott: I mean, I do work in higher education full time, but Iôve always viewed my role here 

at the university as...the university is not for me. I work here, and Iôm an instructor, but the 

university, I think, is more for students, so you know, they would be involved in, kind of, the 

speak outs and the engagement and the activism in that way. 

 

Dr. Ruben: Well, and I think youôd agree with me, Dr. Abbott, the sense of student activism on 

campus at NSU is certainly dwindling. The university, in general, does some stuff. They have a 

day on social justice, but itôs not really. It doesnôt engage that much, right. They do, itôs not that 

they donôt try. I donôt know, it used to be more active. Even about 10 years ago, before Obama, 

there was a little bit more of an activist presence. For instance, when Bush was the president, and 

there was going to be an election, and students became more active, and we were all having a 

little bit more of, kind of a, life. I donôt see that happening here. I think this generation is 

spending more time on the telephone. Not necessarily is that a bad thing, but the telephone can 

certainly stupefy.  

 

Dr. Anderson: Right, bread and circus. We talked about that in my class...not the role of cell 

phones in particular, but the idea.  

 

Dr. Abbott: Yes, maybe itôs dwindling. But, again, itôs not my place to encourage that or not to 

encourage that. I mean, again, even with the Earth Day signage exercise in my class. I tried to 

bring up activism. We were talking about whether students needed to permission to post the 

signs, and I suggested we could just do it anyway and see what happens. But that if we do that, 

we probably shouldnôt put our names on it. A student commented that they shouldnôt put their 

names on it, and I shared: ñAnd activists have to give thought to that. To what extent are you 

going to go against [the rule]? Is it loss of a sign [that we are making] or loss of a liberty?ò But, 

as TG mentioned, the student may not have gotten the point and said, ñThe worst-case scenario is 

it gets torn down. I mean we did our part of our project.ò  

 

TG: I mean, now that I think about it, Iôm not really sure what you or I or anyone else could 

have done with that.  

 

Dr. Ocampo: Right. I mean from her perspective, this is a graded assignment. And sheôs not 

necessarily wrong to see it in that way. Iôm not saying the assignment shouldnôt be graded... 

 

Dr. Anderson: And maybe down the road, sheôll understand things differently. You know at first, 

I didnôt believe my mom when she said ñG-d has a plan for youò when we were on the phone in 

Vietnam. Everyone around me was dying, and she said I was coming home because I was 

special. I was like, ñMom, Iôm putting pieces of special people in bags,ò and I hung up on her. It 

wasnôt until I started teaching in Boston many years later that I believed her words to me. 

 

Dr. Ruben: Right. Our courses do not happen in isolation. They happen alongside other courses 

and our studentsô lives and the larger sociopolitical context. And, as Dr. Anderson is saying, they 

may even carry over into the future.  
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TG: Thatôs why it felt weird to me, Dr. Anderson, when I asked you in our second interview 

when is the next time you will be assessing your studentsô understanding of race and opportunity. 

Assessment might imply there is one right way to understand that. I realized in that moment that 

assess was the wrong wordé 

 

Dr. Anderson: Right. Itôs like what have you learned since youôve been here?  
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Appendix F 

Dr. Andersonôs Syllabus (ECU)* 

*Information that would reveal the identities of the participants or the institution has been redacted or removed. 
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Appendix G 

Dr. Ocampoôs Syllabus (ECU)* 

*Information that would reveal the identities of the participants or the institution has been redacted. 

 



380 

 

 

 



381 

 



382 

 

 


